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13
TELEVISION AND MEDIA

Ay§e Oncii

Contemporary media markets in Turkey can be described in terms of a number of salient 
features, including: 1) a very narrowly based but politically active press; 2) overwhelming 
dominance of commercial/tabloid television in the public arena; 3) media conglomerates 
with links in diverse sectors of the economy, most notably banking; and 4) political polarization 
in the public domain, with continuing struggles over media ownership and regulation. These 
salient features, particularly the first two, are remarkably similar to what Hallin and Mancini 
(2004) have delineated as the main characteristics of media systems in Southern Europe. How
ever, as I will try to emphasize below, they have interacted with one another in historically 
specific ways within the wider context of political conflicts in Turkey, yielding a distinctive 
configuration.

A narrowly based but politically engaged press

The historical import of newspapers in Turkey has always been linked to their prominence in the 
political, intellectual, and literary life of the country, rather than their appeal to a mass readership. 
The first journals and newspapers printed in Ottoman Turkish, toward the end of the nineteenth 
century, were closely linked to the reigning intellectual currents and ideological cleavages of the 
time—ranging from constitutional Ottomanism or pan-Islamism, to Young Turk ideas of all hues 
(Toprak, 1984). Some of the young journalist-intellectuals who began their careers in the 
publishing district of Bab-i Ali in Ottoman Istanbul subsequently became prominefit figures as 
owners, editors, and writers in the major dailies during the Republican era (Topuz, 2003). Their 
illustrious names—such as Simavi, Karacan, or Nadi—continued to dominate the publishing life 
of Turkey until the 1980s. Despite their enormous intellectual prestige and political influence, 
however, Turkey’s prominent press families were never able to accumulate the kind of wealth 
and economic power associated with the rising industrial tycoons of the post-World War II 
decades. The narrow circulation base and commercial weakness of the newspapers made 
publishing a precarious business, highly vulnerable to political pressure by incumbent party 
governments—through price subsidies for printing paper, selective allocation of official adver
tising, or preferential distribution of credit by state banks. During periods of direct military
authoritarian rule, the press became an immediate target, subject to measures that included 
blackouts, closure of opposition papers, and persecution of journalists. Thus the names of 
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Turkey’s prominent press families—and Bab-i All journalism in general—acquired an aura of 
sanctity, symbolizing resistance to state censorship and the struggle for “independence” from 
party politics. There are a host of studies that reveal a much more complicated history of alliances 
and cleavages between the journalistic establishment, military-civilian bureaucrats, and political 
parties in Turkey (Giirkan. 1998). However, the ethos of press journalism in Turkey was shaped 
by a lengthy history of state censorship and political repression, as well as personal persecution 
(Alpay, 1993).

The established world of elite journalism in Turkey was shattered around the mid-1980s, 
when the Ozal government undertook major investments in telecommunication infrastructure, 
enabling the state broadcasting agency (TRT) to expand its reach to nearly all urban house
holds. By 1990, more than 60 percent of Turkey’s 12 million households had acquired color 
television sets. In large metropolitan centers this figure had reached up to 99 percent. For daily 
newspapers, with a total circulation figure of around 4 million and a predominantly male 
readership, the implications were devastating.1

In trying to compete with the growing reach of state broadcasting in the booming adver
tisement market of the 1980s, all major daily newspapers resorted to tabloid formats in the 
layout of their front and back pages, sandwiching all “serious" content in between. This was 
rapidly transformed into a full-blown war of attrition as newspapers began to increase the 
number of pages devoted to entertainment and sports, and to offer magazine supplements or 
“free” encyclopedia leaflets for school children. Promotional campaigns became more and more 
extravagant as competitors retaliated. Attempts to entice readers with lotteries were soon aban
doned in favor of issuing daily “coupons” which could be converted into kitchen implements, 
cutlery, tableware, or television sets. With more than ten national dailies trying to outsell one 
another by announcing ever-more excessive promotional schemes, the entire newspaper 
industry seemed headed for an imminent market collapse. As the incumbent prime minister, 
Turgut Ozal, famously predicted at the time, “There will soon be 2.5 newspapers in Turkey” 
(Kaya, 2009: 246).

As it turned out, the press wars of the 1980s ended with the elimination of Turkey’s vener
able press families from the publishing field. The consolidation of giant media conglomerates, 
beginning from the early part of the 1990s, made it possible for daily newspapers to survive 
through vertical linkages with commercial broadcasting. The press wars of the 1980s were thus 
metamorphosed into a battle for television ratings. Symbolic of this transformation was the 
exodus of the publishing industry from the Bab-i Ali district, synonymous with Ottoman- 
Turkish journalism for nearly a century, to new high-tech media towers outside city limits, 
located in Ikitelli (Tihp, 2003).

The phenomenal expansion of commercial television in the first decade of the twenty-first 
century has given birth to a select group of celebrity journalists, who make regular appearances 
on television talk shows, as well as writing daily columns in mainstream newspapers—owned by 
the same media conglomerates. The exclusive contracts of such celebrity journalists have 
reached salary figures comparable to those of entertainment stars and football players. At 
the same time, this system has given the many young journalists fortunate enough to have 
become instant celebrities through live reporting on television news programs the chance to 
write under their own names in newspapers. However, among the rank and file—the enormous 
numbers of invisible, no-name cadres employed in a vast range of publications under the rubric 
ot the rival media empires—the job market has become progressively precarious. Poorly paid, 
and also immediately disposable at the first inkling of an economic crisis, they remain hopelessly 
trapped in what has become, to all outward appearances, one of the most glamorous professions 
in Turkey (Christensen, 2007).
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The explosive growth of commercial television and seductions of 
“infotainment”

In critical accounts of the media scene in Turkey, the single term “sensationalism” is often used to 
condense and summarize the sweeping changes ushered in by the explosive growth of com
mercial media in Turkey.2 The interlinked trends subsumed under “sensationalism" are briefly as 
follows. The dominance of commercial broadcasting has progressively undermined the distinction 
between respectable and non-respectable media. The dizzying multiplication of commercial 
television channels has introduced nationwide audiences to the seductions of “infotainment”. 
This has led to the downgrading of “serious” news (or the redefinition of news as what is 
immediately “relevant” for audiences) in favor of an enormous range of talk shows (mainly soft 
talk) and “actuality” programs (featuring celebrity guests) as the staple of light entertainment. The 
colonization of public space by entertainment values has resulted in the trivialization of all 
significant public issues—ranging from poverty and unemployment, to social security and health 
care—by casting them as personal tragedies and misfortunes that invite emotional engagement on 
the part of audiences.

The extent to which television has penetrated daily life in Turkey is documented in Table 
13.1, which offers comparative data on Turkey and European countries. Media systems in 
Southern Europe are characterized by lower percentages of newspaper readership, and longer 
hours of television viewing on the average, when compared to the rest of Europe (Halim and 
Mancini, 2004). Also, gender differences are much more pronounced. The comparative data 
presented in Table 13.1 indicate that 60 percent of women in Turkey spend nt least two hours a 
day in front of the television set. This percentage is 57 among men. Both of these figures 
are higher than the average for Southern Europe (which, in Table 13.1, does not include 
France).

In interpreting comparative figures on television viewing, it is crucial to take into account the 
relative audience shares of public and commercial broadcasting in different countries. In most 
European countries, the current pattern is a more or less an even split in the market share of 
commercial and public broadcasting. In Turkey, by contrast, the combined market share of 
state-funded TRT channels has stabilized at around 15 percent in terms of audiences as well as 
advertising revenues. So Turkish audiences—both women and men—not only spend more 
time in front of the television when compared with Southern European audiences, but they

Table 13.1 Time spent watching television in Turkey and Europe, 2008 (%)

Question: On an average week day, how much time, in total, do you spend watching television?

Turkey Southern Europe Western Europe Eastern Europe

M F M F M F M F

No time at all 3.6 5.2 2.8 2.3 3.6 3.8 3 0 2.9
Up to two hours 39 4 34.2 54.0 48.4 54.8 52 4 44 5 43.4
More than two hours 57.0 60.6 43.2 49.3 41.6 43.8 52 5 53.7
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100 0 100.0

Note: Southern Europe: Greece, Portugal, Spain, Italy; Western Europe: Belgium, Denmark, France, 
Finland, Germany, Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom; Eastern Europe: Bulgaria, 
Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia.
Source: (Compiled by the author with data from European Social Survey, 2008)
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tune into infotainment programming designed for the lowest common denominator ot 
audience taste.

This overall picture supports the argument that the entertainment values of commercial tel
evision have colonized daily life in Turkey, persistently trivializing significant social and political 
issues, to foreclose possibilities of democratic debate in the public arena. The conservative ten
dencies of commercial media, sustaining and reproducing the status quo, is a theme that runs 
across a variety of empirical studies in Turkey, ranging from analyses of “banal nationalism” 
(Yurnul and Ozkinmli, 2000), to examinations of the ways sexist ideologies are. legitimated 
(Uray and Bumaz, 2003). There is little doubt that the ongoing processes of “personalization 
and tabloidization of politics” (Bek, 2004: 371) have progressively undermined thp possibilities 
of a viable public sphere in Turkey.

It is also important to note, however, that the intellectual and literary canons of “respectable 
media” and “serious politics” in Turkey have historically excluded large segments of the 
population—because they are poor, uneducated, or women. The explosion of commercial 
media, with their personalized formats and conversational modes of address, have for the first 
time brought the existential concerns of quotidian life into the public arena. It is precisely the 
kinds of personality-driven stories denigrated as “sensationalist,” and hence deleterious for 
the public, that draw in and engage diverse audience segments at multiple levels. Thus it is 
possible to point out how popular genres of commercial media have cut across the prevailing 
class and gender divides in Turkey, to lend voice and visibility to the everyday lives ot mar
ginalized majorities (Oncii, 2000). To reiterate, the ensuing picture is a far cry from the idea 
and ideal of democratic public debate among an informed citizenry, but it suggests that the 
perennial academic debate on the topic ot trivialization versus democratization of the public 
sphere does not begin to capture the contradictory processes unleashed by the visual codes and 
commodity logic of commercial media m contemporary Turkey.

Conglomeration and cross-media ownership

The chronicle of events that paved the way to rapid deregulation and conglomeration in media 
markets during the years- 1990—94 has been described by many authors (Kaya, 1994, 2009; 
Robins and Aksoy, 1997; Qatalba?, 2000, 2003). In the domestic economy, this was a moment of 
exuberant growth with unprecedented expansion in consumer demand and advertising markets. 
Thanks to infrastructural investments in the previous decade, the majority of urban households 
with purchasing power had access to state broadcasting. However, TRT imposed stringent 
controls over advertising time and content, as well as aboveboard, uniform pricing policies. So, 
the market was wide open for commercial ventures in satellite television. In the political arena, 
the Ozal government’s agenda ot “dismantling state controls” and “integration into global 
markets” retained its allure as the path toward a more democratic future. Thus, the climate ot 
public opinion was receptive and supportive when a satellite venture beaming from Germany 
broke through the state monopoly over broadcasting in 1990. This first private channel (owned 
by the incumbent prime minister’s son, Ahmet Ozal) opened the way to a scries of new satellite 
ventures, which undercut one another to capture a share of the lucrative advertising market. In 
the absence of regulation and restraint of cross-media ownership, unbridled competition trig
gered a spate of buying and selling to gain control of newspapers, television channels, and 
magazines. Thus by 1994, when political bargaining over regulatory legislation culminated in a 
new broadcasting law, the media sector was already dominated by a group of giant conglom
erates, with cross-ownership in television, major daily newspapers, and the glossy magazine 
markets.
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From a broader comparative perspective, this pattern is very similar to what has been 
described as “savage deregulation” in the context of Portugal, Spain, Italy, and Greece (Hallin 
and Mancini, 2004: 124-27), In the Turkish context, the initial growth of commercial broad
casting, without ownership restrictions, has meant that subsequent legislation has remained 
ephemeral on the ground. The ensuing picture has been one of extensive vertical and hor
izontal linkages between media giants and other sectors of the economy, most notably banking. 
On the one hand, leading players in media markets have developed significant stakes in other 
sectors of the economy, with investments in areas ranging from construction and tourism to 
marketing and finance. On the other, major industrial conglomerates have discovered the 
political advantages of acquiring their own television stations and newspapers. Such linkages 
have lent enormous economic-cum-political power to dominant actors in media markets. At 
the same time, it has made them immediately vulnerable to financial crises in the domestic 
economy. Table 13.2, which offers a snapshot of the media scene in 2004, illustrates this.

In 2004 companies under the umbrella of Dogan Media controlled close to 40 percent of the 
Turkish print and broadcasting advertising markets. Aydm Dogan’s rival and close competitor, 
Dmc Bilgrn, was wiped out during the financial crisis of 2001, following the collapse of his 
Etibank and his imprisonment on charges of fraud. Similarly, Ihlas Finance, the linchpin of 
Enver Oren’s ihlas conglomerate, collapsed and left behind a much-weakened media group. 
Dogus Holding—a major conglomerate comprising close to 60 companies and two banks— 
ended up selling its influential 24-hour news channel NTV. In short, the financial crisis of 2001 
helped to consolidate Dogan Media’s power as the unrivaled media giant of Turkey.

At the moment of this writing in 2011, however, the reign of the Dogan empire in Turkish 
media markets is recent history. The immediate cause is a staggering S2.5 billion tax-evasion 
fine, which was announced in September 2009. This followed an initial tax penalty of $500 
million levied six months earlier, linked to the sale of shares to the German media giant, Axel 
Springer. The $3.5 billion required by the tax authorities as collateral against appeal of these 
charges exceeds the combined worth of Dogan Media and its parent company, Dogan Holding. 
Such colossal tax fines have inevitably raised widespread speculations of political targeting, 
likened to tactics used by Vladimir Putin to crush the Russian oligarch Mikhail Khodorkovsky.3 
So far, early predictions that the entire Dogan conglomerate was headed for bankruptcy have 
not been borne out.4

Meanwhile, a conglomerate based in contracting and construction, Qahk Holding, has 
moved into media markets, initially by acquiring a major daily newspaper (Sabah) in 2007, then

Table 13.2 Market shares of major media groups in Turkey, 2004 (%)

Media group TV viewing 
share (%)

Share of newspaper 
circulation (%)

Share of magazine 
circulation (%)

Share of total 
advertising 
revenue (%)

Dogan 17 39 38 38
Merkez 13 22 20 17
Qukurova 18 9 3 13
Star/ TMSF 9 2 - 6
Ihlas 8 4 - 3
Others (including 35 24 39 23
TRT)
Total 100 100 100 100

Source: (Dogan Yayin Holding. Investor Presentation May 2005, cf. Qapli and Tuncel, 2005: 204)
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adding a mainstream infotainment channel (ATV) to its assets. The emergent Turkuaz Media, 
and its parent company, Qalik Holding, are co-managed by Berat Albayrak, the son-in-law of 
Turkey’s prime minister, Recep Tayyip Erdogan.5

In the wider political arena, these events have been accompanied by an extremely diverse set 
of interpretations and future scenarios. Among the liberal segments of the secular elite and 
cosmopolitan intellectuals, they have raised fears of a government clampdown on oppositional 
voices. For sympathizers of the incumbent JDP, they represent the downfall of Turkey’s media 
oligarchy—notorious for rubbing shoulders with the military-bureaucratic establishment—thus 
opening the door for further democratization. For “radical secularists,” they symbolize yet 
another move to steer Turkey toward Islamic rule. The diversity of these interpretations and 
their variants reveals, more than anything else, the extent of political polarization in Turkey.

What is apparent, for the time being, is that Turkey’s media establishment is in the throes of 
a major political shakedown. Indications are that infotainment markets will continue to be 
dominated by large conglomerates with backward and forward linkages with other sectors of 
the economy. So it seems safe to say, without indulging in futurology, that the emergent 
configuration of dominant actors in the media field, both old and new, will be much more 
government friendly.

The marginality of public broadcasting

One of the most striking features of the contemporary media scene in Turkey is the marginality 
of public broadcasting in terms of audience shares and advertising revenues. TRT, the state 
broadcasting agency, was never able to recover from the mass exodus of audiences to commercial 
screens. Its market share dwindled to 10 percent during the years of “savage deregulation” in 
1990—94, and subsequently stabilized at around 15 percent. To put it simply, TRT has not been 
able to shed its identification with the official-ceremonial culture of the state.

From its inception in the 1930s, broadcasting service in Turkey was seen as a “tool” for 
national progress and the “carrier” of modernity to the masses (Ahiska, 2010). During the post- 
1950 decades of multiparty politics, state broadcasting retained its significance as the guardian of 
national culture, language, and history. The 1961 Constitution defined TRT as an autonomous 
institution; the 1982 Constitution affirmed its independence from party politics. In practice, its 
institutional voice was monopolized by incumbent party governments, speaking to citizens in 
the name of national interest. The beginnings of television broadcasting in the early 1970s 
served to transpose, into visual images, the sense of historic occasion and ceremony associated 
with the official culture of the state. Over the next decade, both the technical capabilities and 
the program fare of TRT broadened. After the introduction of color in 1983, its advertising 
revenues increased substantially, so that license fees were abandoned entirely. Its entertainment 
programming was diversified by imports from the global bestseller market, ranging from US 
action serials to Brazilian telenovclas (soap operas) and BBC documentaries.

As private channels began to multiply, however, TRT’s institutional voice—simultaneously 
official, paternalistic, and elitist—proved to be its undoing. In the political conjuncture of the 
1990s, the fictive world of plentitude and choice animated by commercial television—“free” 
entertainment, “free” opinions, “free” rights—made the mass exodus of audiences inevitable.

The question of why TRT has not since recovered has partly to do with its emergent pro
gramming strategies in the face commercial competition. On the one hand, it has progressively 
“diluted” the range and quality of its entertainment programming, trying to produce in-house 
dramas, game shows, and music programs that mimic those of mainstream infotainment chan
nels. On the other, its “serious-official” newscasts (dominated by canned footage from 
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ceremonial events of the day and authoritative statements by political dignitaries), and current 
affairs programs (which promote government policies in the name of national interest) have 
remained more or less the same. The resultant configuration has proved deadly from the van
tage point of audience ratings, relegating TRT to the margins of the media scene for the past 
two decades.

The most spectacular event in the recent history of TRT has been the government decision 
to launch a Kurdish-language state channel (TRT-§e§) in 2009. The political symbolism of this 
decision as part of a long-term effort to grant equal rights to Turkish citizens of Kurdish descent 
cannot be overemphasized. It also represents a landmark event in the lengthy institutional his
tory of TRT as the guardian of Turkish language and culture. At the moment of this writing, 
TRT-$e§ is primarily an entertainment channel, featuring Kurdish music and singers, and talk 
shows with guest celebrities of Kurdish origin. Its potential audience appeal remains open to a 
host of questions. For instance, will it be able to attract audiences away from Roj-TV (formerly 
Med-TV), a British-Ecensed satellite channel that has established itself as the critical voice of 
Turkish Kurds since 1994?6 Does TRT-Jje; signal an end to the moratorium on spoken Kurdish 
on the other TRT channels? When, if ever, will the stringent censorship of Kurdish on com
mercial television be relaxed? Needless to say, these are open questions, with answers con
tingent on the unfolding of what is currently referred to as the “Kurdish opening” or 
“democratic opening” in the wider political arena.

A less spectacular, but also significant event in 2009 was the launching of an Arabic-language 
state channel (TRT-Arabic). This is a full-fledged, 24-hour channel, currently broadcasting a 
broad mix of programs, from regular newscasts and roundtable discussions to popular Turkish 
films and television serials (dubbed into Arabic).7 The advent of TRT-Arabic is obviously a part 
of the incumbent government’s proactive pohcies to amplify its historic and cultural links in the 
Middle East. As such, it foUows the precedent of TRT-Avrasya (Eurasia), which was established 
in 1993 to strengthen cultural ties with the newly emergent Central Asian states where Turkic 
languages were spoken.

There is little question that TRT-§e§ and TRT-Arabic represent a major departure from the 
inertia that has characterized TRT for the past 20 years. Is it possible to interpret them as the 
harbinger of a new era of “public interest broadcasting” in Turkey? Or do they represent a 
continuation of the interventionist policies that governing parties have always pursued in rela
tion to TRT? The former is obviously something to be hoped for, especially since the incum
bent JDP government embraces the language of political pluralism and cultural diversity; 
however, the latter seems much more probable, given TRT’s historical legacy as a state 
institution, and the extent of political polarization in the national arena.

Political polarization and struggles over control of “mainstream” media

There is now a prolific literature on the broader social, cultural, and political conditions that have 
prepared the way for the successive electoral victories of the incumbent pro-Islamic JDP 
since 2002. What is worth dwelling upon here is how the JDP has succeeded in winning these 
elections, despite the overwhelming dominance of infotainment broadcasting in Turkey.

In the media-saturated consumer culture of the past three decades, “Islamic” radio stations, 
newspapers, magazines, music groups, novelists, and filmmakers that cater to Muslim audiences 
have become a thriving cultural market in Turkey. Similarly, increasing use of the Internet has 
been accompanied by a proliferation of new websites and blogs as spaces of public conversation 
and networking among Muslim youth, particularly university students. In tandem with the 
rising economic power and symbolic capital of an “Islamic bourgeoisie,” public spaces and 
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performances such as fashion shows, concert halls, fancy restaurants, hotels, and summer resorts 
where Muslim identities are displayed and consumed have become commonplace. The impor
tance of such public sites and communication networks in developing Muslim subjectivities, and 
in negotiating the boundaries of an Islamic way of life in contemporary consumer culture, has 
been elaborated in a range of studies.8 They have also meant that learning about Islam, and 
becoming a political activist, is no longer contingent on tutelage in religious institutions, orders, 
and associations in Turkey.

In the realm of broadcast television, however, “altemative-Muslim” channels have failed to 
lure pious audiences away from the seductions of infotainment broadcasting. The first experi
ments with “Islamic” broadcasting in the mid-1990s revealed that Turkish audiences—devout 
or not—were not interested in religiously edifying programs on television. Since then, the 
dilemma of reconciling light entertainment with the cultural codes of “Islamic modesty” on the 
visual landscape of television has been the Achilles heel of altemative-Muslim channels. 
They have either undergone mainstreaming, or remained restricted to a very narrowly based 
audience. The examples of TGRT (owned by Enver Oren) and Samanyolu TV (STV for short, 
owned by the Fethullah Giilen community) illustrate this dilemma. Both of these channels went 
on the air in the mid-1990s, broadcasting religious programs during prime time (readings from 
the Quran and edifying discussions among religious authorities). TGRT rapidly evolved into a 
mainstream “family channel,” setting up an in-house production company to produce a variety 
of entertainment programs, from talk shows to entertainment featuring popular stars and singers 
of the moment, both female and male. Its parent company, ihlas Media, is currently among 
the major players in the media markets, despite the collapse of its affiliated Islamic financial 
house, ihlas Finans, in the 2001 crisis. On the other hand, STV, sponsored by the Gillen 
movement, has diversified its programming content by emphasizing news and current affairs 
programs, but continues to maintain (gendered) codes of modesty in its entertainment fare. This 
strategy has restricted the audience share of Samanyolu TV to a narrowly based “religious” 
audience.9

Against this background, the strategy of the JDP leadership has been to make centralized 
control of communications and “proactive information management” one of its top priorities. 
Immediately following -the 2002 elections, Tayyip Erdogan declared himself and his party 
democratic conservatives, rather than Islamists. Since then, the JDP has downplayed its “Isla
mic” image by clearly dividing its political marketing activities in two. On the one hand, it has 
brought together a sophisticated cadre of professional experts (speechwriters, press secretaries, 
pollsters, spinners, campaign strategists, media consultants), who control and synchronize infor
mation favorable to the party image abroad, as well as in the national arena. On the other hand, 
it has relied on grassroots activists and networks to cultivate “Muslim” voters and deliver them 
in the elections. The energy of such grassroots activism, particularly among women and youth, 
cannot be divorced from the growth of “Islamic” media over the past two decades.10 However, 
the employment of professional public relations experts, many of whom are US-trained, has 
been crucial in managing the “conservative-democratic” image for the party, by downplaying 
its “Islamic” affiliations in the “secular” media. Among leading political parties in Turkey, the 
JDP has been the first, and certainly the most effective, in making public relations management 
an integral component of party politics.11 Its most important strategy in this context has been to 
build the party image around the persona of the prime minister as a man of “family values” and 
“moral integrity.” Thus press photographs of Erdogan with his wife at his side (headscarved in 
the latest fashion, but silent in her supportive role) have become iconic images of the party. Part 
of the same strategy has been to place a moratorium on all impromptu speeches by party 
members, and restrict “live” television appearances by JDP politicians to well-rehearsed 
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interviews with friendly journalists. This has not only enabled centralized control of informa
tion, but also helped insulate JDP officials and parliamentarians from the vagaries of tabloid 
journalism.

As always, however, there has also been a reverse side to this story. The magnification of 
Erdogan as the voice and iconic image of the JDP has made him a source of relentless public 
chatter and critical commentary in the infotainment media. In the tabloid formats of mainstream 
journalism, all government decisions have been encoded as the personal decisions of Erdogan, 
sometimes as a heroic leader, but more often than not, as a source of sensational news. Politics 
as usual has been transformed into a succession of “shock events’’—with public speculation 
centering on the persona of Erdogan.

To recapitulate, by combining proactive information management and grassroots activism, 
the JDP has been able to override opposition from the mainstream media, to achieve a succes
sion of electoral victories. However, after nearly a decade in government, the party has not 
been able to shed its polarizing Islamic image, to establish itself as a mainstream conservative- 
democratic party. The reasons are obviously multiple and complex. There is no question, 
however, that the overwhelming dominance of tabloid media, thriving on the scandal value of 
“leaks” that allegedly expose the party’s Islamic agenda, has been a major factor. Now that the 
JDP government is grooming its own “allied media” in the infotainment sector, it will have a 
platform to legitimize its political agenda and establish its credibility as a conservative-democratic 
party. From the vantage point of the media system in Turkey, this means that political alliances 
between media owners and the power elite will remain one of its defining features.

Notes
1 Just how narrow the newspaper-reading public remained is revealed by the results of a PIAR-Gallup 

national survey conducted in 1990, immediately before the advent of commercial television. Among 
the adult population suiveyed. only about 30 percent read (looked at) a newspaper at least once a 
week. To be specific, 67.6 percent never read newspapers. When gender differences are taken into 
account, the differences are even more dramatic. Among women, the percentage responding never was 
79.9 percent, in contrast to 56.4 percent among men (cf. Oncii, 2004).

2 The term “tabloid” does not directly translate into Turkish, so I have used sansasyon medyasi (sensa
tional media) as the nearest equivalent.

3 The antecedents of what has been framed in news accounts as a battle between Prime Minister Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan and Aydin Dogan can be traced back to the 2007 national elections. During the 
elections, Dogan's fleet of eight newspapers, three television channels, and 24 magazines lent their 
support to the opposition. Journalists and columnists affiliated with the Dogan group were among the 
most hostile critics of the prime minister, for leading the country toward an Islamic path. Since the 
incumbent Justice and Development Party (JDP) government was reelected with an overwhelming 
48 percent of the national vote in 2007, public rumors of an impending showdown began brewing. 
The magnitude of the tax fines announced in 2009 have inevitably fanned speculation regarding gov
ernment retaliation. For accounts of these events in the international media, see for instance: The 
Economist, 10 September 2009, 1 October 2009, 5 March 2009; The Neiv York Times, 10 September 
2009, 13 September 2009.

4 It seems likely that the holding company will reach a deal with the tax authorities, in exchange for 
relinquishing some of its media assets. The daily Milliyet, one of the most respected newspapers 
under the umbrella of Dogan Media, has already been sold, and rumors of pending sales are floating 
about.

5 Once again, these events have been subject to public controversy and speculation. The daily news
paper Sabah was owned by Merkez Media (listed as Dogan’s chief rival in Table 13.2). The assets of 
Merkez Media were sold in 2007, when its parent holding company, Ciner Holding, went into 
receivership over fraud charges against its owners. The sale of Sabah to Ahmet ffalik was financed 
through credit from a state-owned bank, and accompanied by allegations of political favoritism. For a 
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detailed account of these events, as well as information on the major players in the Turkish media 
scene in 2008, sec Kaya (2009: 247-83)

6 The Turkish government has been actively lobbying the British government to suspend the license of 
Med-TV for being the mouthpiece of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), and was successful in 
doing so for three months in 1999. Allegations are that the Turkish government has been jamming the 
reception of Med-TV in Turkey, but it is an open secret that Med-TV (currently named Roj-TV) is 
readily accessible and popular in low-income neighborhoods of Kurdish migrants in Istanbul. There are 
two other Kurdish television channels that broadcast to Turkey. Kurdistan TV has been broadcasting 
from Erbil since 1998, and Kurdsat TV, which has been on the air since 2000, emits its signal from 
Suleimanieh. The audiences of these two channels are primarily residents of southeastern provinces (in 
Turkey). For a discussion of Kurdish media production in Europe, see Rigoni (2008).

7 Plans for a forthcoming Persian-language state channel, announced at the same time as TRT-Arabic, 
are on hold for the time being.

8 For an extensive review of this literature, with special emphasis on new generations of Muslim youth, 
see Saktanber (2007).

9 For a more detailed discussion on programming strategies of altemative-Muslim channels in 1993-2000, 
sec Oncii (2000). It is important to note in this context that the daily newspaper Zaman, also owned 
by the Giilen movement, has succeeded in widening its readership as a conservative newspaper with 
minimum concessions to tabloid formats, and is currently competing with Hurriyet as Turkey’s largest 
circulating newspaper.

10 Studies on the political activism of women at the community level (e.g., Arat, 2005) as well as on 
activist networks among new generations of Muslim youth (e.g., Saktanber, 2002), suggest that 
becoming involved in religious politics in Turkey is no longer contingent on tutelage in religious 
institutions, orders, or associations.

11 Given the centrality of media in contemporary politics, centralized information management has 
become an integral part of party politics across Europe. Among the attendant consequences is that 
competition among political parties has become increasingly dominated by the persona of their leaders, 
at the expense of rank-and-file members. European political parties have tended to develop specialist 
knowledge and campaign expertise within the party machinery. In the United States political con
sulting has become a fast-growing, profit-making industry. The JDP’s strategy is reminiscent of US 
political parties, both in terms of clearly dividing its political marketing in two, and also of drawing 
upon expertise from outside party circles. This probably has something to do with the marginality of 
public broadcasting in Turkey, as in the United States. For most European governments public 
broadcasting is an important platform for promoting and legitimizing their policies. Overall, the hyper
commercialized media environment in which the JDP government must operate seems more similar to 
that of US political parties than of European ones.
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