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T 

urkish courts have 
ruled on three cases 
involving journal-
ists, for the most part 
delivering shock ver-
dicts that underline 
the freefall of rule of 

law in Turkey.
Of the three cases, the only 

one with marginally good news 
involved Enis Berberoglu, with 
whom I worked during the 1980s 
at the daily newspaper Cumhuri-
yet. Berberoglu was not just a 
colleague, but a friend. Last June, 
he was sentenced to 25 years in 
prison on charges of “helping a 
terrorist organisation,” “espio-
nage” and “leaking secret state 
documents.”

Berberoglu’s sentence was 
reduced to 5 years, 10 months on 
February 13, which means he will 
serve at least 22 months more be-
hind bars. His party, the main op-
position Republican People’s Party 
(CHP), responded with shock.

Deniz Yucel, the German-
Turkish correspondent for Die 
Welt, was released from prison 
February 16 after a year behind 
bars. Accused of using “terrorist 
propaganda to incite the popula-
tion,” Yucel spent most of the year 
in solitary confinement while his 
lawyers waited for an indictment 
that never came.

His case became a national 
project for the German media 
as well as for members of Ger-
man Chancellor Angela Merkel’s 
cabinet. As a German government 
spokesman pointed out after news 
that Yucel would be released, For-

eign Minister Sigmar Gabriel had 
been “working intensively towards 
a solution.”

On a visit to Germany, Turkish 
Prime Minister Binali Yildirim 
unexpectedly said Yucel was likely 
to be released soon. Soon enough, 
it was announced that he would 
be freed but that was followed by 
news of his indictment. Yucel was 
to be charged with “spreading ter-
rorist propaganda” and prosecu-
tors sought up to 18 years in prison 
for him. The charges could mean 
one of two things: Yucel will either 
not be allowed to leave Turkey or 
if he left, he would not be  

able to return.
This should not be particularly 

puzzling, considering the Turkish 
judiciary is increasingly subor-
dinate to political agendas. If 
rumours are true that dirty deals 
were struck to secure Yucel’s 
release, that sets a dangerous 
precedent.

It would also underline the farce 
that is called rule of law in Turkey. 
The director of the farce is Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. 
He is also in some ways the author 
of the script.

In the third case, three of Tur-
key’s most prominent liberal jour-

nalists were sentenced to life in 
prison over allegations of involve-
ment in the 2016 coup attempt.

The sentences were handed 
down to Ahmet Altan, who is 
also a well-known novelist; his 
brother Mehmet Altan, a respected 
economist as well as journalist and 
author; and Nazli Ilicak, a centre-
right thinker. They were the first 
journalists convicted in trials 
related to the failed 2016 coup. 
The Altan brothers and Ilicak, 
along with four other journalists, 
were on trial for “attempting to 
overthrow the constitutional order 
through use of force and violence.”

The Altans and Ilicak were 
initially arrested for “sending sub-
liminal messages” via television 
appearances on July 14, 2016, the 
day before the attempted coup. 
After an international outcry, 
all three were instead accused 
of “making statements that are 
evocative of a coup.” The farcical 
elements of the case became more 
pronounced.

The harsh sentences stunned 
even those who warned about the 
increasingly precarious state of 
press freedom in Turkey.

Fittingly, it is Ahmet Altan who 
may have best summed up the 
state of affairs. In remarks ad-
dressed to the judges, he said:

”A judiciary that is dead or dying 
has such a foul stench; even hell 
doesn’t smell so bad. The smell of 
rotten corpses that has overtaken 
Turkey today is the smell of a 
judiciary on its deathbed. It is a 
stench that reaches all segments of 
society and appals everyone.”

A Turkish farce called ‘rule of law’

is a Turkish journalist and regular 
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F 

ew would disagree 
that President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan is one 
of the most divisive 
figures in modern 
Turkey. He has taken 
a wrecking ball to the 

country’s parliament, judiciary and 
media — cornerstones of Turkey’s 
democratic underpinnings. He has 
sought feuds with several Europe-
an countries and angered progres-
sive and pro-European elements of 
Turkish society. All the while, he 
commands the respect of tens of 
millions of Turks.

Despite the deep schism over 
support for Erdogan, most Turks 
— both pro- and anti-government 
sections of the population — sup-
port Ankara’s wars on the Kurds.

When the Kurdish residents 
of Kobane faced annihilation at 
the hands of Islamic State (ISIS) 
jihadists in October 2015, few 
Turks seemed to care that An-
kara responded in the way it did. 
Initially, it refused to allow Kurdish 
fighters to transfer from northern 
Iraq through Turkey to fight the ex-
tremists. When more than 500,000 
civilians were made homeless by 
military operations in the predomi-
nantly Kurdish south-east region 
two years ago, Turkish media 
didn’t seem to see much reason to 
comment.

These Kurds, lest we forget, are 
the very people responsible for 
defeating ISIS in Raqqa and across 
much of northern Syria and Iraq. 
The Kurds helped end a dreadful 
series of suicide attacks by the 
extremist group, which killed hun-
dreds of Turkish civilians in Ankara 
and Istanbul in 2015 and 2016.

Many Turks, curiously, hate and 
distrust the Kurds even though 
the Kurds have established a high 
degree of stability and security 
to war-torn neighbours Syria and 
Iraq.

The beer-guzzling Istanbul liber-
als’ silence over the Kurds seems 
hypocritical. For a decade, they 
decried Erdogan in street protests 
and from artisanal cafes but they 
fall silent when it comes to the is-
sue of bombing Kurdish civilians in 
Turkey or Syria.

To be sure, militant Kurds have 

been responsible for assassinations 
and targeting of Turkish security 
and police officers in recent years. 
The Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) is recognised as a terrorist 
organisation by the European Un-
ion and the United States, as well 
as by Ankara.

Wars that pit the Turkish state 
against perceived threats to the 
country have always been popu-
lar among mainstream Turks. 
Take, for example, the rise of the 
Kurdish-rooted Peoples’ Democrat-
ic Party (HDP). Its 2015 entry into 
parliament led to the Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) losing its 
long-established majority.

The HDP’s success rattled 
Erdogan. He fabricated a war on 
Kurdish dissidents, despite having 
embarked on a peace process with 
the PKK just two years previously.

Why did Erdogan’s ruse work?
What explains the Turks’ aver-

sion to the Kurds?
The reason lies in the histori-

cal context of the Turkish state’s 
founding a century ago. Amid the 
collapse of the Ottoman Empire, a 
nationalist movement flourished. 
As it tried to secure support and 
territory for a new Turkish state, 
the nationalist movement silenced 
elements that didn’t fit the idea 
of a mainstream Turkish identity. 
Armenians, Christians and Kurds — 
all living within the borders of the 
new Turkish state — didn’t fit that 
national identity. Millions were 
killed as a result.

Why does a century-old ideology 
dominate public consciousness 
in Turkey? While the country’s 
political and physical landscape 
has changed dramatically under 
the AKP, its state structures have 
not. Turkey’s education system, 
the foundation of any society, re-
mains outdated. Its schoolchildren 

are denied basic facts about the 
wrongs committed by Turkey.

In this context, it is unsurprising 
that most Turks are unconcerned 
that Ankara’s bizarrely named 
Operation Olive Branch against 
the Kurds in Afrin is destabilising 
some of the best-functioning and 
most peaceful territories in the 
region. The Kurds have fronted 
the successful battles of today, 
those against extremist groups 
such as ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra 
and against Syria’s barbaric Bashar 
Assad regime.

Yet this holds little water for 
most Turks, blinded as they are by 
a historical narrative that has more 
basis in fiction than fact. Turks 
across the spectrum of society 
and political thinking fear that the 
Kurds want to carve up Turkey. So 
they find themselves on the same 
page as Erdogan, much as they 
may dislike that reality.

Why the anti-Kurdish narrative endures in Turkey
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Long-held aversion. A woman reacts as Turkish anti-riot police officers arrest her during a 
demonstration in Istanbul called by the Peoples’ Democratic Party to protest against Turkey’s 
Operation Olive Branch in Syria, on January 21.                          (AFP)

Turkey

‘Subliminal’ justice. A journalist poses with a portrait of Turkish 
journalist Ahmet Altan in front of a courthouse in Istanbul.      (AFP)
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