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cholars of Islam in Turkish society have written penetrating analyses on the 
reciprocal influences and complementary relationships as well as rivalries 

between Alevi Islam, Sunni Islam, Islam of the Sufi orders, Islam of student 
activists, Islam of “Islamist intellectuals,” Islam as embedded in the oral culture 
and daily practices of the neighborhood, or Islam of scriptural orthodoxy.1 There 
are clearly different ways of knowing Islam, distinct yet intertwined. My concern 
in this essay is with a particular knowledge of Islam—as constructed on the 
landscape of commercial television in Turkey.

In the context of the Middle East, Turkey is the first country, so far, to reconcile 
itself to domestic private broadcasting, via satellite from Europe. “Homegrown” 
commercial channels, beaming into Turkish markets via satellite have managed to 
evade European regulations over content of broadcasting; amidst raging political 
controversy at home, they have enjoyed de facto freedom from state controls. 
In the past four years, Turkey has moved from a scarcity of images directly 
controlled by the state, to an abundance of them, fueled by the competition among 
increasing numbers of commercial channels. Currently, seven private channels 
are competing for audience ratings and advertising revenues. Other ventures are

An earlier version of this essay appeared in the tenth issue of New Perspectives on Turkey (1994), 
an independent journal published in Istanbul.

1. For sources which provide an overview of the extensive literature on Islam in Turkey, with 
comprehensive bibliographies, see Tapper 1991 and Acar 1993.
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scheduled, pending political negotiations over regulatory legislation.2 In a matter 
of four years, the symbolic landscape of commercial television has emerged as 
a major arena of cultural politics in Turkey.

2. For a detailed account of changes in the Turkish media scene between 1990 and 1992, see 
Sahin and Aksoy 1993.

3. Sreberny-Mohammedi (1993) has written a sharply critical response to this particular issue 
of Media, Culture and Society, articulating a series of misgivings along similar lines.

My broader concern in the present study is to explore the complex modes of 
accomodation between the global references and practices of commercial televi
sion and civil formations within Turkish society. By tracing the ways Islam has 
been packaged for consumption by heterogeneous audiences, I hope to capture 
how commercial television has served to construct a distinctive knowledge of 
Islam, thereby redefining the parameters of cultural politics and the social context 
of political practice in the national arena.

In the wider corpus of writing on Islam in the media, criticism of Western 
media practices continues to substitute for inquiry into the variety of ways the 
media interact with and transform the parameters of cultural politics in different 
national contexts. Since the publication of Edward Said’s largely polemical book, 
Covering Islam (1981), the abstract and ecumenical language of cultural imperial
ism seems to pervade much of the discussion. Two recent journal issues devoted 
to the topic are illustrative. A special issue of MERIP Reports (January 1993) 
on “Power, Mass Media and the Middle East” begins with an article titled “Power 
Structure of the American Media” which details how the White House sets the 
agenda for media reporting on the Middle East. In the same month, Media, Culture 
and Society published a special issue devoted to “Islam and Communication.” In 
the introduction the issue editors state that their purpose is to focus “upon concep
tions of communication as they are theorized by Muslims." The subsequent inter
view and articles consistently reiterate the totality of Islam as a mode of thought 
and way of life, depicted variously as either confronting, being destroyed, monop
olized or totally alien to a Western culture.3 When read together, these two 
special issues complement one another, one underlining the “demonic” practices 
of Western media (read American) in the tradition of Althusserian functionalism; 
the other emphasizing the totality of Islamic Culture (read pure), in the tradition 
of searching for authentic religions and cultures, purged, so to speak, of the 
scoriae with which time and foreign elements have soiled them.

Commendable as they may be, the moral and political concerns which inform 
such critical discussions of Islam and the media should not warrant abstract
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generalizations which foreclose inquiry into selective borrowings, partial resis
tances, and negotiated encounters. During the past decade, a definite shift has 
occurred in the way global media flows are conceptualized and studied. The 
long-standing assumptions of the cultural imperialism perspective, with its two
fold tendency to emphasize the hegemonic power of Western media, and the 
authenticity of cultures it threatens to massify, standardize, and uniformize, now 
appear frozen in the realities of the 1970s, already a bygone era. Throughout 
the 1980s, the frontiers of internationalized media research shifted to questions 
of indigenization, creolization, hybridization, as local strategies of historically 
situated and geographically located audiences in the global media environment. 
The emphasis has been upon the multiplicity of interpretive frameworks that 
audiences from different ethnic, class, religious, and gender backgrounds bring 
to polysemic media texts, thus resisting, reinterpreting, and reinventing “foreign” 
hegemonic products. A wealth of ethnographic studies from different local cultural 
settings, ranging from India, Morocco, Egypt, and Brazil to the United States, 
have examined the ways global flows are selectively appropriated and indigenized 
to renegotiate the boundaries of local lives vis-a-vis hegemonic national as well 
as foreign cultures.4 Hannerz (1989) used the term “global ecumene” to describe 
this “world of movement and mixture” in which globalization and localization 
of cultural production are two moments of the same total process, a blending of 
disjunct and different cultural forms which yields new diversities.

4. Foster (1991) provides an extensive bibliography and discussion of this research. For strongly 
critical assessments, see Curran 1990 and the special issue of Critical Studies in Mass Communications, 
“Reading New Revisionism” (7:2, 1990).

My point of departure here is that the realm of the intermediate and the amor
phous, the “impure,” constitutes the very substance of contemporary Middle 
Eastern cultures as elsewhere in the global ecumene. Hence my concern is not 
with the impurity or inauthenticity of Islam as represented on the landscape 
of commercial television. Instead, I will focus on how Islam, as packaged for 
consumption by heterogeneous audiences becomes an issue, something that has 
to be addressed and confronted—provoking pro and con positions. The analytical 
centerpiece of my argument is that knowledge of Islam, as produced and dissemin
ated through commercial television, constitutes a new order of reality, not because 
it has been forged together from disparate elements, distant in time and space (and 
hence contaminated or soiled in some sense), but because it has been issue-tized.
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Conceptual Caveats

For a phenomenon as complex as Islam in Turkish society, the meaning of public 
opinion remains far from clear. As conventionally understood and measured, 
the notion of public opinion presumes the existence of a shared frame such that 
audiences can be arrayed along a pro or con dimension on fixed categories. Islam, 
as a cultural and political phenomenon entails a multiplicity of schemata, often 
overlapping, ambiguous, and interwoven with everyday practices that are not 
organized into positions of for or against. It is always possible to elicit people’s 
responses to precoded questions. But it is not meaningful to talk about public 
opinion on Islam—until it is formulated as a “public issue.”

The crucial role of commercial media in this context is one of issue-tizing 
events by drawing upon familiar anticipatory frameworks of audiences, using 
metaphors and catchphrases to crystallize meanings into shorthand notations, 
which sharpen and condense underlying schemata into adversarial positions, and 
weave fragments of popular discourse into positions of pro and con. In the 
achieved wisdom of public opinion research, the media provides a rich informa
tion environment which allows “uninformed” readers or viewers to familiarize 
themselves with facts and figures. The line of reasoning I follow in this essay 
turns this logic around and suggests that the average reader or viewer is minimally 
interested in the flurry of details, numbers, quotations, and visual images provided 
by the media, and is notoriously uninformed in the conventional sense of the 
term. Commercial media are significant, not because they educate audiences 
by providing factual information, but because they provide simplified ways of 
organizing meanings, by packaging the abundant flow of confusing and conflicting 
information in forms readily consumable by heterogeneous audiences, i.e., by 
framing them into positions for or against.5

5. This way of thinking roughly follows what has been termed a “constructionist perspective,” 
which attempts to break the dualist bind inherent in the perennial debate on whether media manipulate 
or reflect public opinion, by focusing on how public issues are constructed over time in a three-way 
interaction between media, events, and audiences. For research which elaborates this perspective, 
see Gamson 1992 and Neuman, Just, and Crigler 1992.

Commercial television has rapidly become the center of this process in Turkey. 
It has transcended historic barriers of literacy and mobility to problematize events 
as issues by packaging them in colloquial forms and popular linguistic practices 
for mass consumption. The fierce competition among advertiser-dependent com
mercial channels, under continuous pressure to attract the widest possible audi
ences and alienate the fewest potential viewers, has brought a concert of new
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images and voices onto the screen, not only as individual items, but also clustered 
and organized as a symbolic contest between competing interpretive “packages,” 
thus lending them urgency and drama as “issues.”6

6. I prefer the term “packaging” to the more commonly used concepts of “encoding” (British) 
or “framing” (American) for a number of reasons. The term packaging translates into Turkish with 
roughly the same connotations whereas new words have to be invented for the other terms. Also, 
the concept of packaging emphasizes the actors involved—journalists, sponsors, and audiences as 
consumers. The concepts of framing and encoding are overburdened with connotations of ideological 
hegemony, often treated monolithically. My interest centers on the symbolic contest between alterna
tive interpretative packages as they ebb and flow over time, bracketing the question of a hegemonic 
ideology in the final analysis.

7. For a similar interpretation, see Sayan 1975.

On the following pages I proceed chronologically, beginning with Islam as 
framed in the official-ceremonial realm of state television. Then, I focus upon 
the 1991 television campaign of Turkey’s Islamist political party, Refah Party, 
which coincided with the advent of commercial broadcasting, arguing that this 
campaign proved to be a significant topical event, stimulating widespread com
mentary in general-audience media and triggering a process of issue-tization. 
Lastly, I discuss how Islam has become part of the issue-centered culture of 
commercial television by focusing upon the symbolic contest among alternative 
interpretive “packages.”

Faces of Islam in the Official-Ceremonial Realm of State Television

The symbols and motifs of Turkish political life have traditionally been embedded 
in and constructed around an opposition between an “official” realm of institutional 
politics, peopled by men dressed in suits and ties making significant public pro
nouncements upon important occasions—mostly occasions of the state—and the 
“real-life” politics of handshaking, shoulder-rubbing, and favor-dispensing.7 
These two realms of meaning have been reproduced through the Turkish Televi
sion and Radio Authority (TRT), the state broadcasting monopoly, whose mission 
has been to define and promote a common and collective agenda for moderni
zation.

From its inception in the 1930s, broadcasting service in Turkey was set up 
as a centralized and state-controlled entity, similar to the telegraph and telephone 
services which preceded it. Radio programs were an important ingredient in 
the creation of a sense of national unity, through homogenized official Turkish 
language, national folkloric music, a shared sense of historic occasion, and loyalty
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to the nation.8 As the guardian of national culture, language, and history, TRT’s 
state monopoly rights over broadcasting continued in the post-1950 era of multi
party politics. The 1961 Constitution redefined its status as an autonomous state 
organization; the 1972 Constitution affirmed its independence from party politics. 
In practice, corporatist controls over program content as well as institutional 
structures meant that TRT remained a vehicle of the governing party. The begin
nings of television broadcasting in the early 1970s, far from introducing a more 
pluralistic media scene, served to transpose, into visual images, the sense of 
occasion and ceremony associated with institutional politics. Figuratively, at 
least, politics and politicians were dressed up for the television screen, to deliver 
messages to the nation. Opposition party leaders, allocated “equal time” for cam
paign speeches before nationwide elections, addressed matters of serious public 
concern, their dignified miens framed against a portrait of Ataturk or the national 
flag in the background. For Turkish television audiences, masters in decoding 
TRT’s symbolic agenda, electioneering and political debate began where televi
sion left off.

8. The historical origins of broadcasting in Turkey roughly follow the European pattern. In the 
British case for instance, BBC radio broadcasts between 1926 and 1954 played a similar role; see 
Leitner 1983. For a discussion of the Turkish broadcasting agency, TRT, in terms of its mission to 
create and spread a national identity, see Aksoy and Avci 1992.

In the pristine secularism of Turkish public television, Islam has been both 
absent and present. Its public visibility was, and continues to be, limited to 
state-sanctioned occasions, carefully staged and timed. Every Friday evening, 
during a fifteen-minute “religious hour,” the Director of State Religious Affairs 
delivered an edifying message on the virtues of charity, honesty, and humility 
befitting a good Muslim, speaking in standardized Turkish and dressed in secular 
garb. Chanting of prayers or views from inside a mosque with a full congregation 
in prayer, were reserved for officially designated religious holidays only. At all 
other times, images of mosques signified the historical heritage of the nation or 
the richness of its tourist attractions.

This meticulously crafted modern and civilized face of Islam on public televi
sion served as a constant reminder of the “dark face” of Islam, all the more 
threatening by virtue of its invisibility. In the collective memory of Turkish 
nationalism, the dark face of Islam belongs to a distant past, banished once and 
for all together with the Sufi orders, the Arabic script, the Khalifate, and the 
Sharia. In the discourse of secularism, it has remained very much alive, a primor
dial force lurking in the interstices of everyday life and practice, and ready



57

Packaging Islam

to assume public form and substance unless closely monitored. Hence “we” as 
enlightened Muslims, must be on constant guard against the hidden enemy within 
“us,” lest its dark face reappear. The other dark face of Islam has thus been as 
familiar for Turkish audiences as its visible “civilized” face.

Commercial Broadcasting and Televised Politics

The monopolistic hold of TRT was finally broken down in 1990 by a satellite 
television venture based in Germany. The example set by this “pirate” venture 
was quickly followed by others. In the subsequent three years, the number of 
companies renting satellite transmission space to beam into the Turkish market 
has rapidly increased. What started as “pirating” rapidly became accepted as de 
facto reality, with TRT competing with the new commercial channels for advertis
ing revenue and audience ratings. Thus the underlying logic of broadcasting has 
progressively shifted away from serving the needs of the public towards attracting 
consumers.

The novelty of commercial broadcasting for Turkish audiences did not stem 
from an invasion of cheap licensed imports, or slick advertising. These were 
standard fare on TRT schedules from the beginning.9 Characters of American 
action series, BBC films, and Brazilian tele-novellas were already familiar figures, 
all speaking standardized Turkish. Paradoxically, commercial broadcasting proved 
more “domestic” in some respects. Game and quiz shows modelled on American 
and European originals quickly multiplied to create home-grown personalities and 
styles, drawing on regional accents and regional humor as much as transnational 
influences. Popular Turkish films rapidly moved into prime time slots, outcompet- 
ing the program archives of Hollywood in audience appeal. “Authentic” folklore 
and classical music (Western and Turkish), formerly compartmentalized in 
different time slots, began to intermingle with popular ersatz Arabesque music 
on entertainment programs. This admixture of home and foreign cultures, while 
no less “synthetic” than a state-mediated official culture, seemed more familiar 
and closer to the fabric of everyday life for most Turkish viewers.

9. The ratio of imported programs on TRT schedules has increased parallel to the expansion in 
broadcasting time, reaching 45% in 1985. See Qankaya 1986.

The novelty of commercial broadcasting became apparent during the 1991 
elections which marked the beginning of a new era of multi-channel political 
marketing in Turkey. More than sixty-five percent of Turkish households switched 
on their television sets to gaze at color-sound images of politicians and political
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parties created by marketing consultants.10 In the living rooms of some seven 
million families, close-ups of electoral candidates competed with familiar faces 
of talk-show hosts and anchorpersons. Popular tunes of political commercials 
intermingled with video-clips of rock music and advertising jingles. Voice-over 
flashes of ideo-terms such as “welfare,” “freedom,” “rights,” “representation,” and 
the master-term “democracy,”11 superimposed over pictures of cheering crowds in 
political rallies, joined the stream of flashforwards announcing various forthcom
ing attractions on television schedules.

10. According to the PIAR-GALLUP national consumption patterns survey conducted in 1991, 
60% of 11 million Turkish households owned color televisions. The 1990 “Euro” average (seventeen 
countries) quoted by Gallup International is 90%. The 1993 consumer survey of the Istanbul Chamber 
of Industry reports 90% color television ownership for metropolitan Istanbul. The import of television 
in Turkey becomes more apparent when newspaper reading habits are taken into consideration. The 
“Euro” average for adults who never read newspapers is 14% as compared to 67.6% for Turkey. 
The survey also reveals very significant gender differences in Turkey. Only 11.7% of the Turkish 
women sampled read a newspaper daily; 79.7% never read newspapers. The comparable figures for 
Turkish men are 29.5 % and 56.4 % respectively. Trends in newspaper circulation tell a similar story. 
The total circulation of national dailies in Turkey has stabilized at around 3.5 to 4 million over the 
past five years. Advertising agencies proceed on the assumption that of the total 11 million households, 
only 2 million are regular subscribers.

11. I have borrowed Appadurai’s wording (1990), not because of its suggestive eloquence, but 
because of its descriptive accuracy in this context.

12. Nearly fifty years of research on short-term effects of electoral campaigns on voting prefer
ences and behavior suggests, in capsule form, that due to selective exposure and perception, media 
reinforce existing points of view. Effects are limited to the undecided few. For an overview from 
within this research tradition, see McQuail 1979.

Whether the advent of multi-channel political marketing changed the fortunes 
of the electoral contest itself, is a moot question. The accumulated wisdom of 
communications research suggests that media exposure during electoral cam
paigns has a limited effect upon short term voting decisions.12 Analysts of the 
Turkish political scene concurred. The incumbent Anavatan (ANAP, Motherland 
Party) government, in power since 1983, lost its majority in the polls, despite 
lavish spending and a highly sophisticated multi-media campaign designed and 
executed by a transnational political marketing consultant. The two major parties 
of the 1970s, Adalet Partisi (AP, Justice Party) and Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, 
(CHP, Republican People’s Party) both of which were closed down by the military 
regime of 1980-83 and their leaders banned from politics, reconsolidated their 
former constituencies under new names (as DYP, True Path Party and SDHP, 
Social Democratic People’s Party) to capture forty-five percent of the total vote 
and establish a coalition government bringing together elements of liberal center-
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right and center-left. At the more radical end of the political spectrum, the reli
gious right and the neo-fascist ultra-right votes did not exceed a combined fifteen 
percent. Hence the sophistication in techniques, style, and uses of multi-media 
political marketing notwithstanding, 1991 elections yielded the classic equations 
of the Turkish electoral scene.13

13. For a discussion of the 1991 election results in terms of voter alliances, see Kalaycoglu 
1994.

14. See Sunar and Toprak 1983.

And yet, in the imagination of the Turkish public, the frames of reference of 
political life and the social context of political practice were transformed in 
complicated ways. For the first time, the world of politics began to intermingle 
with the world of commodities and entertainment, blurring the boundaries brack
eting off the ceremonial-public realm. In the narrative-based strips of reality and 
fiction offered on commercial television, fast food, fast cars, and fast political 
rhetoric flowed into one another. Turkish viewers watched in fascination as politi
cians crossed an invisible line joining the world of familiar television personalities 
both real and fictional. For politicians and political parties, entry into the image
centered landscape of commercial television was an equally transformative step. 
Packaged by advertisers for heterogeneous television audiences, they became 
other than themselves for their constituencies as well as for the general electorate, 
familiar faces in novel scripts.

In a paradoxical fashion, the maverick campaign of the 1991 elections proved 
to be that of Turkey’s long standing Islamic Party, Refah (RP, Welfare Party), 
catapulting it from the margins of political power and social status into the national 
limelight. The perennial leader of the religious right in Turkish politics, Necmettin 
Erbakan, was already a widely known figure for Turkish audiences. He has been 
part of the Turkish electoral scene since the 1960s, first as the leader of Milli 
Nizam Partisi (MNP, National Order Party), then Milli Selamet Partisi (MSP, 
National Salvation Party), and since 1983, of Refah Partisi. Throughout, the 
party remained peripheral in the broader spectrum of institutionalized party poli
tics, trapped in its public image as being rooted in a hard-core constituency of 
small-town shopkeepers. According to scholarly interpretation, Refah symbolized 
the voice of dissent, but from the distant regions of tradition rather than moder
nity.14 Its carriers were the traditional petty bourgeoisie whose way of life was 
threatened by Turkey’s agenda for modernization. This image of parochialism
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was consonant with the construction of Islam in the official discourse of Turkish 
nationalism.

The Refah Party’s 1991 television campaign was a runaway success, not be
cause it led to a dramatic shift in voting preferences in the short run, but because 
it shaped a new public image for the party. Its success hinged upon personalizing 
Islam’s dark face, thereby rendering it simply ordinary. As packaged by marketing 
consultants for commercial television, Refah’s constituents were not the turbaned 
women and bearded dark men of the imagination, but everyday people. The 
campaign presented closeups of a series of ordinary faces, encouraging the view
ers to scrutinize them and use their own acumen to assess their honesty and 
sincerity. From all walks of life and all ages, faces of men and women appeared 
on the television screen to identify themselves and appealed to television audi
ences’ faith in their own judgements of sincerity, thereby seeking to circumvent 
the party’s former public image and political associations. This was indeed a 
maverick campaign.

Refah Party’s Television Campaign: You and We

The availability of commercial television in the 1991 elections presented a major 
opportunity for the Refah Party to directly address heterogeneous, national audi
ences. The party seized upon this opportunity by launching an “image campaign” 
aimed at the mass public, designed and executed by a professional marketing 
agency, concurrently with the more conventional networking activities among 
the party’s own constituency.15 Verbalized as “a change of method” within party 
circles, the explicit aim of the image campaign was to transform Refah’s public 
identity from that of an inward-looking, traditionalist, conservative religious 
party, to one of universal vision and future promise for everyone. In the words 
of a party official:

15. The information on Refah’s 1991 campaign strategy is based on interviews with the advertising 
agency which handled the campaign and party members from the Istanbul chapter who were directly 
involved in its design. But the interpretive analysis of campaign materials is my own and does not 
represent the viewpoints of individuals interviewed.

It would be a mistake to remain a small party of ideas. But the im
portant question is how to reach the masses without compromising 
ideas. The answer to this question resided in embracing all strata of the 
society. Not just our girls who cover their heads, but those who do not, 
housewives, workers, civil servants, pensioners, small businessmen, in
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sum, a political party which opens its arms to all strata of society re
gardless of whether they share the same political viewpoint or not, 
Refah. (Interview, December 1991)

Thus, the central theme of the media campaign was formulated as “you and we”— 
“we know your problems,” “we are closer to you,” “we embrace all of you,” “we 
think alike,” “we are together,” “we are the same.” This broader theme was 
translated into specific messages for nineteen different target groups by choosing 
a spokesperson for each. Thus each target group was visually identified and 
personalized by a single face, an easily recognizable, ordinary, “average” face 
from everyday experience. The same faces stared from billboards (in twenty-four 
cities) and spoke to millions on television (in thirty- and five-second time slots), 
their visual expressions and spoken words associated with familiar dilemmas 
and invoking shared meanings. Anchoring and relaying the meanings conveyed 
through images and direct address, were captions and/or voice-overs formulating 
a specific issue, Refah’s campaign pledge and a repetition of the slogan, “Refah 
Partisi, a New World.”

A significant feature of the mass media campaign was the deliberate avoidance 
of a readily recognizable Islamic idiom, symbols, and Koranic quotations. For 
instance, of the seven female faces used in the campaign and identified as an 
immigrant peasant woman, an environmentalist, a university student, a child, a 
“woman of life,” i.e., a prostitute, a human being, a wife of a civil servant, only 
one was wearing a “turban,” the Islamic headcover which has readily discernable 
political connotations. The only “turbaned” female was a young girl, directly 
addressing the viewer to say that she was expelled from the university during 
her senior year because she used a headscarf (the word “turban” was not used 
because it signifies radical Islam), followed by a voice-over pledging that no one 
will be discriminated against because of her beliefs and practices when the RP is 
in power. Similarly, only one Koranic quotation was used in the entire campaign, 
“Heaven is under the feet of mothers,” but without reference.

The campaign language formulated salient issues in words which have cultural 
resonance in both “secular” and “religious” discourse, allowing heterogeneous 
audiences scope for alternative decodings of the same messages. A series of 
frequently used concepts in voice-over messages, such as “unjust order,” “capital
ist order,” “slave order,” “exploiting order,” “usurious order,” “corrupt order,” 
served as familiar slogans in articulating the growing discontent of wide segments 
of the general electorate. Also, they were used interchangeably as the opposite 
of a “just order,” emphasizing the polarity between “the just” and the “unjust” in
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religious idiom.16 “A just order—A new world” became a potent symbolic pack
age, its language resonating with cultural narrations of the past and grievances 
of the present, but also benefiting from sonorities with the neo-liberal discourse 
of a new world order and globalism.

16. Mardin (1993) provides a fascinating discussion of the meaning of these terms in Islamic 
idiom.

17. Research on viewer behavior patterns covering more than thirty years point to very similar 
broad patterns in Britain, the United States, Canada, and Japan despite varying regulatory and televi
sion channel environments. See Goodhardt, Ehrenberg, and Collins 1987.

This was undoubtedly a well-crafted and well-financed campaign. But the 
three major contending parties of the 1991 elections ran equally sophisticated, 
and in the case of incumbent ANAP, much better financed advertising campaigns. 
The success of Refah’s campaign was rooted in the interpretive framework that 
Turkish audiences actively used to construct meanings, rather than the magic of 
advertising on passive audiences. Its potency in capturing the imagination of 
heterogeneous audiences must be sought in the dark, hidden face of Islam, the 
invisible “other” of Turkish national identity. Projected onto the television screen, 
individuated and personalized, it became simply a different visage like any other, 
surprising and fascinating by its very familiarity—urban, literate, middle class.

Beyond the Campaign: Packaging Islam for Mainstream Audiences

The vivid images and emotional rhetoric of Refah’s 1991 advertising campaign 
have long since faded into distant memories. In the issue-saturated culture of 
commercial television, each day ushers in new dramatic events; yesterday’s press
ing concerns breed today’s boredom.

In the intervening three years, Turkish audiences have become experienced 
consumers of commercial television, sampling the wide range of offerings on 
different channels just as they shop for groceries at a variety of stores. The 
days when privatization transformed the viewing experience into a gripping and 
enthralling affair, as taboos seemed to evaporate one after another, are long over. 
For most people, it seems, viewing has become a low-involvement affair. They 
watch a lot of television, but often choose the “least worst” available program 
option. This is akin to the low-involvement, low-loyalty, “mostly-for-relaxation” 
pattern suggested by the abundant evidence from audience research elsewhere 
around the world where commercial broadcasting predominates.17
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Refah’s 1991 television campaign was significant beyond its momentary nov
elty value, but not in the sense of leaving some sort of lasting imprint on Turkish 
public opinion. Its significance resided in providing a “critical moment of dis
course” when a topical event stimulates widespread commentary in general
audience media. These are moments which allow taken-for-granted interpreta
tions to be amplified, calling forth modifications of conventional themes and 
counterthemes to account for the latest development. Such major topical events 
provide “pegs” around which public discourse evolves and changes over time.

Islam was essentially a non-issue in the official discourse of Turkish state 
television, something that was seen to exist and was taken for granted as shrouding 
the illiterate, backward mind, hence requiring no explicit attack or defense. Re
fah’s 1991 campaign coincided with the advent of commercial television and 
succeeded in capturing the imagination of audiences through a combination of 
ingenuity, timing, and cultural resonances. Its visual images—literate, metropoli
tan, middle class—neither expected nor predicted from the standpoint of prevail
ing interpretations, required plausible explanations, akin to a new twist in the 
plot which taxes the ingenuity of the script writer. Thus the campaign acquired the 
status of a topical public event, simultaneously serving to crystallize conventional 
anticipatory schema and calling forth modifications of taken-for-granted interpre
tations. Its significance resided in triggering a process of issue-tization of Islam 
for commercial audiences through the elaboration of alternative interpretive 
packages.

One way of thinking about television discourse is in terms of a set of interpretive 
packages, which evolve, change, and interact over time.18 Analogous to the multi
ple story lines of a grand narrative, each interpretive package has its own career. 
Packages ebb and flow in prominence and are revised and updated as new events 
arise. Major events move the story line along. This is not to deny the significance of 
hegemonic ideology, as the grand narrative. But what keeps the television-literate 
viewer watching are the proliferating story lines, the suspense centering on the 
next twist in the plot, enjoyable and relaxing precisely because the grand narrative 
is formulaic and familiar.

18. See Gamson and Modigliani’s analysis (1989) of media discourse on nuclear power.

To suggest, then, that the visibility of Islam on Turkish commercial television, 
now ubiquitous, constitutes a major challenge to the official discourse of secular
ism may be misleading. But it is not without consequences. Within the overall 
framework of secularism as the core narrative is room for competing interpretive 
packages. And since Refah’s television campaign, some interpretive packages
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have gained prominence, while others have receded into the background. At the 
risk of crudity, I will briefly outline two such interpretive packages below. It is 
possible to trace different versions of these packages back to the 1980s in the 
abundantly documented and often penetrating analyses presented in the daily 
papers and newsmagazines. But it is commercial broadcasting which has reached 
into the oral culture through popular speech forms and image-centered narrative 
techniques wherein the spontaneous, the immediate, and close-at-hand takes pre
cedence over elaboration of reflected upon arguments.

Islam-as-a-Viewpoint One currently prominent interpretive package is what I will 
term, “Islam-as-a-viewpoint.” In this package, Islam is condensed and presented 
as an adversarial position, much the same as feminism or environmentalism. On 
television, it is represented by “responsible spokespersons” who speak on behalf 
of “the Islamist viewpoint” on a wide range of political and cultural issues, putting 
forward interpretations rather than actually criticizing the official view.19 Thus 
for instance, televised forums incorporate either an “Islamist journalist” or a 
Refah assembly member (but rarely both) to ensure “balanced” controversy. On 
talk shows, the presence of an “Islamist intellectual” lends interest. A debate 
between an “Islamist-feminist” and “Kemalist-feminist” ranks high on audience 
ratings. The camera gazing upon studio audiences invariably focuses upon a 
turbaned female (rarely two sitting together) to signal pluralism.

19. Meeker (1991) points out that daily newspapers and general interest magazines discovered 
the newsworthiness of quoting an adversarial “Islamist viewpoint” in the late 1980s.

As an interpretive package, Islam-as-a-viewpoint should not be equated with 
pro or con positions on specific topics such as family law, sex education, or the 
most recent events in Bosnia. Rather, it suggests that Islam is a matter of opinion 
on these topics, a question of agreement or disagreement. Its core organizing 
theme, what I have called the story line, is that in the carefully modulated pluralism 
of commercial television, there is as much room for Islam as any other viewpoint. 
And akin to all differences of opinion, disagreements (among literate, urban, 
middle-class people like “us”) can be overcome through discussion and dialogue. 
As packaged in readily identifiable and consumable forms for mainstream audi
ences, Islam-as-a-viewpoint is no longer organized opposition but a part of soci
ety’s overall commitment to democracy.

As events unfold, each package must be able to provide interpretations consis
tent with its central theme. It is always possible to do this, however unexpected
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an event may be from the standpoint of a prevailing package. But the results can 
be labored. Consider for instance, the following excerpt by Hason Cemal, a 
prominent commentator in Sabah, one of the three largest daily newspapers, 
writing in the aftermath of recent events in the provincial city of Sivas where 
an angry mob burned down a hotel, killing thirty-seven people, seriously injuring 
some sixty others:

One point is certain. The struggle between the old and the new within 
Refah Party is becoming intensified. This is the distinction between tra
ditionalists and the reformists. Some describe this as the struggle be
tween liberal Islamists and conservative Islamists. Within Refah, the lib- 
eral-Islamists constitute the rising wing of the party in Istanbul. There 
is a clear defense of democracy in their discourse. They think Islam can 
best flourish within democracy....They propose clear ideas on civil soci
ety and political participation.

But one point is clear. If Erbakan continues to remain benign to the 
winds of renewal and change within his own party, towing the masses 
as in the case of Sivas, he will either marginalize his party or splinter 
it. (Sabah, 16 July 1993)

The commentary above, titled “Sivas massacre” indicates that such an event can 
be accommodated by introducing a subplot in the form of an ongoing struggle 
between “old guard-traditionalist-conservatives” and “young guard-reformist- 
liberals” and as long as the latter are on the rise, it does not contradict the main 
story line. It also suggests that alternative interpretive packages both compete 
and interact in moments of dense commentary, when events call forth complicated 
explanations. In the days immediately following the Sivas massacre, not only 
did the “bazaar (shopkeeper) mentality” interpretation come to the foreground 
again as the one most readily available and requiring least effort, but also some 
of its salient elements were incorporated into the competing Islam-as-a-viewpoint 
framework, as illustrated in the commentary above.

Islam-as-Global-Machination A parallel interpretive package, sprinkled through 
commentaries on bits-and-pieces news, accounts of world events, excerpts from 
interviews, or quotations from public pronouncements by politicians, is one I 
will label “Islam-as-machination.” Once again, the basic story line is fairly simple, 
but more difficult to pin down and extract on television than in opinion columns 
of daily papers or newsmagazines. The central theme is that there are ongoing
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global religio-political conspiracies. In its most readily identifiable version, this 
entails religio-political machinations of Saudi finance capital and/or the tentacular 
arm of Iranian fundamentalism.20 Depending upon circumstance and moment, 
their aims may coalesce with those of other international forces who gain by 
destabilizing the Turkish polity, thus yielding combinations and permutations of 
a thickening plot.

20. In the magazine press, “the Saudi connection” initially acquired newsworthiness when Islamic 
financial houses were established immediately after the ANAP government assumed power in 1983, 
amidst speculation about members of the Ozal family as shareholders. Later amplified and elaborated 
over a series of topical events, Islam-as-machination package continued as the dominant package in 
the “secular” mass circulating daily newspapers until the advent of commercial television.

For mainstream audiences, the notion of hidden global conspiracies is the 
familiar stuff of cold-war narratives, the conventional plot of innumerable Holly
wood spy movies and action series. Islam-as-global-machination evokes these 
familiar stories, lending fresh interest to conventional denouements by providing 
new heroes and anti-heroes, weaving together fact and fiction. It also resonates 
with the broader cultural narratives of Turkish nationalism, past and present, 
wherein there are always outside enemies awaiting to take advantage of Turkey’s 
moments of weakness to further their own aims.

The cultural resonances of Islam-as-machination with older themes makes it 
appear natural and familiar. It is simultaneously a very up-to-date interpretive 
framework, in the sense that it presents Islam as interlinked with global cultural 
and financial flows, rather than small-town provincialism. Islam is presented as 
a “network of vested interests” extending all the way from Saudi Arabia to Ger
many, with enormous financial stakes. Television footage which offers glimpses 
of Islam in Germany is accompanied, more often than not, with headings and 
leads which describe it as “very well organized” and closings which ask, directly 
or indirectly “where does all the money come from?” News commentaries ask, 
“who is doing the financing,” in the context of specific events in time and place— 
Refah’s advertising campaign, the proliferation of Islamist publications in book
stores, the advent of an Islamic broadcasting channel. These commentaries cluster 
events together and explain them by conjuring a culprit of global financial power 
“behind them all.” Islam is no longer the invisible enemy “within us” but a clearly 
identifiable international force, drawing “Muslim citizens” into its ever expanding 
network of vested interests. Furthermore, those being captured by the network 
such as youth subsidized through scholarships, Islamic businessmen accumulating 
through Islamic banks, or immigrant communities of Europe, are, first and fore
most, upwardly mobile and metropolitan.
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Once again, an event such as the Sivas incident which does not readily lend 
itself to explanations in terms of global machination, displays the ways in which 
interpretive frameworks are simultaneously amplified and elaborated over time. 
In the burst of commentary following the event, the distinction between machina
tions of Iranian fundamentalism and Saudi finance capital came to the foreground, 
both global and tentacular, but one was presented as furthering its aims through 
terrorism and the other through petro-dollars. The headlines of the largest circulat
ing daily, Milliyet, for instance pronounced: “We have pampered Iran: As Ankara 
remains silent, Iran comes upon us” (21 July 1993). The subsequent cover story 
(accompanied by color photographs of Rafsancani, and Hamaney in one corner, 
and in the other corner, a funeral scene from a village massacre in Eastern Turkey 
where twenty-six people were killed) identified the role of the mullah regime of 
Iran in both Sivas and Eastern Turkey, blaming government officials for failing 
to act against terrorism by hiding behind the pretext of lack of evidence.

The “Sivas massacre” illustrates that topical events are not encountered as raw 
happenings by journalists who report them, and those of us who rely upon their 
reports, but are already partly framed in the context of available interpretive 
packages and serve to modify them. To move beyond illustration to account for 
the development and relative prominence of these packages and their competitors 
over time requires much more systematic research. I have ventured the sketchy 
outlines above, in order to emphasize two interlinked points.

Islam as packaged by commercial television for mainstream Turkish audiences 
is as much a product of globalized media practices as domestic sponsors; resonat
ing with “traditional” cultural themes as well as international ones. Both of the 
packages outlined above capture familiar themes of popular Turkish culture, 
past and present; they also intertwine with recognizable themes of Hollywood 
narratives and the interpretive frames used by transnational news agencies to 
report on distant events. They are neither totally familiar nor entirely new, but 
a mixture of convention and invention. They crystallize and condense meanings 
which journalists — editorial writers, television commentators, or opinion lead
ers—hope and assume will be shared by their invisible audiences. As such they 
straddle the boundary between production and appropriation of meanings, both 
national and international. Islam, as packaged for mainstream audiences thus 
constitutes a new order of reality, an alchemy that is not reducible to its constituent 
elements— traditional, international, historical, contemporary, mythical or real.

The analytical pitfail here is to assume that this blending of convention and 
invention is specific to knowledge produced and disseminated by commercial 
television. A proclivity toward cultural essentialism inevitably creeps into critical
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discussions of media. The tendency is to seek “authentic,” “original” cultures, 
purged of the scoriae with which time and television has soiled them. It should 
be recalled that our entire stock of cultural knowledge is based upon strategic 
encounters in which exchanges and borrowings as well as conflicts and resistances 
have taken place. The intermediate and the amorphous are the very substance 
of what de Certeau (1984) has aptly termed “the culture of the present.”

Knowledge of Islam as produced and disseminated through commercial televi
sion constitutes a new order of reality, not because it is a cultural bricolage of 
disparate elements, distant in time and space (and hence contaminated or soiled 
in some sense), but because it is issue-tized. To suggest that visual images of 
Islam on television do not speak for themselves, but acquire meaning in the 
context of anticipatory schema that audiences bring to bear upon them, is highly 
unoriginal. My own emphasis has been upon commercial media practices which 
weave together fragments of conventional anticipatory schemata, sharpening and 
condensing them through deft catchphrases and shorthand notations, to develop 
interpretive packages that define pro and con positions. It is this symbolic contest 
between competing interpretations which lends urgency and immediacy to topical 
events on the extremely mobile landscape of commercial television. Islam, as 
packaged for consumption by heterogeneous audiences, becomes an “issue”— 
something that has to be addressed and confronted—demanding each and every 
member of the audience to make a choice and decide where they stand, for or 
against.

♦♦♦

Who could have foreseen, barely three years ago, the possibility of zapping from 
feisty belly dancing to sonorous Koranic translations from Arabic on prime time 
Turkish television? Both were taboo on the state-monopolized skies of the 1980s. 
Within four years, Turkey has made a definitive move from a scarcity of images 
to an abundance of them and reconciled itself to “free skies” and global media 
culture.

The variety of ways in which televised politics will in the long run react back 
upon the institutions and individuals being televised, transforming their nature 
over time, remains to be seen. Since commercial broadcasting is barely four 
years old in Turkey, it would be premature to attempt a broader discussion on 
the interactive nature of television and politics. Without indulging in futurology 
however, one may safely conclude that knowledge of Islam is no longer what
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it was three years ago in Turkey, because knowledge is no longer produced and 
disseminated in the same way.

I have emphasized that commercial broadcasting has paved the way for the 
visibility of Islam on television in ways long criminalized by the public service 
norms of the state broadcasting monopoly. Private channels, with their commer
cial logic, have proved much more responsive to civil configurations of Turkish 
society in their attempts to attract heterogeneous television audiences. Commer
cial broadcasting, with its global practices and references, has thus paradoxically 
rendered Islam ubiquitous on Turkish television.

To greet this as the advent of a new “era of transparency” (to translate the 
currently fashionable Turkish phrase used by advocates of free skies) would be 
only partially correct, however commendable its political moral. Commercial 
television has indeed challenged the official nationalism of state broadcasting and 
served to limit its erstwhile power over audiences. This does not mean, however, 
that once the cloak of uniformity imposed by an officially constructed national 
culture is removed, diverse formations of civil society, with their multiple tradi
tions, will be “reflected” or find “free expression” on the television screen, as 
those infatuated with the potential of audiovisual media would have us believe. 
Islam, as packaged for consumption by mainstream audiences, and Islam as a 
political phenomenon in Turkish society are distinct phenomena. The former is 
not a reflection or free expression of the latter.

I have argued that commercial television has served to construct a new order 
of reality, a new stock of knowledge, if you will, that is distinct both from 
official discourse on Islam, and also Islam as embedded in real-life practices. 
The centrality of the official discourse on Islam resided in the historical primacy 
of secular state institutions—the school, the university, the literate culture—in 
the production and dissemination of knowledge. The introduction of state-monop
olized broadcasting opened a door, however slightly, to competing modes of 
acquiring knowledge, transgressing the established borders of literate culture. 
But in the official-ceremonial realm of Turkish state television, Islam remained 
a non-issue; something taken for granted within conventional anticipatory schema 
and hence requiring little defense. Similarly, varieties of Islam as embedded in 
the fabric of social existence and reproduced through communal practices and 
oral traditions, constituted a realm of knowledge that was simply given.

It is only in the issue-centered culture of commercial television that Islam is 
no longer something taken for granted, but packaged as a problem that demands 
public awareness, encouraging audiences to clarify their own positions and take 
a stand. For the minority who actually read daily newspapers and weekly maga-
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zines in Turkey, and journalists who write for them, this process can be traced 
back to the 1980s. But it is commercial television which has served to issue-tize 
Islam for heterogeneous audiences by transcending historical barriers of literacy. 
It has broken through the closed and immobile corpus of official-ceremonial 
culture to issue-tize Islam in the public domain. More than that, it has reached 
into the oral tradition, penetrating into the fabric of daily existence, to define a 
set of positions for individual subjects.

Islam is no longer something taken for granted, something given, but part of 
the issue-saturated culture of commercial television in Turkey. It is now a public 
issue, a matter of public opinion and political choice—the choices having been 
packaged by television, in the language of television.
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