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‘It will get worse, before it gets better’

A
s I addressed col-
leagues at a recent 
gathering in Brussels 
and the public at a 
crowded conference, 
organised by the 

Körber Foundation and Süd-
deutsche Zeitung in Hamburg, 
titled When Freedom of Speech 
Leads into Prison, the questions 
were identical.

“Does the exile feel tough for 
you? What do you feel? When do 
you think you will be able to 
return to Turkey?”

I had told the German audience 
about my exit across Turkish 
border just a few days after the 
July 15th coup attempt. That was a 
major choice to get settled in a 
zone of freedom, somewhere in 
Europe, where one would have 
the support and care of foreign 
colleagues.

‘Why did you leave so swiftly?’ 
asked German colleague Christi-
ane Schlötzer. “Instincts and 
sense of urgency,” I told her.

“For a long time, even before 
the failed putsch, we had known 
that in Turkey we had been 
working in a danger zone, even in 
newsrooms, and this raised your 
perception of threats. I knew for 
certain that the consequences of 
the coup regardless of its outcome 
would spell very badly for us 
journalists and I was right in 

acting so quickly.”
I tried to conceal the burden as 

much as I could. I responded that 
exile for a journalist means being 
torn apart from a world whose 
story with people at its centre is 
an inseparable part of his exist-
ence. It also means an urgency to 
control anger and resentment of 
the rulers of Turkey for being 
treated with various means of 
punishment for doing what any 
committed journalist does.

One feels mistreated, humili-
ated. At the same time, as Turkish 
journalists, each of us out of the 
country is able to report and 
comment but the plight of 
colleagues put in jail for doing 
their jobs and stripped of freedom 
feeds fury and frustration. One 
feels helpless.

On my way from Hamburg to my 
new exile home, I received a call 
that I had been expecting for some 
time. It was from a colleague 
known for tough investigative 
reporting on abuses of power and 
injustice who had under very hard 
circumstances managed to get out 
of Turkey. Spending time in 
refugee camps in southern 
Europe, she had ended up in 
North America, where she was 
seeking asylum.

After the July coup attempt, a 
warrant was issued for her arrest. 
The police searched for her in her 
flat and elsewhere repeatedly.

With a broken voice, she told me 
the story, most of it confidential. 
The worst part, she said, was 
being torn apart from family and 
her children. Wandering around 

Europe like a pilgrim, she was 
penniless until she was given 
assistance by German colleagues.

I lost count but, by my estima-
tion, there are more than 30 
journalists floating in exile on four 
continents. Some of them fled 
Turkey hastily or after hiding for a 
while. Some were abroad working 
as correspondents in key political 
capitals, highly respected for their 
work. They are unable to return to 
Turkey as the risks are too high.

The failed coup and the state of 
emergency that followed affected 
mostly four flanks of Turkish 
journalism: The media affiliated 
with US-based Turkish cleric 
Fethullah Gulen, who was blamed 
for the coup, liberals, leftists and 
Kurdish journalists. This is a blend 
that represents the main bulk of 
critical journalism, which has 
staged a tough professional 
resistance to all the punitive 
measures by Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and his 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) government.

Those put in prison and those 
who now assemble abroad in exile 
reflect that mixture. Because of 
the massive and systematic means 
of oppression they have suffered, 
the imprisoned journalists have 
been turned into political prison-
ers and those abroad into dissi-
dents.

Certainly this situation lays 
traps. Angry journalists in exile 
may easily end up as pure political 
activists, attracted by propa-
ganda, forgetting their delicate 
professional roles.

That is the reason why many 
colleagues in various countries are 
seeking ways and means to set up 
channels to continue what they do 
best: Report, analyse and com-
ment. Can Dundar, former 
editor-in-chief of the Cumhuriyet 
daily now in exile in Germany, 
declared recently that he would 
launch an online journalism enter-
prise.

Elsewhere, others are in search 
of a mode to move bold journalism 
out of Turkey. Kurdish colleagues 
in Western Europe are seeking 
ways to cooperate with Turkish 
journalists, joining forces in what 
they told me was “a long struggle 
for freedom”.

Exile means also taking care of 
each other. Since the failed coup, I 
have been trying to map where my 
colleagues on the run are, whether 
they need legal and financial 
assistance. One of them was a 
winner of the prestigious EU 
Investigative Journalism Award 
last year but is now stuck in a dark 
corner of the world awaiting help.

When asked about the prospects 
of return, I deliver a pessimistic 
response, as I did in Brussels and 
Hamburg. Turkey is in a downhill 
spiral, where the anti-freedom 
mood is aggressive, ruthless. “It 
will get worse before it gets 
better” was all I could say.

Now, back to work. There are 
stories to write, subjects to 
analyse.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish journal-
ist and occasional contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Yavuz Baydar

View point
There are 
more than 30 
journalists 
floating in 
exile on four 
continents. 

Turkey is in a downhill spiral, 
where the anti-freedom mood is 
aggressive, ruthless.

News & Analysis Turkey

Washington

N 

ot long ago, Adem Ya-
vuz Arslan was the An-
kara bureau chief of a 
Turkish daily critical of 
President Recep Tayyip 

Erdogan’s government. These days, 
Arslan is trying to make ends meet 
as a driver for the Uber transporta-
tion service in Washington.

Arslan, 42, is a member of a grow-
ing Turkish diaspora including jour-
nalists, academics and diplomats 
who have left their home country 
to avoid arrest by what they say is 
an increasingly repressive regime. 
They say they yearn to return but 
have little hope of being able to do 
so in the foreseeable future. “You 
have two choices,” Arslan said. “You 
can go to jail or leave the country.”

More than 100,000 Turks have 
been fired, suspended or detained 
in a crackdown following an at-
tempted coup against Erdogan in 
July. The government said it was 
trying to remove followers of the al-
leged coup leader, US-based cleric 
Fethullah Gulen, from state institu-
tions and deprive his movement of 
its support system in the economy 
and in the media.

Ankara is seeking Gulen’s extra-
dition and calling on the United 
States, Germany and other coun-
tries not to give shelter to what the 
Turkish government calls terror-
ists. Critics say the post-coup wave 
of arrests is a witch-hunt against 
Erdogan opponents of all stripes. 
More than 100 journalists have been 
jailed.

Turkey’s pro-government media 
say Arslan is a leading figure of the 

Gulen movement, a charge he de-
nies. He said he decided to leave 
Turkey with his family in 2014 after 
stepping on the government’s toes 
as the Ankara bureau chief of the 
now-defunct Bugun newspaper. 
The daily was close to the Gulen 
movement and employed liberal 
commentators, some of whom are 
in prison or have fled from Turkey. 
Arslan became the Washington 
correspondent of another Gulen-
inspired daily that was banned after 
the July coup, leaving him without 
a job.

Erdogan’s wrath is not lim-
ited to alleged Gulen supporters. 
Many pro-Kurdish media have 
been banned for their alleged sup-
port for Kurdish rebels. More than 
150 media outlets have been shut 
down since July. Authorities have 
detained journalists and editors of 
the daily Cumhuriyet, a staunchly 
secularist newspaper highly critical 
of Gulen.

Even before the coup, Cumhuri-
yet’s former editor Can Dundar 
was sentenced to prison for trea-
son. Freed pending an appeal, he 
left Turkey and now lives in Ger-
many, home to a Turkish minority 
of around 3 million people. Dundar 
says he will not return to Turkey as 
long as the state of emergency, in-
troduced after the coup, is in force. 
German news reports say close to 
60 Turkish diplomats and members 
of their families in the country have 
also decided not to return home. 
Germany has also taken in Turkish 
academics.

According to official figures, a to-
tal of 4,437 Turkish citizens applied 
for political asylum in Germany 
in the first ten months of the year, 
more than twice as many as in all 
of 2015, when 1,767 applied. The 

aftermath of the July coup has seen 
a steep rise in the number of appli-
cations, climbing from 350 a month 
in the first half of the year to 485 in 
October.

The government in Berlin has 
publicly invited Turkish journal-
ists, intellectuals and others to seek 
refuge in Germany. Michael Roth, a 
junior minister for Foreign Affairs, 
said his country stood in solidarity 
with all “critical minds” in Turkey. 
Scandinavian countries, France and 
the United States are other destina-
tions for Turks feeling under grow-
ing pressure at home.

“I cannot go back as long as Er-
dogan is there,” Arslan said, add-
ing that his hopes for a return soon 
were not high.

Erdogan wants Turks to decide 
whether to switch from the current 
parliamentary system to a presiden-
tial one in a referendum next year. 
His plan for the new system would 
allow him to stay in office until 
2029.

Meanwhile, there is a steady 
trickle of Turks leaving their home. 
Arslan said a Turkish friend who 
carries a diplomatic passport joined 
him in Washington recently. “He left 
the country by boat to Greece, like 
a refugee,” he said. Arslan did not 
provide name of his friend, whose 
family is still in Turkey trying to 
get away. “The Turkish diaspora is 
growing every day,” Arslan said.

Another Turkish journalist in 
the United States, Emre Uslu, said 
he left Turkey in March 2014 after 
coming under increasing pressure 
for criticising Erdogan. At the time, 
pro-Erdogan newspapers accused 
Uslu of involvement in alleged plot 

to kill Erdogan’s daughter Sumeyye. 
The judiciary later said alleged mes-
sages by Uslu about the purported 
plot were fake. A political scientist 
by training, Uslu has been teaching 
at Virginia International University 
near Washington. His wife and two 
children have joined him.

“Of course I want to go back,” Uslu 
said. “I am dying to go back. Turkey 
is my country.” He estimated, how-
ever, a return would probably not 
be possible for another ten years. 
“There is no indication that things 
will get better.”

Arslan agreed. He said he felt 
torn between his new home and his 
country. “It’s a conflict between my 
head and my heart”, he said. On one 
hand, he knew that he, his wife and 
three children should adapt to their 
new life in the United States but, on 
the other hand, it was difficult to let 
go of Turkey. “My son is asking me 
when we go and visit grandpa” in 
Turkey, he said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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Protesters demonstrate against Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Cologne, Germany, last 
November.                   (AP)
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