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7 ♦ Talk Television
Reinventing Secular Muslims
in the Era of Neoliberalism
AYSE ONCU

This essay focuses on one of the most trenchant motifs of Turkish nation
alism, “we are all secular Muslims,” to explore the ways in which that mo
tif has been simultaneously destabilized and also reconfigured in the polit
ical conjuncture of the 1990s. The essay’s main emphasis is on how the
meanings of being secular, and of being a secular Muslim, have acquired
content through the visual formats and commodity logic of television, at a
moment in time when their “arbitrariness” was revealed and politicized by
the growing visibility of Islam in the public realm. The centerpiece of the
analysis is how the chimera of who “we” are and “what we stand for” as sec
ular Muslims is constituted on a particular talk-show program, featuring a
divinity professor, Yasar Nuri Ozturk, as celebrity guest. The discussion
moves beyond the magical audience ratings of Yasar Nuri Ozturk, to em
phasize the ways his arguments entered into public circulation in the dense
political scene of the late 1990s to highlight the anomalies of a centralized
Directorate of Religious Affairs in the Secular Republic of Turkey.

The ascendance of global religious politics over the past two decades has
paved the way to a widening debate on what secularism might mean and
what kinds of secularism to expect in the future. Once upon a time—barely
ten years ago—the porous relationship between “affairs of state” and “af
fairs of religion” seemed to be an affliction that plagued non-Western so
cieties. A conundrum of issues and tensions facing such self-avowed secu
lar states as India or Turkey could be attributed to their failure to separate
i74
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politics from religion. Proceeding from the liberal-democratic ideal of
state neutrality, the prevailing institutions and cultural practices of “secu
larism” in such countries could only be described negatively, in terms of
anomalies and contradictions, if not a flagrant violation of what secularism
is all about. Critical attempts to unpack the binary oppositions embedded
in such naturalized accounts were waylaid by the apparent success of West
ern “secular” polities in resolving conflicts of “religion.”
Now, of course, historical circumstances have shattered the illusion of
state neutrality in European societies that have long been upheld as mod
els of secular polity. A host of specific issues, ranging from state funding of
religious projects to the display of religious symbols in public space, have
highlighted the significance of state practices in sorting out the “religious”
from the “nonreligious.” As Colin Jager has recently put it, “the outsized
claims of secularism to have solved the seemingly irresolvable conflicts of
religion” are now apparent.1 In recent scholarship, questions have begun to
cluster on the multiple histories and geopolitical formations collapsed into
a totalizing opposition between “the secular” and “the religious.” There is
now a growing body of scholarship on the variegated genealogies of reli
gion as it has been constitutively defined through modern forms of gover
nance.2 And the question of how matters of faith, statecraft, and commerce
have been entangled in distinctive historical formations of modernity, both
colonial and postcolonial, has come under scrutiny.3 The contested terrain
within which the concept of secularism now operates is increasingly
haunted by questions such as, When was the “secular”? If the “secular” is
not the time after the “religious,” then what sort of difference is captured by
the notion of a shift in the late modern moment? Has the “secular” mu
tated, or been transformed by momentous changes, to the point of becom
ing unrecognizable or virtually nonexistent? If so, why has it become the
bearer of such powerful moral/political investments—a sign of desire for
some, and equally for others, a signifier of danger—precisely when it does
not seem to refer to anything recognizable at all?
My purpose in this essay is to engage with these question marks in a
specific historical context—contemporary Turkey—where the boundaries
between the “secular” and the “religious” have become the battleground
for cultural hegemony among contending political forces in the public
arena. Specifically, I want to focus on a critical moment in time—the latter
half of the 1990s—when the blowing winds of neoliberalism were coupled
with a dizzying expansion of satellite broadcasting and popular media, to
lend growing visibility to Islam in the public arena. This was a moment
when one of the most trenchant motifs of Turkish nationalism—we are all
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secular Muslims—was ruptured to reveal the ambiguities of who “we” are
and “what we stand for” as secular Muslims. What I hope to trace in the fol
lowing account is how the couplet secular Muslim—challenged by the
growing presence of Islam in the political arena—was reanimated through
the visual formats and commodity logic of infotainment broadcasting, to
acquire political content as a matter of “free choice.”
Underpinning much of the analysis I will offer below is the crucial
significance of popular-commercial media as a terrain of political debate in
contemporary Turkey. But as numerous scholars have pointed out, it is no
toriously difficult to draw theoretical or methodological boundaries
around popular media, given its multiple accretions in different spheres of
daily life.4 This poses the practical problem of where to make an initial cut
and where to leave off. My own point of entry into the dense media envi
ronment of the late 1990s in Turkey will be to focus on the metamorpho
sis of a divinity professor into a supersubject on commercial television—
the “phenomenon of Yasar Nuri Ozturk.” The centerpiece of my analysis
will be how the chimera of a “secular Muslim” is constituted on a particu
lar talk-show program that was on the air for more than five years, featur
ing Yasar Nuri Ozturk as a celebrity guest. This will allow me to discuss
how his polemical arguments entered into public circulation, to be mobi
lized and reframed by strategic actors to challenge the powers of the Di
rectorate of Religious Affairs in the secular Republic of Turkey.
Before proceeding further, however, I want to introduce three paren
thetical caveats, each of which is intended to provide a sense of the broader
social and political context within which Yasar Nuri Ozturk’s heated argu
ments on television became enmeshed with dilemmas of what it means to
be a “secular Muslim” in the political conjuncture of the late 1990s.

An Instant in History
“Today’s Cihad is no longer possible without television”

The quotation above has an eventful story, one that illustrates how the ab
stract secular became the battleground of unfolding political/legal conflicts
during the latter half of the 1990s. It also reveals the complexity of ways
“television” was interwoven in them.
The sentence itself is from a speech by Necmettin Erbakan, the leader
of the religious Welfare Party, delivered soon after his party’s resounding
success in the national elections of 1995. In a landmark victory, the Welfare
Party had won 22.5 percent of the national vote and emerged as the largest
party. Soon after the election, Erbakan arrived in Istanbul amid a flurry' of

Talk Television

♦

177

media attention, to address a gathering of conservative businessmen,
mostly members of MUSIAD, assembled in one of the city’s more modest
five-star hotels. True to his reputation for lengthy and colorful speeches,
he spoke for more than hour, paying homage to the business community
for their support. He mentioned, among other things, the importance of
their contributions in keeping the newly established conservative-religious
television channels alive. The sentence he used to punctuate his point—
“today’s Cihad (jihad) is wo longer possible without television”—was immedi
ately picked up by television cameras. All the major infotainment channels
carried news of Erbakan’s Istanbul visit that evening, accompanied by visu
als showing him pronounce the word Cihad.
Four years later, the sentence became recorded in official history. In a
highly controversial ruling by the Constitutional Court, announced on
January 17, 1998, the Welfare Party was closed permanently, for violating
the fundamental principles of secularism.-’ Necmettin Erbakan, along with
five of his closest associates, was banned from active party politics for a pe
riod of five years. Among the various pieces of evidence cited to justify the
Court’s verdict, published in the form of a bulky written document, was
Erbakan’s sentence. So video clips showing him utter the word Cihad came
on the air once again and were broadcast repeatedly, both during televised
announcements of the Court’s ruling and the ensuing week of heated de
bate over its implications.
In the divided public opinion of the moment, the decision was both cas
tigated as a “major blow to Turkish democracy” and “a black spot on Re
publican history” and also welcomed as “a warning to Erbakan and his col
leagues that this society will not tolerate an Islamic regime.” Necmettin
Erbakan himself, speaking to television cameras at an impromptu press
conference immediately following the Court’s decision, responded
with one of his famous truisms: “This is merely an instant in history” (Ba,
tarihte bir andan ibarettir).
During the same “instant in history” (interpreted literally as the years
between 1995 and 1998) the engagement of mainstream television audi
ences with Yasar Nuri Ozturk’s arguments were in the process of trans
forming him into a national celebrity.

A Master Narrative: We Are All Secular Muslims

In discussing the relationship between Arab nationalism and Islam, AlAzmeh suggests that “so long as Islamic thought and activity were not in
direct opposition to the nationalist regimes, they were largely left on their
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own ... an independent though not self-sufficient auxiliary."*1 At the ex
pense of overdrawing the contrast, it can be argued that Turkish national
ism has sought to discipline and civilize Islam by embarking upon a major
sodal/cul rural engineering project in the name of secularism. Much has al
ready been written about the variety of laws enacted and the regime of state
practices put into effect to control Islamic thought and activity. Critical ac
counts of the authoritarian nature of this enterprise, and the Jacobin mind
cast of the nationalist elite who were its architects, are now abundant.
What is worth further scrutiny, however, is a frequent assumption that
seems to go hand in hand with such criticisms—namely, the idea that be
cause it was “imposed from above” the secularist project in Turkey failed to
penetrate beyond the thin upper crust of the society’s social and cultural
fabric, and hence remained superficial. In this picture, the impermeability
of Ishim (identified with grass roots of society) and die superficiality of sec
ularism in Turkey (identified with the state elite) are simultaneously con
jured such that the latter becomes something taken for granted.' Of course
representations of Islam as an irreducible and invariant social force have
been under attack for more than a decade now? But they seem to acquire a
second breath of life in debates on the superficiality of state practices and in
stitutions associated with the secularist project in Turkey, which is tanta
mount to assuming that Islam is a generically closed, utterly exceptional
religion. So it is important to emphasize the extent to which Turkey’s sec
ularist enterprise has penetrated everyday life to mold Turkish citizens as
“secular-Muslim” subjects.
Ignoring the details of a complicated history, what has been named sec
ularism in Turkey was (is) a totalizing enterprise, in the sense that it sought
to define what constitutes die parameters of Islamic thought and activity,
by centralizing and monopolizing its production under state auspices. As
such, it has been a two-pronged project. On the one hand, the Turkish
state attempted to purge (with various degrees of vigilance and/or success
at different times) all autonomous loci of Islamic thought and activity em
bedded in communal networks. On the other, it created, in the nexus of the
centralized state apparatus, the institutional mechanisms of monopolizing
the production of a unitary and uniform corpus of knowledge, one that
would define die universal principles of Islam for all Turkish citizens. The
onus of interpreting the doctrinal and ritual injunctions of Islam was dele
gated to die Directorate of Religious Affairs, along with the responsibility
of training, certifying, and monitoring h/;zw;s who preach in mosques and,
most important, the task of educating all Turkish citizens in die religious
and moral precepts of Islam as part of the national educational curriculum.
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Ignoring the details of a complicated history, these institutional practices
have “succeeded” in producing a particular knowledge of Islam, and a par
ticular knowledge of secularism, such that being a secular Muslim makes
common sense, becomes something taken for granted, and hence “nor
mal.” To try to discuss how this process of “normalization” is actualized,
first and foremost through the educational system, far exceeds the bound
aries of this essay.9 A brief illustration will suffice to reveal its current
scope.
Presently, all schoolchildren are enrolled in two mandatory courses,
one entitled “History of the Turkish Revolution” (Turk Devrim Tarihi), the
other “Religion and Moral Education” (Din Kulturu ve Ablak Bilgisi), as
part of the national educational system. In the former, they learn that var
ious pieces of nationalist legislation were major social reforms instituted by
Ataturk, such as the “alphabet reform,” “religious reform,” and “hat re
form,” and memorize them by name and date as listed in the textbook. In
the latter, they learn that Allah has several prophets and holy books, but
Mohammed was the latest and best prophet, and the Koran the most en
lightened book. They also commit to memory the Koranic excerpts that
are supplied in the textbook, with Arabic words written in roman script.
These same two courses are taught under slightly different names, in pro
gressively more detail from primary school onward, culminating in nation
wide examinations where success is contingent upon knowing the informa
tion contained in the relevant textbooks. The actual content of these
textbooks is subject to political contestation and “revision.” What is not
open to contestation is that all Turkish citizens, regardless of when they
leave the formal education system, must learn the principles of Kemalism
and the precepts of Islam through these courses. Needless to say, most
children and young adults are bored with these courses and promptly for
get their contents after passing examinations. But they acquire the sine qua
non of being a Turkish citizen-—the knowledge that principles of Kemalism
and principles of Islam are in no way contradictory, that is, that we are all
secular Muslims.10
In emphasizing the totalizing intent and scope of this social-engineer
ing project, I do not wish to imply that it was ever total, that is, finished or
complete at some moment in time. On the contrary, its institutional para
meters took shape in the lengthy history of power struggles and contesta
tions that were an inextricable part of the formation of the nation-state. Its
practices were defined vis-a-vis countervailing forces. And like all hege
monic enterprises, it has always been in the making, continuously repaired
and reasserted to remain hegemonic. Thus the effort to marginalize and
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delegitimate all Islamic thought and activity produced outside the auspices
of the state (couched in the language of a ceaseless moral battle against
forces of irredentism and fundamentalism) has been repeatedly challenged.
But each such major political challenge—real or imagined—has served to
enhance the institutional powers and scope of the Directorate of Religious
Affairs. The doctrinal and ritual injunctions as well as educational policies
of this institution have been a battleground of party politics since the
1950s. But its institutional centrality and primacy in defining and supply
ing what constitutes public knowledge of Islam in the “secular” republic of
Turkey has steadily increased. As the representative of official Islam in
Turkey, the Directorate currently (at the moment of this writing in 2008)
stands as one of the largest and best-financed state institutions in Turkey,
with an organizational reach (as well as budget) next to none other than the
ministries of Defense, Education, and Interior Affairs.
It is very tempting to argue that Turkey’s secularist project carried the
seeds of its own demise, given its inherent contradictions. Or that the ideo
logical hegemony of “secularism” paved the way to oppositional forces of
“religion” in a dialectical manner. But of course hegemonic enterprises are
hegemonic precisely because they “naturalize” contradictions and “dele
gitimate” countervailing cultural forces. Hence the answers to the growing
mobilizing potential of Islam in the political arena of the 1990s in Turkey
must be sought in the wider global conjuncture wherein the capacity of na
tional states to monopolize cultural production came under challenge
across the world.

A World-Historical Conjuncture: The Unfolding
of the 1990s Decade in Turkey

The moment of the 1990s was a triple conjuncture in Turkey, as in many
parts of the postcolonial world. This was when the dramatic failure of
state-led development efforts to deliver its promise of national progress
had already become apparent. The blowing winds of neoliberalism from
the transnational arena, with its rhetoric of “freedom from state controls,”
“opening to the outside,” and “integration to the global economy,”
promised the dawn of a new era. But what lent hope and optimism to such
a utopian possibility was the ease with which satellite technologies pene
trated across space, suggesting that integration to a world of plenitude and
choice waiting “outside” would be effortless, once “state barriers” were re
moved. The immediate burst of energy in media and consumer markets
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seemed to lend this hope tangibility, however brief, before it was displaced
by the disillusionments of neoliberalism.
In its broader outlines, the unfolding of the 1990s decade in Turkey is
one variant of this general picture. Mazzarella’s description of India in the
early 1990s could well have been written for Turkey.
“Globalization” had, for once, a very precise meaning. It referred to
the events that took place after 1991, the year the Indian govern
ment inaugurated a series of reforms that, inter alia, resulted in the
flooding of shop shelves with foreign brands. Billboards all over In
dian cities and towns, newly launched satellite-televisions channels,
and the print media positively exploded with appeals to desire and
identify with melange of brands in which Philips stood cheek and
jowl with Videocon, Levi’s with Sunnex.11
What is missing in this portrayal is the heady sense of optimism, a sense of
literally “opening to the outside” that accompanied this moment in Turkey.
The deregulation of financial and capital markets began earlier, sometime
in the mid-1980s. The breakup of the Soviet Union in 1989, which
spawned a set of new “Turkic” states in Central Asia, fostered dreams of
Turkey’s impending leap into the global arena. The boom in domestic con
sumption, together with an unprecedented expansion in advertising mar
kets, made investments in satellite television highly attractive. The broad
casting industry expanded at a frenzied pace, becoming a hotbed of
mergers and acquisitions, and developing vertical linkages with other sec
tors of the economy. Coupled with a cycle of exuberant growth in the do
mestic economy, Turkey’s neoliberal turn became a showcase for success in
international circles.13
The downturn to Turkey’s neoliberal episode was equally swift and dra
matic—-but once again by no means unique. Tsing describes this moment in
Indonesia as follows: “From the top of what was called a ‘miracle,’ Indone
sia fell to the bottom of a ‘crisis.’... So recently an exemplar of the promise
of globalization, overnight became the case study of globalization’s ‘fail
ures.’”13 The first “crisis” that signaled the end to Turkey’s miracle growth
occurred sometime in the mid-1990s. Thereafter, the country began to suf
fer from a chronic condition of “economic uncertainty”—to use the favorite
catchphrase of Turkish journalism. A succession of coalition governments
began to follow one another in a game of musical chairs, lending credence
to the diagnosis that “political instability in Ankara” was the main culprit for
“economic uncertainty.” Most important, insurgent politics of Islam and of

182

♦

VISUALIZING SECULARISM AND RELIGION

Kurdish nationalism seemed to escalate concomitantly, bringing the Turk
ish nation to the brink of being drawn and quartered.
By the end of the end of the 1990s, the body politic of the nation ap
peared to be dissolving symbolically and literally, as a series of calamitous
events—“shock news” in the language of tabloid journalism—began to
tumble upon one another on television screens. The ongoing civil war be
tween Kurdish independence fighters and state armed forces remained in
visible on television screens, apart from officially authorized references to
terrorist activities. But as the death toll continued to increase, visual images
of mothers crying over the funeral caskets of their sons began to intrude
with increasing frequency.14 Then there were a series of shock events in
volving “reactionary Islam”—young girls falling into the clutches of het
erodox sects (Fadime Sahin event of 1996); provincial towns falling prey to
Iranian extremists (Sincan event of 1997); the infiltration of the “bloody”
Hizballah network into the heartlands of the nation (Hizballah event of
2000)—which brought the nation to the brink of disaster. Last but not least
there were a series of political scandals (uncovered by investigative jour
nalists) that revealed the hitherto unsuspected existence of a “deep state”
involving linkages between high-level state officials, drug cartels, and
Kurdish tribal networks. For mainstream audiences, watching these “disas
trous events” unfolding before their very eyes, interspersed with tabloid
news on “ordinary lives of the super-rich” (the subject matter of innumer
able telemagazine programs) and the “extraordinary sufferings of ordinary
people” (featured “live” on “reality shows”), there seemed little doubt that
the Turkish nation was on the verge of collapse.15

The Metamorphosis of Yasar Nuri Ozturk into a
"Supersubject" on Turkish Television
In discussing the relationship between television and knowledge in gen
eral, John Ellis emphasizes the dialectic between two extremes of disorder
and control.16 Television, he suggests, does not provide an overall explana
tion; it comes to no conclusions. It produces an unstoppable flood of
events, spectacles of conflicts, intimations of crises of all sorts, people in
desperate circumstances—unfolding before our very eyes in “real time”
with cameras deliberately focusing on action. It also offers an enormous
amount of “chat”—musings about what may have happened, what may be
about to happen, or what may be the result if events were to take a certain
turn. We as audiences are desperate for some sort of conclusion, but the
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more bits of information we acquire, the greater the complexity and con
tradictions. Television’s perpetually shifting agendas leave us adrift in a sea
of doubt and contingency.
Instead of conclusions, what mainstream infotainment broadcasting in
Turkey (as elsewhere perhaps) offered audiences was a limited set of “su
persubjects” who speak the truth as they see it.17 Such supersubjects ad
dress viewers in the category of the person, balancing out the moral and
immoral, the acceptable and the unacceptable, the right and the wrong,
even as events tumble upon us, and there are no second guesses. Among
them are a selected number of news anchors, some notables from the busi
ness community, some politicians (very few), and in the latter half of the
1990s, Yasar Nuri Ozturk. These are not television stars or celebrities—
“show biz” in the conventional American sense of the term. Nor are they
merely representatives of particular channels, the media world in general,
or “the public interest”; rather, they seem to represent a complex nexus of
them all. They speak as the I (analogous to the Z in a sentence), and their
messages perform the “magic” of binding different elements and cultural
institutions together to form a coherent “reality.” The supersubject (at
least on Turkish television) is not a “narrator” in the classical sense of the
term, organizing “live” events and orchestrating them toward a particular
resolution. He (not she) does not provide narrative resolution but seems to
stabilize the chaos, discord, disorder of the world beyond our immediate
experience, by his very presence.
Yasar Nuri Ozturk, then, emerged as one among the limited number of
such supersubjects on Turkish television and, akin to all of them, stood in
a category of his own. He has an impressive cachet of credentials as a
scholar as well as positional authority—-a theology professor at Istanbul
University who specializes in Islamic philosophy—that empower him as an
“expert.” His prodigious writings include more than forty books, both
scholarly works and popular “best sellers. He is fluent in Arabic, Persian,
and English; has committed the entire Koran to memory; holds a (secular)
law degree; and is equally at home with quotations from Friedrich Nietz
sche, Jamal-al-din al-Afgani, or Mevlana al-din Rumi.18
In addition to his scholarly/intellectual credentials, Yasar Nuri Ozturk
has a lengthy history of engagement with the popular media. He started
writing “Friday columns” for daily newspapers in the 1970s, starting with
Son Havadis, later Tercuman, then moving up to Hurriyet (the largest circu
lating mass daily) in the 1980s. Beginning in 1987, he began to appear reg
ularly on the liorkl ofBeliefprogram, broadcast on state television on Friday
evenings. But it was the advent of multichannel commercial broadcasting
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that catapulted Yasar Nuri Ozturk into the national limelight, transforming
his name into a household word, sweeping his books to the top of best-seller
charts, and turning him into a highly visible public persona.
From the mid-1990s onward, Ozturk became the most sought-after
“guest” in innumerable studio debates, talk shows, and arena programs. He
prepared and presented such regular programs as Isiga Cagi (Call to Light)
or Kuran ve insan (Koran and the Human Being) for various commercial
channels, which were recycled endlessly, particularly during the Ramadan.
In great demand as a speaker, his scheduled talks ranged from five-star ho
tels in Istanbul to provincial towns and cities in various parts of the coun
try. His website where he responded to questions from the public on a va
riety issues became immensely popular. A subsequent book titled I Am
Answering, based upon the most frequently asked questions on the Inter
net, became an instant best seller in supermarkets and R&D chains. And
his personal life, ranging from his hip dress style (polo shirts, suits with ties
or foulards) and his daily workouts, to his “modern” home style and “un
covered” wife, provided endless material for the magazine press.
There is little doubt that the combination of these attributes—Islamic
theology, Arabic, aerobics, Internet, English, and an “uncovered” wifehad much to do with the fascination of mainstream audiences with Yasar
Nuri Ozturk. It is also important that the year 1994, when his metamor
phosis into a television personality began, was a major watershed in the
wider political arena. This was when the landslide victory of Erbakan’s re
ligious Welfare Party in local elections revealed his success in developing a
popular discourse of moral opposition—based on justice, honesty, ab
stemiousness—while simultaneously incorporating the vocabulary of “hu
man rights” and “civil society” from neoliberal discourses of the moment.
Toward the end of the 1990s, “classical” divisions of Turkish politics be
tween “progressive” Left (secularist) and “conservative” Right (religious)
were reconfigured. It was now the political voice of Islam that articulated
the demands of “civil” society and defined itself as the major force of (pro
gressive) opposition against the secularist (conservative) establishment,
with vested interests in maintaining the status quo.19
So at a moment when all the familiar signposts of Turkish politics ap
peared to be dissolving, and official scripts of who “we” are and “what we
stand for” became increasingly fragile, Yasar Nuri Ozturk emerged to per
form the “magic” of stabilizing the perpetually shifting agendas of the mo
ment, to sort out the moral from the immoral, the right from the wrong.
Below I will try to demonstrate how he performed this “magic” by drawing
upon the intertwined vocabularies of official Islam and nationalism but re
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casting them in a different mold, to affirm that “we are all secular Mus
lims.” That matters are more complicated than this will hopefully become
apparent in the close-up of his performance in a particular talk-show pro
gram where he was a regular participant for more than five years. This will
allow me to discuss, in the last section of this chapter, how his polemical
style and assertions have (re)politicized, in the public realm, a series of ex
plosive issues that have (re)divided Turkey’s Muslims among themselves.

A Close-Up of Yasar Nuri Ozturk on the Ayse
Ozgun Talk Show

Every Friday morning for more than five years (between 1996 and 2001),
Yasar Nuri Ozturk appeared as an “expert guest” on a talk-show program
hosted by Ayse Ozgun. In its classic form, the distinctiveness of the talk
show as a television genre resides in bringing “ordinary people” into the
studio, to simulate a sort of gathering or meeting where topical social,
moral, and political issues are debated. Visually, the studio audience is con
structed as the focus of the show, and the ultimate success of the program
is contingent on their involvement in controversy and argumentation—
each person representing himself or herself to express reactions based
upon personal experience—on a variety of topics ranging from the prob
lems of working women to drug abuse among youth, criminality, and so
forth. The role of the host/hostess is that of mediator, who allows everyone
to speak his or her mind while simultaneously orchestrating the discussion
so that officially invited “guests” (luminaries often sitting in panel forma
tion) are invited to contribute their expert opinion.
Needless to say, there can be an enormous range of variation within this
formula, from the size and composition of studio audiences to the kinds of
subject matter and formats of conversation and debate.20 Homegrown ver
sions of nearly all possible variations have proliferated across television
screens in Turkey. But successful imitations of American-style talk shows
like Donohue, Oprah Winfrey, or Kilroy, with lively studio debates on current
issues and audience participation, have been rare. Ayse Ozgun was the first
such successful talk-show hostess, both as the trademark and also the pro
ducer of her own programs. Her talk show has been remarkable for its
longevity, airing every morning on one of the major infotainment channels
for more than five years. Although her show was scheduled at a time when
networks target female viewers, Ayse Ozgun’s own proud claim is that her
home audiences included many men, and her choice of “social issues” for
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discussion (public health, municipal services, crime rates, etc.) as well as
performance style imply a mixed home audience. Her studio audiences are
consciously gender and age mixed.21 The “expert guests” she invites differ
according to choice of topic and exigencies of programming—except every
Friday morning, when Yasar Nuri Ozturk was the unchanging and indis
putable authority.
Below I will focus on the Friday morning program exclusively, to illus
trate the dynamic between Yasar Nuri Ozturk (as the expert), Ayse Ozgun
(as the hostess), and the studio audience (as a protagonist), such that par
ticular kinds of knowledge are constructed. For analytical purposes, I will
take up “the performance” and Yasar Nuri Ozturk’s own discourse and
rhetoric as different “layers” that operate separately.22

The Performance and Players
On Friday mornings, the show begins as usual, with generics and music
followed by camera shots of Ayse Ozgun’s face addressing home audiences
directly as “our dear” or “very dear viewers” as well as “our respected view
ers.” Ayse Ozgun, as the producer and hostess of the program, is of course
a “celebrity” in her own right, because after all the show bears her own
name. She is a hefty woman in her fifties, with a cherubic face, elaborately
coiffed and costumed in bright colored matching ensembles—who appears
on camera as if she had just walked out of a Brazilian telenovella (to my
mind at least). Her appearance, as well as the dynamism she projects as she
rushes around with a microphone in her hand, seemingly caught up in the
heat of discussion and anxious to give everyone in the studio audience a
voice, makes her performance one of the main objects of watching during
the show.
But the Friday program proceeds with a solemnity that befits Ozturk’s
status and knowledge. Ayse Ozgun’s own performance is a skilled combi
nation of “sincerity” and “congeniality”—enacted somewhat differently
when addressing studio/home audiences and Ozturk himself. She is “sin
cerely” ignorant on matters pertaining to “Islam”—which allows her to be
awkward when posing questions to Ozturk (on behalf of audiences). But
because she is “honestly” concerned about what she is asking, “lack of
knowledge” is transformed into an emotional appeal.
She addresses Ozturk as hocam, a word that has been assimilated into
everyday Turkish as a general term of respect for someone of learning, but
much less distant than the alternative sayin that acknowledges official
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stature, as in the English sir. She seeks “illumination” in the first-person
plural ive, but lapses into 1 when emotionally moved.
But in addition to the we—those of us in the studio and at home—who
seek illumination, Ayse Ozgun periodically brings into the picture “poor
people” or “people who are in very difficult economic circumstances,”
“people who live in villages,” by raising questions that begin with “what
about those people. . . .” So there are always disadvantaged “others” “we”
need to think about (who are also watching the program). These are “our
other people” (bu insanlarimiz), who might find the ongoing discussion ei
ther very abstract or irrelevant. So Ayse Ozgun is concerned about sending
“the right message” to “these people.”23
Members of the “studio audience,” chosen to simulate “a bus full of
people in Istanbul” (according to Ayse Ozgun), sit in rows facing the front.
On Friday mornings, only a selected few stand up to ask questions individ
ually (obviously coached), rather than engaging in discussion among them
selves. Most of the time they are “quiet moral sitters,” facing Ozturk.
Ozturk sits behind a small desk throughout the program, rarely moving
until he begins to talk. In the opening long shots, he appears dwarfed by
the large bouquet of fresh flowers placed on the desk, totally incongruous
against the background of wallpaper decorated with leaves, butterflies, and
the program logo—Ayse Ozgun’s own signature blown up in pink—with
generic music reminiscent of soap operas. But as the camera moves in to
show him close-up and he begins to answer, explain, and elaborate his ar
guments, he is transformed into a figure of immense power. Thus when the
studio audience bursts into spontaneous applause after one of his impres
sive soliloquies, the sense of watching a contrived performance is trans
formed into a shared moment of “togetherness.”
Apart from these “electric” moments (that I will discuss later), Ozturk’s
discursive style is much closer to classroom lecturing than that of a preacher
who inspires emotional leaps of faith. His claims to authority and self-fram
ing are those of a “man of scientific learning” (bilim adami) as distinct from
a “man of religion” (din adami). He continuously promotes “reason” and
“logic” (akil ve mantik) against “muddled thinking” (kafa karisikligi).
In the overall progression of the program itself, Ayse Ozgun’s own
“muddled thinking” serves to highlight Ozturk’s “reasoned” explanations,
giving him the opportunity to sort out the significant from the irrelevant,
and to expound the real issues (esas meseleler).

[following upon a series of comments-cum-questions from the
audience]
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We are doing something that Allah does not want. To
bring us together, he has sent the book, he has sent the prophet,
we are sharpening the divisions and so if I say something I am
afraid of reaction from this group, if I say another from that, is
this something good? We are doing something Allah does not
want. This is what I see. But how we get out of this situation,
that I do not know. Is it with tolerance, I mean getting away
from the mentality of imposing our own ideas that I do not
know either. But once again after our last week’s program many
viewers, twelve or thirteen viewers who did not agree with your
views telephoned us. Would you believe it? But one viewer
called in such anger, thanking Allah for those who give us
correct or wrong religious information. Now this is where I am
flabbergasted. I mean what does it mean to be thankful for
wrong information, this I do not understand, this kind of
thinking. . . . You say the truth but I do not want to accept it, it
is true according to one side of course and this viewer of ours
was raising hell last week. So thirteen phone calls came like
this. Now this is my question to you: Is it wrong or right to say
thank God for wrong religious information as well as right
religious information?
ozturk: If someone makes a mistake out of ignorance, I would not
blame him. Even when he telephones in anger, if is not
deliberately misleading but believes in what he says, what could
we say? Wake up.
ayse ozgun: No. Let us wake up but life is continuously changing.
ozturk: Ayse Hanim, let us not trivialize matters. There are those
who deliberately lie and mislead the people. A person may lack
knowledge, may not have enough education, but believes in
something. If he says “salt” instead of “sugar,” this should not
be exaggerated. Now this is not the issue. This is not the
problem Turkey is facing. This is never the real issue. The real
problem is people who know the Koran, but not reveal all of it.
Or people who say the Koran says this, but such and such
important man says something else. This is the issue. This is
the destruction. Is our religion to be revealed by the Koran, or
by others? This has to be decided. We have been saying for
years that there are two religions in the Islamic world as well as
Turkey. Of course there are many distinctions, but two main
religions which go under the name of Islam. There is the Islam
ayse ozgun:
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that has been brought down by the Koran, and then there is the
Islam that has been invented. Do you know how long this
division has existed in the Islamic world? . . . [continues
uninterrupted for 10-15 minutes]
The excerpt above is very typical of how Ozturk responds to “muddled
questions” from Ayse Ozgun, which she invariably poses in binary form. He
does this in a highly polemical style, rephrasing Ayse Ozgun to formulate
and answer his own questions, bringing in scholarly references, points of
fact, examples from everyday life. What is lost in (my own) translation is the
ease with which Ozturk alternates between religious language and everyday
colloquialisms while speaking. Each soliloquy is a tour de force, an exercise
in reduction and simplification, delivered with “inner conviction” by some
one authorized to speak the truth as “a man of scientific learning.” The pro
gram ends with Ozturk’s speech amid enthusiastic applause.

Ozturk ’s Discourse and Rhetoric
During his lengthy soliloquies on television, Yasar Nuri Ozturk adopts var
ious overlapping frames of self-representation—always speaking in the
first-person plural (rarely “my” or “I”), for instance, which simultaneously
asserts his indisputable authority as a theologian and also underscores his
self-certainty when speaking as a social diagnostician who provides expla
nations of and remedies for social as well as personal ills. And of course he
is a dedicated “educator,” who never gets tired of clarifying abstract ideas
by using everyday metaphors “to reach the masses.” The skill with which
he alternates between these different frames of self-reference, taking time
to articulate a set of “reasoned” arguments and explanations, simultane
ously informing and convincing his viewers, is undoubtedly the key crite
rion that makes his performance worth watching for “educated” viewers.
But the “interpretive contract” between Yasar Nuri Ozturk and his
wider, more heterogeneous audiences is based, I would suggest, on the an
ticipation that there will come a crucial moment in his performance when
he will adopt a “combative” or “fighter frame.” Nearly every Friday morn
ing, there comes a dramatic moment when he loses patience and bares his
knuckles—boldly standing up (metaphorically) to state the truths that au
diences know from elsewhere. This is when Yasar Nuri Ozturk lapses into
I (or we becomes an all-inclusive term rather than self-referential), and he
is transformed into a passionate fighter in a battleground of political ad
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versaries, fighting on our behalf—not only those in the studio or home au
diences but seemingly for the whole nation. During such “exceptional”
moments, the hiatus between Ozturk’s “expert” knowledge and the “lay”
epistemology of audiences seems to disappear, and the studio participants
burst into spontaneous applause (rather than respectful clapping). But of
course it is precisely the anticipation of such “exceptional” moments that
lends interest to his television performance and constitutes the highpoint
(for lack of a better term) of the Ayse Ozgun Shoiv for most viewers.
Ozturk’s statements during such moments of high drama are framed
within a master binary opposition, which he repeats almost every week, as
in the quotation above. “There are two kinds of Islam, one which has been
sent by Allah and the other invented.” And the only way of learning the Is
lam sent by Allah is for everyone to read the Koran.

I have been telling this millet to examine the Koran’s
original for the past twenty years. I tell them to take it out of
chests, bring it down from the attics, and read it. But the man
who is supposed to read it does not know Arabic. They have
told him, the perpetrators of this racket, don’t touch it if you do
not know Arabic. This racket, to protect itself, has sanctified
Arabic. Now according to these people, what is holy is not
Allah’s word. It is Arabic letters that are holy. We are saying
that what is sacred is the message Cenab-i Hak has sent us. And
we can learn this message when we read the Koran in the
language we understand. The citizen listens to me and
telephones the muftu offices. Can I read the Koran in Turkish?
No permission, no such possibility . . .

ozturk:

Ozturk’s emphasis on reading the Koran, rather than memorizing and recit
ing it in Arabic, is obviously a very modernist stance. Ayse Ozgun interprets
this as, “Hocam, you want everyone to acquire a Koran [Kuran ’i Kerim] and
read it from beginning to end.” But as the paragraph above reveals, Ozturk
continues to say much more than this. Not only does he bring up the polit
ically charged issue of “vernacularization” and attack its opponents—as
“perpetrators of a racket”—but he refers to the office the muftu (which is
part of the centralized Directorate of Religious Affairs in Turkey) directly.
When Ozturk begins to attack “those” or “they” who benefit from “in
vented Islam,” not only do they seem to increase in numbers, but we dis
cover that they are in “our midst.” There are for instance the seytan evliyasi
(the devil’s saints or emissaries) who are the “profiteers” from Islam.
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Now they have brought this contemptible Islam into our
midst. Now a Muslim cannot be close to Allah without paying
a commission, without mortgaging his mind and belief. Now I
am asking this mass, wasn’t this mass Muslim before these
profiteers came onto the scene? Now no one should expect to
get anywhere by bowing [atit/c] to the devil’s saints [seytan
evliyasi], If the Islamic world were to get anywhere by bowing,
it would have become the leader [efendi] of the world. Turkey
would have become the leader of the world. A mosque is
being built every six hours. In six centuries of Ottoman
empire, the number of mosques built was around fifteen
thousand, in sixty-five years of Republic the number of
mosques has exceeded one hundred thousand. Why are they
being built? There is something wrong here. Muslims must
free themselves from those who first put artificial distances
between themselves and God, and then ask for permission to
remove them. . . .

ozturk:

The illustrative excerpts above are chosen from particular moments in Oz
turk’s performance, when his facial expression and gestures imply that he
has cast aside what he had come prepared to talk about (as an expert guest),
and his voice and intonation suggest that he is now speaking “sponta
neously.” Within the anticipatory framework of the Ayse Ozgun Show, “we”
(studio audiences, viewers at home, as well as Ayse Ozgun herself) expect
and wait (respectfully) for the moment when Ozturk will assume a
“fighter” frame, lashing out against the enemies of “real Islam,” rather than
elaborating what “real Islam” is.
Ayse Ozgun, as a shrewd and experienced producer, knows that such
“electric” moments (her term) are crucial for her program ratings. During
the interviews, she narrated a “mistake” during the second year of the pro
gram: “We decided that instead of telling people to read the Koran, we
would read it together on the program, chapter and verse. Our ratings fell
immediately, so we gave up after two weeks.” She lamented that “people
were not interested in learning the Koran,” immediately qualifying that
she would never admit this in public.
Overall, during the five-year period when this particular program was
on the air every Friday, Ozturk’s language and attacks have become pro
gressively sharper, along with his growing visibility on commercial chan
nels, in a range of other programs. When asked about this, program direc
tors have one answer: “ratings.”
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A Heroic Fighter against "Fake" Islam?
Moving outward from the microcosm of the Ayse Ozgun Show to draw con
clusions about Yasar Nuri Ozturk’s “ratings” on commercial television in
general is obviously a hazardous task. The foregoing analysis suggests that
a crucial component of “watching” him on television is his readiness to as
sume “a fighter” frame—cutting across different groups of viewers to en
gage them in a melodramatic conflict between “real” Islam and “corrupt”
Islam. What lends him credibility as a “lone fighter” against forces of cor
ruption is the recognition, on the part of diverse audiences, that he is a man
of “scientific learning”—that is, that his scholarly knowledge of “real Is
lam” is formidable. So regardless of how ambivalent or even confused per
haps “we” (as his viewers or as Turkish people) might be about “real Islam,”
there can be no doubt about Yasar Nuri Ozturk’s own qualifications as a
man of prodigious scholarship (since he continuously refers back to his
own writings) and his perfect recall of the entire Koran (since he quotes ex
act words and phrases in Arabic along with their interpretations in Turk
ish). But most important of course, is the urgency of the ongoing battle in
the present, which demands united opposition on the part of different
groups of viewers.
When Yasar Nuri Ozturk situates himself within a melodramatic
conflict between “real” versus “invented/fake” Islam, he does not target
“political Islam” directly but only “those people” who distort “real Islam”
for their own gain. His true enemies are the “racketeers” or “profiteers”
(tezgahlar), which might be translated into the everyday experience of his
viewers in a variety of ways. In Turkey of the 1990s, “they” might include
Islamic Financial Houses who attract clients by offering “interest-free”
banking. Or “those people” may be offshoots of religious orders who chan
nel “great wealth” through foundations (yakif). And as in one of the direct
quotations I have given above, “they” might also include people who solicit
contributions from “innocent” believers to build a new mosque every other
day. So each time Yasar Nuri Ozturk begins to attack “profiteers” and
“racketeers” (combined with the viewing experience itself), the timeless
opposition between “real versus fake” Islam, one good, the other bad, both
acquires fresh urgency and becomes an immediate problem calling for
united opposition.
But why are (some) “Turkish people” deceived by these profiteers?
Why don’t they “wake up”? The answer appears to reside in “muddled
thinking” either based upon hearsay (kulakdan dolma hilgiler) or “supersti
tion” (hurafe)—terms Yasar Nuri Ozturk often uses interchangeably in his
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television performances. He frequently dismisses questions about the
morality of everyday practices (such as the appropriateness of handshaking
between men and women or the permissibility of swimming in mixed
beach) as trivial because they amount to no more than “hearsay,” rather
than being based upon true knowledge of the Koran. He continuously be
rates his audiences for believing what they hear from others, instead of
reading the Koran to decide for themselves by “reasoning.” Similarly, he
dismisses such “popular” rituals as visiting shrines of holy men or seeking
help from healers as hurafe—superstitions that corrupt “real Islam.” But
the distinction between “muddled thinking” and hurafe (an assimilated
word from Arabic) also connotes a symbolic hierarchy, between (modern)
literate people who are simply confused and the (traditional) illiterate
masses who remain steeped in superstition. Hence the word hurafe captures
the time-immemorial opposition between the literate culture of Sunni Or
thodox Islam and popular Islam of the periphery,24 as well as its numerous
reincarnations throughout Republican history—enlightened elite versus
the uneducated masses; urban versus rural; modernity versus tradition. So
once again, Yasar Nuri Ozturk’s battle against hurafe in the immediate ur
gency of the present becomes part of a ceaseless struggle between ortho
doxy and heresy, between enlightenment and backwardness.
Yasar Nuri Ozturk’s struggle to rescue “real Islam” from hurafe and tezgahlar, then, invokes the familiar tropes of Turkish nationalism, while si
multaneously recasting them in the immediacy of the present. In the act of
watching him on television, the contradictions, ambivalences, and ambigu
ities of the couplet secular Muslim recede into the background, as “we” be
come united in the fight against those perpetuating “fake Islam.”

From Talk Television into the Realm of Public Chatter

My interpretation of Yasar Nuri Ozturk’s “magical” ratings—the ways he
engaged multiple audience segments and knit them together in amoral bat
tle against “fake” Islam—invites a number of well-trodden debates. Fore
most, of course, are questions of ideological framing and the possibility of
alternative meanings. Then there are “ethnographic” questions of how
they become intertwined with everyday cultural practices in different set
tings. Neither of these questions is answerable in the abstract, as the
lengthy pedigree of debates surrounding them suggests. Rather than re
hearse these debates, I want to emphasize the ways in which his statements
acquired “talk value”25 in different spaces of public circulation.
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Public arguments acquire their meaning from what is known and antic
ipated on the part of those who listen, read, or watch. But their publicness
also means that they enter into circulation in cross-reference to other ar
guments, as part of a broader field of citations, controversies, emissions. To
assert an argument “publicly” means entering a field of interplay with
other discourses, or what Warner describes as “a cross-citational field of
many other people speaking.”26 Circulation of arguments in public is
therefore a “reflexive process,” he suggests, rather than one of passive relay
and mechanical diffusion. Arguments acquire “talk value” as they move in
different spaces of circulation, mobilized, reframed, or challenged by in
terested strategic actors, both dominant and subordinate.
What lent “talk value” to Yasar Nuri Ozturk’s polemical arguments-—
beyond his immediate appeal to television audiences—was his readiness to
publicly challenge the official stance of Turkey’s Directorate of Religious
Affairs on a variety of issues. Since he himself is a product and prominent
member of the same establishment, he came under heavy criticism as a
“sensationalist” and “publicity seeker” within its closed circles, accused of
trivializing serious theological debates for the sake of ratings. But his argu
ments acquired wider resonance, because they entered the public field
amid a multiplicity of critical discourses that targeted the official stance
and practices of the Directorate of Religious Affairs.

The "Young Turk" of the Divinity Establishment?
Or the Ventriloquist of the Military?

In the political conjuncture of the 1990s, the Directorate became a major
target of attack for nearly all strategic groups in the political arena. Most
immediately, it was targeted by radical discourses emanating from Islamic
circles, denounced as an anomalous product of Kemalist authoritarianism
and state repression of Islam, in the guise of “secularism.” The Directorate
was identified as the site of state coercion, as opposed to “civil” formations
of political Islam. Simultaneously, the Directorate also came under vocif
erous attack by the gathering momentum of “secularist” forces, this time
for allowing “Islamists” to infiltrate state bureaucracy and to benefit from
its dispensations. Public outcry centered on the growing numbers and the
expanding student population in schools for training religious functionar
ies (imam-hatip schools), where female students attended segregated
classes in “covered” uniforms. The Directorate was accused of promoting
a parallel educational system based upon sheria principles, through state
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funding and tutelage. Concurrently, critical voices emanating front
Turkey’s hitherto invisible Aievi minorities (an estimated 20 percent of
Turkey’s population) began to be heard in the political arena. Threatened
by the electoral success of Welfare Party, Alevi minorities began to publicly
criticize state policies for promoting Sunni-Islam as the official state reli
gion, under the guise of “secularism.” The Directorate was accused of us
ing public tax money to subsidize an expanding network of Sunni-ortho
dox mosques and schools, not to mention a vast centralized bureaucracy,
from which Alevite minorities have been excluded by definition. Thus in
the neoliberal conjuncture of the 1990s, at a moment of dramatic reduc
tions in state expenditures for welfare and education, not only the ideo
logical role but also the budget and expenditures of the Directorate be
came a matter of heated controversy—furnishing rich material for
columnists and talk-show hosts, as well as academics in the media-satu
rated environment of the moment.
The silence of durkey’s divinity establishment amid raging political
controversy—or more accurately perhaps, its efforts to maintain its official
status above and outside public debate by refusing to respond to any and all
public criticism—created a chasm, a silence if you will. Within this vac
uum, Yasar Nuri Ozturk’s solo voice was amplified, resonating beyond his
immediate audiences, to be picked up and reframed by various strategic ac
tors in the public arena. His ideas began to make headlines as “sensational
news”-—because they contradicted the official injunctions of the Direc
torate. And Yasar Nuri Ozturk himself, ever the publicity seeker, seemed to
bask in media attention as his arguments were interpreted and framed as
“breaking taboos.” Public speculation began to center on whether he
was—as die popular weekly Aktuel put it boldly on its cover story in 1988—
“Young Turk of the Divinity Establishment?” or the “Ventriloquist of the
Military?”
So the drama of “Yasar Nuri Ozturk versus the Directorate of Religious
Affairs” acquired an autonomy of its own as a public text, open to alterna
tive political readings. Many of the “radical” ideas he propounded had a
lengthy history of ideological struggle behind diem. Elis arguments for vernacularization for instance—such as translating the Arabic call to prayers
(ezari) into Turkish, conducting mosque worsliip in Turkish, or reciting
daily ritual prayers (namaz) in Turkish—have been subject to intense de
bate, negotiation and compromise since the formative decades of Turkish
nationalism. But when retold in the media-saturated environment of the
1990s, they became something new—the litmus test of political standing in
the immediacy of the present. And as such, they were transposed onto a dif
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ferent plane, reconfigured in the public arena in terms of “people’s choice
versus state controls.” Whether Yasar Nuri Ozturk was a “hero” or a “false
hero” in this struggle remains an open to question. But the drama itself, by
repudiating the functionaries of centralized state and calling them to ac
count for interfering with people’s choice, offered the potential possibility
of “freely choosing” to become united as “secular Muslims.” Perhaps the
“magic” of Yasar Nuri Ozturk in the political conjuncture of the 1990s
resided in making this impossible dream sound plausible.
The “phenomenon of Yasar Nuri Ozturk” then, was the product of a
double dynamic. His television audiences embraced him as a way of affirm
ing who “we” are and “what we stand for” as secular Muslims. His state
ments were mobilized by different constituencies, to concretize ongoing
struggles over the issue of “whose interests” the Directorate of Religious
Affairs promoted and “what it stood for” in the secular Republic of Turkey.
Neither of these is reducible to the other, in the sense of what came before
and what came after, or which was primary and which was secondary. What
linked them together, in mutual feedback, was the historically specific ways
“affair of state” and “affairs of religion” have been, and continue to be, en
tangled in Turkey. The “phenomenon of Yasar Nuri Ozturk” was both a
product of this entanglement and part of its renegotiation in the political
conjuncture of the 1990s in Turkey.

Concluding Remarks: The Interpenetration of
Popular Media and Politics

It is now commonplace to point out how the visual technologies and com
modity logic of popular media have undermined the imagined homogene
ity of national cultures. It may be the ontology of “liveness” (events unfold
ing before our very eyes) that annihilates memory and historical knowledge
of a common past. It may be the interminable flow of corruption, crime, and
catastrophe that unsettles and exposes the fantasy of something called na
tional growth and development. Or it may be the global lexicon of con
sumerism, continuously animating a Active world of plenitude and choice—
“free” entertainment, “free” opinions, “free” rights—that disrupts the
business of making national identities seem self-evident and natural. But be
cause in all of these areas visual media contravene in the seamless unity of
the nation and its utopian promise, it becomes increasingly difficult to har
ness, in the public realm, the dispersal of cultural identifications.
At the same time of course, the commercial media offer new modes of
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engagement with “the national.” Faith in the nation is reborn each time we
watch the extraordinary achievements of individuals on television—be they
football stars, international award winners, or ordinary people who suc
ceed in the face of insurmountable odds. It is confirmed in daily news bites,
as ire become informed about threats to the health and well-being of our
nation. And the constant circulation of national icons and symbols across a
variety of commodity markets both valorizes and reaffirms our belonging
in the abstract nation.
Thus the visual formats and commodity logic of “popular media” oper
ate in contradictory ways-—both producing fantasies of belonging to the
shared nation and also displaying and valorizing differences that are con
sidered threatening to its well-being. Subject to the twin pressures of the
market and hegemonic visions of the body politic, popular media function
as a contradictory site, where possibilities of domination, opposition, and
cultural creation coexist. How these possibilities are played out is contin
gent on mobilizing the potential (resources and strategies) of contending
social actors in the political arena.
Thus in the neoliberal political culture of the 1990s in Turkey, the pen
etration of popular media into daily life, challenged one of the most en
during themes of Turkish nationalism, “we are all secular-Muslims.” The
growing visibility of political Islam—sensationalized through a series of
“shock events” tumbling across television screens—contravened in the
imagined homogeneity of the nation, to rupture the seamless unity of the
couplet secular Muslim. At the same time of course, popular media animate
new modes of engagement with the abstract nation. Hence I dwelled on
how the chimera of who “we” are as “secular Muslims” was reborn on a
talk-show program, in thirty minutes of television time.
What led me to this particular talk-show program was its celebrity
guest, Yasar Nuri Ozturk. He was catapulted into the national limelight
through the visual formats of popular television, which foreground per
sonalities rather than issues. Predictably enough, the rituals of popular
journalism transformed trivial details about his daily life into (tabloid)
news. And given his status as a member of Turkey’s Divinity establishment,
his “persona” became a readily accessible signpost in ongoing controver
sies over state Islam. His public addresses provided a repertoire of contro
versial statements, which were picked up and abridged in journalistic
catchphrases, to articulate divergent interpretations of what the Direc
torate of Religious Affairs stands for and whose interests it serves. Of
course in the latter half of the 1990s, there (already) existed a range of
strategic interests (both dominant and subordinate) whose political agen
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das were at odds with the official policies of the Directorate. Within this
politically charged context, Yasar Nuri Ozturk’s audience ratings and the
talk value of his statements was not a matter of temporal ordering (first
one, then the other) but politically defined and interactive. His statements
entered into public circulation to provide a popular idiom, one that al
lowed for different interpretations of what the Directorate stood for and
whose interests it served.
Popular media, then, allow politics to be discussed in a “new” language.
I referred to this language as “public chatter” to emphasize that it is em
bedded in popular culture genres that blend information with entertain
ment. The question of whether this is to be lamented as the trivialization
of public debate or welcomed as a democratic opening of the political
process has been subject to a long standing academic debate.27 It is tempt
ing to imbibe in the neatly symmetrical arguments of this well-rehearsed
debate. I have deliberately avoided doing so, since its dichotomies dissolve
as soon as one attempts to engage with unfolding events on the ground.
And the foregone conclusion becomes a plea for more nuanced approaches
that take into account the complexity of actual practices or a criticism of
such binary concepts as “popular” versus “serious,” “tabloid” versus “criti
cal” journalism, and so forth.
So I have tried to avoid the stalemates of this debate by offering a highly
contextualized account throughout this essay. But my effort to understand
how the dizzying expansion of popular/commercial media both destabi
lized and reconfigured the trope of a “secular Muslim” in the political con
juncture of the 1990s in Turkey poses a specific issue. Many favorable ac
counts of popular media have argued that it facilitates political debate by
providing a link or bridge between everyday language and existential lives
of “ordinary” people and the institutional realm of politics. My own analy
sis makes it evident that the personality-centered, market-driven nature of
“public chatter” does not provide a substitute for informed political debate.
But because “public chatter” straddles the boundary between the institu
tional realm of politics and daily existence, it provides new discursive
spaces where abstract concepts such as secularism acquire concrete refer
ents. Thus the anomalies of dominant discourses (such as “we are all secular-MusIims”) become questionable. At the same time, however, the very
“concreteness” of public chatter means that it is rapidly exhausted. Public
chatter does not seem to develop toward a resolution but rapidly shifts fo
cus. Its longevity seems indexed to the novelty-seeking agenda of popular
media.
So the important question is not whether public chatter represents a
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form of democratization, or downgrading of serious debate, but whether it
makes any difference beyond the immediacy of transitory events and
celebrities.
I belabor this point, because the subject and object of my analysis in this
essay, Yasar Nuri Ozturk, has since disappeared from the public limelight.
His “magical relationship” with television audiences came to an abrupt end
in 2002, when he succumbed to the lure of party politics and announced his
candidacy on the ranks of CHP (Republican People’s Party) six months be
fore the national elections of November 4, 2002. He was elected to parlia
ment, but as a member of opposition. So he dropped from the public lime
light, to suffer the common fate of deputies from opposition parties,
namely, obscurity.
In the constant progression of subsequent events, the explosion of pub
lic chatter on the practices of the Directorate of Religious Affairs seems to
have receded into history. Since then the Justice and Development Party
that first swept into power in the general elections of 2002 was reelected in
a landslide victory in 2007. Now, exactly ten years after the closure of the
Refah Party (which 1 narrated at the very beginning of this essay), the Con
stitutional Court is deliberating a petition to shut down AKP—over its de
cision to legalize headscarves in state universities. And at the moment of
this writing (in June 2008) public chatter and political controversy is fo
cused on “the headscarf issue.”
But of course it is the very concreteness of “the headscarf’ that renders
it such an immediate and potent subject of public chatter and public drama.
Embedded in this drama are precisely the kinds of ambiguities and strains
that produced “the phenomenon of Yasar Nuri Ozturk” in the latter half of
the 1990s. Both “the headscarf’ and “Directorate of Religious Affairs” are
about the boundaries between religion and secularity. In the sense, public
chatter is about what really matters—the question of who “we” are, and
what we stand for, as “secular,” Muslim, democratic, modern, citizen con
sumers.
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