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AN ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

of Ahmet Uysal, for the Doctor of Philosophy degree in Sociology, presented on August 

22, 2003 at Southern Illinois University Carbondale.

TITLE: THE FRAMING OF POLITICAL INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION: MEDIA, 
STATE, AND ISLAMIC PARTY INTERACTIONS IN TURKEY, 1995 to 1998

MAJOR PROFESSOR: Darren Sherkat

This dissertation examines the framing and counterframing processes involving the 

Islamic Welfare Party (RP), media, and state bureaucracy (the military and judiciary) in 

Turkish politics from December 1995 to January 1998. This period covers the electoral 

victory of the RP, its accession to power and its removal from politics. My research 

focuses specifically on the ideological structuring of beliefs about the inclusion of the RP 

in the formal political process. I examine interactions between social movements, 

countermovements, the media, and the state. Using frame analytic theory, I focus on the 

amplification of particular values of democracy and secularism, and the beliefs that 

various groups attach to those values. I analyze movement publications, news reports, 

and official statements from state institutions to examine the connections between beliefs 

and values, and how the interactions among these groups generate a discourse of framing 

and counterframing in a dialectical way.

Substantively, the dissertation focuses on the ideological pronouncements of the 

Islamic Welfare Party, the most prominent Turkish Media (namely, the dailies Sabah, 

Hurriyet, and Milliyet), and the Turkish military. The key in these debates has been the 

formal inclusion of a religious party in the political process. The mainstream media

i
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played critical role in the framing of debates about the RP and their eventual fall from 

power and banning.

I perform a content analysis on documents from the media, the state and the RP for 

nine events in this period. First, the media texts are taken from the selected newspapers in 

two forms: (1) news accounts, and (2) opinion columns. Second, I examine press releases 

and informal media leaks from military officials, especially anonymous General’s 

statements were later admitted to be organized by the National Security Council. Third, 

the Chief Republican Prosecutor Vural Savas’s claims about the RP are taken from his 

own book, Militan Democracy, compiling the Chief Republican Prosecutor Vural Savas’ 

official statements. Looking at the content of these documents over time allows me to 

assess how the RP, the press, the state institutions respond to one another’s claims about 

the relationships between beliefs and values.

ii

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I owe special thanks to my dissertation chair, Darren Sherkat, for his invaluable support, 

lead, and feedback; to committee members (Robert Benford, Ryhs Williams, Walter 

Jaenig, and Mark Schneider) for promptly accepting to be part of this effort; to my coder, 

Suveyda Cittir, for hard work; to my wife, Kezban, for her patience; and to my kids 

(Omer, Tarik, and Selman) for being kids.

iii

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

TABLE OF CONTENTS

AN ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION..................................................................... i

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS................................................................................................... iii

LIST OF TA BLES............................................................................................................... vi

LIST OF FIGURES............................................................................................................viii

ABBREVIATIONS................................................................................................................ x

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION.........................................................................................1

LITERATURE REVIEW....................................................................................................4
The Framing Perspective:................................................................................................4
Counterframing & Reframing:........................................................................................ 9
Media Framing:...............................................................................................................15
Countermovement and Repression:..............................................................................20

THE SUBJECT OF STUDY............................................................................................ 22
Master Frames of Turkish Secular Elites......................................................................26

DATA AND METHODS..................................................................................................29
Critical Events................................................................................................................ 32

OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS...............................................................................................34

CHAPTER II: METHODOLOGY................................................................................... 36

THE SOURCES OF THE DATA..................................................................................... 39
Sources on Media Framing:.......................................................................................... 39
Sources on Military Framing:....................................................................................... 40

MEDIA AS A COUNTERMOVEMENT:.......................................................................41
THE PERIODS AND INCIDENTS.................................................................................41

A. Before the RP Government:..................................................................................... 42
B. The RP Government Period:....................................................................................44
C. Toward the End of RP and its Banning:.................................................................. 46

CODING:............................................................................................................................48

CHAPTER III: THE RP IN THE TURKISH MEDIA BEFORE THE COALITION 
GOVERNMENT...................................................................................................................54

SECTION I: Pre-Election Period (December 11-24)................................................54
Historical Background:..................................................................................................54
General Media Attitude toward RP: Before the Elections:......................................... 59
Framing and Counterframing Strategies.......................................................................61
Reframing Strategies:.....................................................................................................68

Section II: After The Elections.................................................................................. 69
Framing and Counterframing:....................................................................................... 72

Section III: Erbakan’s Nomination for Prime Minister (June 8-15,1996)......... 78
Framing and Counterframing:....................................................................................... 80

iv

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

CHAPTER IV: FRAMING AND COUNTERFRAMING DURING REFAH-YOL 
GOVERNMENT...................................................................................................................90

SECTION I: The Establishment of the Refah-Yol Government (June 29 -  July
5)......................................................................................................................................... 90

Framing and Counterframing:....................................................................................... 91
SECTION II: The Sincan Affair (Feb 2-14,1997).....................................................  102

Democratic Frames:.....................................................................................................116
The Sincan Meeting.....................................................................................................118
Pro-RP Framing:.......................................................................................................... 119

Tanks Roaming the Streets of Sincan: ....................................................................120
SECTION III: The February 28th Process............................................................... 125

Media and Military in the February 28 Process:........................................................ 128
Framing And Counterframing During The 28 February Process.............................134
Military and Politics: RP Government and NSC....................................................... 134
Anti-RP Framing:......................................................................................................... 137
Pro-RP Framing in the Media..................................................................................... 142

CHAPTER V: TOWARD THE END OF RP................................................................ 145

SECTION I: Media, Military and the RP Government........................................ 145
Military’s Briefing to the Members of Judiciary:......................................................148
The Briefing’s Message Unveiled:.............................................................................151
GENERAL MEDIA ATTITUDE............................................................................... 156
Pro-Military Framing:..................................................................................................160
Pro-RP Framing:.......................................................................................................... 162

SECTION II. Filing the Suit against the R P :.......................................................... 165
The Analysis of the Militant Democracy................................................................... 167
Framing and Counterframing in the Media: Filing the Suit against R P.................. 179
Anti-RP Framing:......................................................................................................... 180
Pro-RP Framing in the Media:.................................................................................... 183

SECTION III: The Banning of the R P ........................................................................186
Framing and Counterframing in the Media: RP Banned.......................................... 189

CHAPTER VI: CONCLUSION...................................................................................... 193

Implications for Media Studies Field:.........................................................................207
Implications for Social Movement Field:.................................................................. 211
Future Research and Limitations of this Research:...................................................214

ENDNOTES.........................................................................................................................218

REFERENCES....................................................................................................................223

VITA..................................................................................................................................... 255

v

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

LIST OF TABLES

Table 1: Media Attitude toward RP before the Elections (December 11-14, 1995)......... 59

Table 2: Results for the Parliamentary Elections in December, 1995................................ 70

Table 3: Media Attitude toward RP after the Elections (December 25-31, 1995)............70

Table 4: Media Attitude toward RP prior to the Coalition (June 8-15, 1996)................... 80

Table 5: Anti-RP Framing (June 15-21 ,1996).................................................................. 81

Table 6: Pro-RP Framing (June 15 -21, 1996).................................................................... 87

Table 7: Media Attitude toward RP (June 29 -  July 5, 1996).............................................91

Table 8: Anti-RP Framing (June 29 -  July 5,1996)............................................................ 93

Table 9: Pro-RP Framing (June 29-June 5, 1996)............................................................  101

Table 10: Media Attitude toward RP during the Sincan Affair (February 2-14, 1997).. 103

Table 11: Anti-RP Framing During the Sincan Event (February 2-14, 1997)................  106

Table 12: Pro-RP Framing During the Sincan Affair (February 2-14, 1997).................  106

Table 13: Pro-RP Framing during the Sincan Affair (February 2-14, 1997)..................  107

Table 14: Anti-RP Framing During the Sincan Affair (February 2-14, 1997)...............  108

Table 15: Democratic Framing during the Sincan Affair (February 2-14,1997)........... 117

Table 16: Pro-RP and Democratic Framing: Tanks Roaming The Streets.......................121

Table 17: Media Attitude to RP: National Security Meeting (February 27 - Mar 12,

1997)............................................................................................................................  132

Table 18: Anti-RP Framing: NSC Meeting (February 27 - Mar 12, 1997)....................  138

Table 19: Pro-RP Framing: NSC Meeting (February 27 - Mar 12, 1997)......................  143

Table 20: Various Uses of Irtija in the Military Briefing of June 1997........................... 150

Table21: Media Attitude toward RP: The End of Coalition (June 1 2 -  18, 1997)......  157

vi

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

Table 22: Anti-RP Framing: Toward the End of Coalition (June 1 2 -  18, 1997).......... 159

Table 23: Democratic/Neutral Framing: Toward the End of the Coalition Government 163

Table 24: Pro-RP Framing: Toward the End of the Coalition Government.....................163

Table 25: General Media Attitude: the Suit Filed (May 22-24, 1997)............................ 178

Table 26: Anti-RP Framing after the Suit Filed.................................................................. 181

Table 27: Pro-RP Framing after the Suit Filed................................................................... 184

Table 28: General Media Attitude: RP Banned (Jan 14-20, 1998)..................................  188

Table 29: Anti-RP Framing - Banning of R P ..................................................................... 190

Table 30: Pro-RP Framing - Banning of RP....................................................................... 192

Table 31: Overall Distribution of Anti- and Pro-RP Framings by the News Accounts and

Opinion Columns.......................................................................................................... 198

Table 32: Fluctuation in the Attitudes of News Accounts and Opinion Columns toward 

theR P.............................................................................................................................200

vii

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: News Accounts.................................................................................................... 60

Figure 2: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: Opinion Columns................................................................................................ 60

Figure 3: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: News Accounts.................................................................................................... 71

Figure 4: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: Opinion Columns................................................................................................ 71

Figure 5: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: News Accounts.....................................................................................................81

Figure 6: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: Opinion Columns................................................................................................ 81

Figure 7: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: News Accounts.................................................................................................... 91

Figure 8: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: Opinion Columns................................................................................................ 91

Figure 9: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: News Accounts...................................................................................................104

Figure 10: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: Opinion Columns.............................................................................................. 104

Figure 11: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over 

Time: News Accounts...................................................................................................133

viii

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

Figure 12: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: Opinion Columns.............................................................................................. 133

Figure 13: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: News Accounts...................................................................................................158

Figure 14: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: Opinion Columns...............................................................................................158

Figure 15: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: News Accounts...................................................................................................179

Figure 16: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: Opinion Columns...............................................................................................179

Figure 17: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: News Accounts...................................................................................................188

Figure 18: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over

Time: Opinion Columns.............................................................................................. 188

Figure 19: News Accounts on RP Suit................................................................................189

Figure 20: Opinion Columns on RP Suit.............................................................................189

Figure 21: Standardized Odds Ratio between Negative and Neutral Media Coverage of

RP................................................................................................................................... 196

Figure 22: Average Media Attitude toward R P.................................................................. 196

Figure 23: The Difference of Negative RP Attitude from and Pro-RP Attitude 196

ix

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

ABBREVIATIONS

RP : Refah Partisi (Welfare Party or Prosperity Party)

DYP : Dogru Yol Partisi (True Path Partisi; a center right party)

NSC : National Security Council

Refah-Yol : The Coalition Government formed by RP and DYP

ANAP : Anavatan Partisi (Motherland Party; a center right party)

B/H : Benford and Hunt

I/K : Iberra and Kitsuse

SMO : Social Movement Organization

POS : Political Opportunity Structure

X

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

1

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

Turkey is one of the most secular countries in the Muslim world in terms of 

institutional exclusion of religion from state affairs and from many of its public functions. 

Yet, Turkey has been experiencing an increased popularity of religion, especially in the 

late 1980s and 1990s. Ataturk’s revolutionary project of cultural Westernization created a 

strong secularist legacy in Turkey. Along with its strong state tradition inherited from the 

Ottoman society (Heper 2000; Barkey 2000), this secularist legacy meant the 

privatization of religion by state power and limiting its public roles not just in state affairs 

but also in many social and cultural functions (Gole 2002; Heper and Toktas 2003). For 

example, the religious control over marriage licenses and education was given to the 

state. Even religious education was put under state control. This was not to subsidize 

religion but to control its teachings. Strong anticlericalism that opposes public 

manifestations of religion predominates among the secular elites even after the transition 

to democracy in Turkey in the 1950s.

Although the journalists and the state institutions adhere to democracy, an anti

clerical orientation dominates their democratic ideals. When democratic demands collide 

with the elites’ view of secularism, the elite groups tend to prefer secularism to 

democratic principles. This approach was called ‘rational democracy’ (Sartori 1987) and 

was adopted by both state elites such as the military and jurists (Heper 2001), and the 

journalists in Turkey (Heper and Demirel 1996). Sartori (1987) defined ‘rational 

democracy’ as a French-type democracy that developed out of a revolutionary struggle 

and is based on an abstract principle of democracy. It is a somewhat elitist view of 

democracy that focuses on the possibility that rational politics would bring happiness. It
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differs from the Anglo conception of participatory democracy that developed through an 

evolutionary process. While rationalism is the main philosophy behind the French-type of 

democracy, empiricism represents the Anglo-type of democracy (Sartori 1987:51-55).

For the state elites in Turkey, secularism meant limiting any public functions of religion 

and making it solely a private matter (Gole 2002; Heper and Toktas 2003) and democracy 

meant elite leadership for modernization. Based on secularism and nationalism, the 

Kemalist ideology created its elites (Gole 1997). This ideology both provides an ethos for 

these elites and justifies and enables their increased role in national security as well as in 

politics. The Turkish constitution defines religion as a “feeling and private matter of 

individual conscience” (Erdogan 1999).

As a sign of increasing religious sentiments in the last two decades (Salt 1995), the 

Islamic movement gained a significant strength with its moderate discourse but had to 

walk a very fine line between secularism and democracy. As a result of increased 

religious activities and political liberalization (Kamrava 1998), the Islamic Welfare Party 

(Refah Partisi -  RP) became more popular and tried to find a public space for itself but, 

at the same time, constituted a challenge to the conventional politics in Turkey. In 

December 1997, as the main representative organization of the Islamic movement, the 

Islamic Welfare Party (Refah Partisi or shortly RP) realized an electoral victory by 

winning the plurality of the votes cast with 21 percent. The divided nature of the Turkish 

political arena among various center parties provided the RP with an unexpected 

opportunity to be part of a coalition government with the secular True Path Party (DYP) 

in mid-1996. Their yearlong coalition government (known as Refah-Yol) led to a 

heightened conflict between the secular elites and the Islamic movement, resulting in the
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removal of the Islamic party and its secular partner from power, and the banning of the 

RP from political system.

This dissertation will examine the dynamic relations between the movement framing 

and counterframing in the process that led to the marginalization of the RP and its 

exclusion by the secular elites from the public discourse as well as its legal repression. 

Adopting a contextual constructionist approach, I will look at not only the framing and 

counterframing used by the actors but also the material and cultural contexts in which 

those frames and counterframes are constructed. I chose the RP and mainstream 

journalists as the key representatives of their respective camps. On several occasions, 

secular state elites, e.g. the military and the judiciary, also joined the campaign against 

the RP, and their role also contributed to the symbolic battle against the RP by defining 

its presence as a problem. Therefore, the military and the judiciary will be included in my 

analysis of the struggle between a religious and a secular agenda, that is, between the RP 

and the secular establishment. Due to the symbolic nature of the conflict, it is not 

surprising that the media lead the campaign to defeat the RP coalition. Therefore, my 

research will focus on the cultural and political aspects of media framing, rather than the 

organizational context of the news-making process. In brief, this project aims to decipher 

the framing and counterframing processes between the RP and secular elites in the 

process that led to the repression of the RP in Turkey. In that regard, the study aims to 

empirically test these hypotheses about various groups in Turkey: (1) Appeals to a 

"rational democracy" master frame among state elites (Heper and Guney 1996) 

and journalists (Heper and Demirel 1996) will lead to opposition to the RP-dominated 

coalition and to the RP’s political exclusion (Yavuz 2000; Gole 2002; Heper and Toktas
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2003). In addition, because of commercial settings or state-sponsorship, when the media 

arena is dominated, they generally support the elite perspectives (Schudson 2002); (2) 

Compared to opinion columns, the news coverage in the Turkish media will be less 

negative (and more objective) in its portrayal of the RP across the events (Uysal 2001);

(3) Editorial intervention will make news reporting more volatile (Finkel 2000) -  

swinging from neutral to negative in particular events in its portrayal of the RP compared 

to opinion columns. The study covers the period from the RP’s electoral victory 

(December 1995) and coming to power (June 1996) to its removal from power (June 

1997) and its banning (January 1998).

LITERATURE REVIEW  

The Framing Perspective:

This study aims to help fill the gap in the conceptualization of framing and 

counterframing by treating them as processes (Benford and Snow 2000) and by analyzing 

frames and counterframes in a dialectical perspective. Framing analysis made a 

significant contribution to the social movements literature. Drawing from Goffmann 

(1974), Snow, Benford, and their associates (1986) defined a frame as “a ‘schemata of 

interpretation’ that enables individuals ‘to locate, perceive, identify, and label’ 

occurrences within their life space and the world at large. By rendering events or 

occurrences meaningful, frames function to organize experience and guide action, 

whether individual or collective” (p.235), and frame alignment as “the "the linkage of 

individual and SMO interpretative orientations, such that some set of individual interests,
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values, and beliefs and SMO activities, goals, and ideology are congruent and 

complementary”(p.464). Social movements and, of course, countermovements frame the 

events and situations by employing cultural symbols or what Swidler (1986) called 

‘tools’ available in their cultural ‘tool-kit’. Which symbol is used is not a random process 

but is conditioned by its context (Williams 1995).

Frame alignment theories filled the void left by the theories of political opportunity 

structure (POS) and resource mobilization in social movements literature, by arguing that 

political opportunities and resources of a social movement (SM) do not automatically 

guarantee its success or failure and emphasized the constructed nature of opportunities 

and resources as well as the effects of culture. Benford and Snow (2000) summarized the 

variable features of frames that influence framing processes: (1) problem identification 

and attribution of blame. Social movements attempt to define certain situations as a social 

problem and sometimes certain groups can be defined as a social problem. When one 

group defines the other’s existence as a social problem, the other may use the same tactic 

or a different one. In this research, both the RP and the secular camp defined each other’s 

authoritarian tendencies as a social problem. (2) Flexibility and rigidity/inclusivity and 

exclusivity: More inclusive and flexible frames have a better chance to adapt to evolving 

situations and become a master frame. For example, an exclusive ‘religious rights’ frame 

caused more reaction to the RP while a ‘human rights’ frame found more support from 

the outsiders. (3) Depending on its cultural context, variation in interpretive scope and 

influence, and (4) resonance. Frame resonance is the ability of a certain frame to affect 

the hearts and minds of the targeted audience (Snow and Benford 1988). Its credibility, 

salience and consistency affect its ability to resonate among the population.
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Master Frames: Master frames are the generic frames that are available in a given 

society and emphasize certain aspects of social reality. For Snow and Benford (1988), 

"the potency of a master frame will also vary with the extent to which it is relevant to or 

resonates with the life world of adherents and constituents as well as bystanders. 

Hypothetically, the greater is the resonance, the more potent the master frame” (p. 140). 

Some master frames can create room for certain ideas (Noonan 1997). The distinction 

between restricted and elaborated master frames help explain the main difference 

between rigid and flexible master frames. For example, for the RP the master frame of 

religious practice was specifically used to argue against the state control over the use of 

the sacrificed animal skins.

Frame Amplification: “Frame amplification involves the idealization, 

embellishment, clarification, or invigoration of existing values or beliefs" (Benford and 

Snow 2000:624; also see Snow et al 1986). The framing process is key for actors engaged 

in claims-making and counterfaming. For example, the RP tried to amplify the Islamic 

value of shura (counseling) in the election of political leaders as a basis for the 

democratic principles of majority rule and popular participation. Framing related to the 

value of shura is amplified by the RP to gain support from both constituents and the 

general public. It helped gain support from religious communities at the movement level 

and implied their commitment to democratic principles before the general public. In other 

words, the RP’s amplification of a religious value, shura or counseling, to a modern 

democratic participation was the main strategy to prove their commitment to democracy
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and, therefore, a necessity for their political legitimacy and inclusion. However, this 

limited version of democracy did not fully overlap with a Westem-style democracy that 

is based on the principles of popular sovereignty and majority rule.

As another example, the RP leadership amplified the notion of jihad  (the holy struggle 

for Islam) to sacralize the mundane activities of the party such as posting the party signs 

or selling party newspaper. The amplification of the religious belief in jihad (holy 

struggle) was somewhat problematic in terms of the RP’s inclusion and exclusion into 

mainstream politics. This was because the RP used it to demand a full-hearted support 

from its religious followers and, at the same time, secular actors used it against the RP as 

a counterframe that equated jihad with radicalism, fanaticism, and anti-secularism. In that 

sense, the RP’s amplification of jihad is expected to hamper the RP claims of inclusion 

into mainstream politics. Moreover, the RP sought to amplify cultural values such as 

justice, solidarity, hard work and honesty in politics. They seem to help the RP’s 

popularity among the electorate but I will not focus on these frames since they are not 

directly related to the debates about the RP’s political inclusion/exclusion.

Vocabularies o f Motives: Framing processes involve the amplification of different 

vocabularies of motives: (1) severity of problem, (2) urgency of solution, (3) efficacy and

(4) propriety of taking action (Benford 1993a). These formulations of vocabularies of 

motives structure various dimensions of framing efforts, and they all emphasize different 

aspects of collective problems and solutions. As an example of the severity of the 

problem, the secular elites described the situation of the RP’s rise to power as a sign of 

partisan invasion of state bureaucracy (kadrola§ma). If the secular groups do not act
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soon, the country will be taken over by the sharia movement. Since the RP represented a 

major sector of society that was defined as a problem, what needed to be done (efficacy 

of the measures) and its moral justification (propriety) became a major issue. The media’s 

self-assigned role of counterframing helped unite the secular groups against the problem, 

namely, the RP government. In the suit opened against the RP, the Chief Republican 

Prosecutor Savas (2001) argued that even though the RP was a major political party in 

the parliament and in the government, it was not loyal to the democratic and secular 

regime in Turkey.

The main obstacle for the RP's framing activities was the lack of a free marketplace 

of ideas in Turkey because the laws prohibit any public framing aiming to change the 

secularist character of the regime. The establishment of a pro-sharia party is also legally 

prohibited. Therefore, the RP's framing tasks required a considerable creativity so as not 

to directly challenge the regime but to make a legitimate case to expand the scope of 

freedoms for its constituents. In that regard, whether the RP came up with a effective 

master frame or not became a yardstick for its success or failure.

In a legal context that does not allow religious-based claims, the RP had difficulty in 

finding an effective master frame to mobilize its religious constituents on the one hand 

and to neutralize the secularist state elites, on the other. The gap between the popular 

culture and elite culture made the task of framing more difficult for the RP. The master 

frames most frequently articulated by the RP were religious duty, justice, freedom, 

democracy and human rights, and nationalism. The RP’s opponents amplified Kemalism, 

secularism, modernization, separatism, democracy, national security and unity, statism, 

and nationalism. Because of the radical nature of secularism in Turkey (Hiro 1995) and a
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challenging Islamic movement, there were few common master frames available to both 

sides to come to a shared understanding. The only exceptions were master frames of 

democracy, human rights and nationalism. Even these master frames did not mean the 

same thing to each side. For example, while for the RP democracy meant the 

participation of religious groups in the political process, for secular groups it meant 

mobilizing the masses around the principles of modem rational ideologies of secularism 

and nationalism.

Counterframing & Reframing:

The framing perspective in social movements has made significant progress toward 

treating frames as processes that involve continuous reconstruction of meaning due to 

counterframing and frame disputes internal to social movement organizations (Benford 

1993b). Counterframes can be defined as attempts “to rebut, undermine, or neutralize a 

person's or group's myths, versions of reality, or interpretive framework" (Benford, 

1987:75). Studies on counterframing tactics and framing contests "fail to shed much light 

on the factors that tend to shape the outcomes of such contests, other than stating or 

implying the tautology that those who won employed the most resonant framings" 

(Benford and Snow 2000:626). It is well argued that counterframing affects movement 

framing (Benford and Snow 2000), but the analysis of the relations between frames and 

counterframes is still underdeveloped. One exception is Benford and Hunt’s (2001) study 

on framing and counterframing strategies such as problem denial, counter-attribution, 

counterprognosis, attack on character and movement responses such as ignoring, keying, 

embracing, distancing, and countermaligning. This provides a useful starting point to
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examine each strategy in a context that consists of various actors, and is mediated by the 

mass media. Later, I will elaborate on Benford and Hunt’s (2001) counterframing 

strategies and Iberra and Kitsuse’s (1993) counter-rhetorical strategies comparatively.

The number of possible frames in a process of framing and counterframing is 

seemingly unlimited. Therefore, which frame prevails or gets rejected (marginalized) and 

how are significant sociological questions. The social problems literature has made a 

contribution toward explaining these questions. Counterframing is defined as attempts "to 

rebut, undermine, or neutralize a person's or group's myths, versions of reality, or 

interpretive framework" (Benford 1987:75). Counterframing strategies can be 

sympathetic and unsympathetic toward social problems claims (Iberra and Kitsuse 1993). 

Problem denial is the main counterframing strategy noted by Iberra and Kitsuse (I/K) 

and Benford and Hunt (B/H). Against the RP’s claims that there is not enough democracy 

and freedom in Turkey, the counterclaimants (e.g. Savas 2001) argue that there is plenty 

of democracy and freedom, perhaps too much? I/K (1993) see the problem denial in the 

form of ‘anti-patterning’ where framing is viewed as not a common occurrence -  and a 

‘telling anecdote’ -  giving counterexamples. As an example for a telling anecdote, 

against the claim that smoking is harmful to health, one can say that “my father smoked 

two packs of cigarettes and nothing happened” (p.45).

Anti-patterning was frequently used against the RP claim that there is not a 

sufficient freedom of religion in the country, by arguing that the mosques are open and 

nobody is persecuted for their beliefs. All of these can also be related to other types of 

counterframing strategies. For example, denying the existence of problem, the 

counterframers may argue that the claimants seek a hidden agenda rather than revealing
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their real intentions. In other words, the anti-RP camp may claim that those who want 

more freedom and democracy do not really care about democracy and freedom but use it 

to develop their undeclared agenda. Since the counterframers (i.e., secular groups in 

Turkey) view religion as a mere personal belief and feeling, and they ignore its public 

functions (Erdogan 1999), they reject RP’s demands related to the social aspects of 

religion. For example, Islamic religion requires female believers to cover their heads in 

the public. Ironically, the secularists opposed this practice in universities and state offices 

(Milliyet. 1995a) and allowed in private as it was seen as a private practice.

The other strategy is counter-attribution (Benford and Hunt 2001). In other words, 

while accepting the existence of problems, this strategy attempts to argue that the cause 

of the problem is different. I/K use different terms for such strategies. One is naturalizing 

by which counterclaimants argue that this problem is natural, common or inevitable 

(Iberra and Kitsuse 1993: 43). The other strategy is the ‘costs involved’, implying that the 

problem situation must be lived with because its benefits outweigh its costs (I/K: p.43). 

Against the claims of the lack of religious freedom, the counterarguments tend to be that 

due the incompatibility between the sharia and secularism, some religious freedoms have 

to be sacrificed. Another counterframing strategy is perspectivizing whereby the 

counterclaimant characterizes the claim as ‘just an opinion’ (p. 44). The counterargument 

that there is enough freedom and democracy in the country and that arguing otherwise, 

too, is part of democratic rights. This relativizes the original claim as ‘just an opinion’.

B/H’s third type of counterframing strategy is counterprognosis that accepts the 

existence of the problem but argues for a different solution. I/K’s concept of ‘tactical 

criticism’ (p.44-45) is similar to B/H’s counterprognosis. For example, some
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counterframing argued that there is not enough religious freedom in Turkey but the way 

RP approaches that issue creates reaction by the state, rather than gaining sympathy. The 

next strategies are the most aggressive counterframing methods. B/H and I/K’s views on 

as a counterframing strategy are similar attack on character.

Attack on Character: One prominent counterframing strategy noted by B/H is to 

attack the character of the opposing groups or label them. B/H (2001) note that claims- 

makers are blamed by the counterframers for treason, insincerity, and naivety. Working 

for the enemy (i.e., treason) is a common strategy used in Turkey. Those who demand 

more religious freedom and rights are condemned as a puppet for foreign regimes such as 

Iran to bring sharia regime, or even for Western powers that have a historical goal to 

partition the country. Due to historical fears against separatism since the Ottoman period, 

the treason frame reflects the prevalent worries of the population and has proven to be an 

effective method to silence the opposition. I/K point to the charges of insincerity and 

hysteria (p.45-6). Insincerity is one of the most common strategies used against the 

political inclusion of the Islamic party and is called takiyye in Turkish, meaning 

dissimulation. That is, the RP demands for democracy and human rights are seen as a part 

of a hidden agenda to bring a sharia regime to Turkey. This strategy is also used to 

describe the female students wearing headscarves at campuses not because they see it as a 

religious duty but to bring the sharia or to cause chaos.

Additionally, B/H’s concept of ‘naivety"1 implies that the counterframer label a 

claims-maker as well-intended but serving for a harmful idea and action. Some secular 

groups argue that some religious people are well-intended people but the fundamentalist 

groups misguide them to bring a sharia regime to Turkey. Similar to the charges against
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the antinuclear movement, they are described as ‘all hearts but no heads’ (Benford and 

Hunt 2001).

Irrationality (or Hysteria) is labeled as another counterframing strategy since it was 

used to determine the irrationality of the opponent (Iberra and Kitsuse 1993:45-46). For 

example, in Turkey the followers of the Islamic movement are described as following 

their minds rather than their reason and, therefore, they are not supposed to struggle for 

such as simple thing as headscarf. I want to add ‘dishonesty’ as an additional 

counterframing strategy to the ones introduced by the I/K and B/H. Benford and Hunt’s 

term of naivety implies that members of a social movement are well-intended but 

unknowingly serve the enemy’s plans. However, dishonesty implies that the movement 

elites are evil-intended people who prey on a naive population’s feelings and beliefs. 

Related to rational democracy approach, exploitation of people’s religious beliefs and 

feelings was frequently defined as a negative value. This strategy is based on the 

assumption that their followers are naive. In Turkey, secular elites commonly used this 

strategy to attack on the character of the Islamic movement leaders, arguing that RP 

leaders misuse people’s religious beliefs in order to gain political power or bring a sharia 

regime. This strategy is used to attack the moral character of the Islamic movement 

leaders who are blamed for brainwashing ignorant masses.

Reframing Strategies:

Reframing strategies are used as a response to the counterframings, Benford and 

Hunt (2001) identified five types of reframing strategies: (1) ignoring, (2) keying, (3) 

embracing, (4) distancing, and (5) countermaligning. Ignoring can be defined as the
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countermovement’s not taking seriously the charges by the opponents. Frequently, the RP 

ignored the charges of bringing a sharia regime in Turkey. For example, against the suit 

filed by the Chief Republican Prosecutor, the RP leader Erbakan said it is a simple claim 

and is based on the accusations irrelevant to the reality (Zaman 1997n). Another RP 

officer (Salih Kapusuz) said, the suit “is an accusation based on newspaper accounts, it is 

baseless” (Zaman 1997m). When a group attempts to change the meaning or label 

imposed on them by the opponents, it is what B/H called keying, borrowing from 

Goffmann (1974). In some occasions, the RP also reframed the charges of sharia by 

giving an inclusive definition of sharia, by equating it with Islam. In this sense being 

‘pro-sharia’ is defined a being a Muslim. Similarly, the RP redefined secularism. As the 

official secularism meant a strict control over religion’s public role, the RP tried to 

broaden the meaning of secularism as the state’s noninvolvement with religious freedom 

and activities. For example, the RP leader Erbakan said, “The RP is the guardian of 

secularism and, in fact, is the guarantee for real secularism” (Zaman 1997n).

Embracing is the strategy whereby the counterframer accepts the charges or the 

labels directed at them. This strategy is not frequently used since the counterframing 

labels often tend to attack the character of the opponents. Because the counterframes used 

against the RP generally aimed to attack on the character of RP members, the RP leaders 

distanced themselves from these charges. But some radical factions outside the RP 

organization embraced the charges of seeking a sharia regime. Distancing is used to 

distance the movement from the counterframes. For example, elites frequently described 

the Islamic movement as irtija (i.e., backwardism or religious fundamentalism), the 

Islamic movement rejected such a label not just because it is used as a derogatory term
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but it lacks clarity. While irtija was widely used by the counterframers to describe 

religious groups and actions, even radical religious groups distanced themselves from the 

charges of irtija.

The final reframing strategy against secular counterframers would be the 

countermaligning, meaning attacking on the character of the counterframers by accusing 

them for having a double standard, being insincere about democracy and human rights, or 

being irrational about Kemalism and secularism. The most common example of this 

strategy was that the RP responded to the charges of misusing people’s religious feelings 

and beliefs by arguing that secularists are misusing Ataturk and secularism to force their 

individual agendas. An RP deputy (Nurettin Kaldirimci) said, “The definition of 

secularism and irtija is not made correctly. Those who exploit the irtija claims are the 

postmodern followers of the irtija’’ (Milliyet 1997ay), implying that the secularists are 

the real irtijaic or backwardist people.

Media Framing:

Both social movements and social problems literatures help us understand the 

marginalization, or success, of certain claims. Whether a claim or counterclaim will 

succeed is affected by various factors such as frame credibility (Benford 1993b), cultural 

resonance (Benford 1993b; Snow et al 1986), availability of master frames (Snow and 

Benford 1992; Noonan 1997; Miller 1993), power relations (Spector and Kitsuse 1987; 

Miller 1993), and media access (Gamson 1992; Klendermans and Goslinga 1996;

Gamson and Modigliani 1989; Scheufele 1999; Gamson and Meyer 1996).
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From a social constructionist perspective, it is well established that the mass media 

are an important symbolic arena where meanings are constantly created and negotiated, 

and various social groups, institutions, and ideologies struggle over the terms and shape 

of these social constructions (Gamson 1992; Gray 1993; Hartley 1988; Tuchman 1978). 

Many scholars depicted the media as an active part of the meaning creation and 

communication process. For example, what Gusfeld (1989) saw as an “image-making 

industry” (p.439) is also defined as a “secondary claims-maker” (Best 1990).

Media frames help us make sense of relevant events, organizing the internal structure 

of media packages (Gamson and Modigliani 1989). “Media frames, largely unspoken and 

unacknowledged, organize the world” for the reporters as well as the recipients (Gitlin 

1980:7). Frames are thought to organize the presentation of events and views in a media 

story and the frames the journalists choose to report an event can result very different 

portrayal of the same event (Nelson et al 1997). “Media frames are persistent patterns of 

cognition, interpretation, and presentation, of selection, emphasis, and exclusion, by 

which symbol-handlers routinely organize discourse, whether verbal or visual” (Nelson et 

al 1997:7).

A media package is based on a core frame and position as a symbolic device, 

incorporating new events with a suggested course of action (Gamson and Modigliani 

1989). A media package is chosen by the reporters and the columnists according to the 

biases rooted in cultural and political interests. For example, in Gamson and Modigliani’s 

(1989) example, they juxtapose a clean air package involving different interpretive 

frames and suggests a different course of action than does a ‘progress package’ that 

justifies the air pollution for the sake of progress.
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Media elites exert influence on public perceptions by selecting which stories will be 

covered. It is no secret that there is a selection bias in the media (McCarthy et al 1996; 

Ericson et al 1991), and they also present these stories through the lens of ideological 

bias (Gitlin 1980; Ryan 1991; Tuchman 1978). Ideological orientations of the journalists 

often lead to a description bias (McCarthy et al 1996). Sometimes the journalists may 

develop their own frames (Callaghan and Schnell 2001) rather than reflecting the frames 

of the groups covered. Biases in coverage and presentation may also emanate from the 

way the media operate as well as their ideological preferences and material interests. 

Tansey (1995:179-84) mentions the following factors: the availability of information on 

the political life, the number of channels available for such information, who controls the 

transmission of information, in whose interests, the way the recipients react to them, and 

whether or not the media represent the masses to the elite.

Many scholars argued that the media affect the public discourse even though there 

was not a clear agreement on the nature of the public sphere (or publicness). Haller 

(2001) argued that the media “help define public discourse around a social issue” (p. 

408). Similarly, others argued that the media influence public opinion rather than merely 

reflecting it (Gamson 1992) or shape the public discourse by selecting the frames from 

among various alternatives (Callaghan and Schnell 2001; Thomas 2002).

Some others saw the media as the public itself and called it ‘media public’ (Mules 

1998; Carpignano 1999). Mules (1998) defined media public as “an ephemeral space of 

mediated public address, debate and discussion in which various identities become 

apparent to audiences on a large scale.” Habermas (1996) defined public sphere as “a 

sphere in which the public as the vehicle of public opinion is formed” (p. 56). However,
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this view of public sphere was criticized for viewing the public sphere as a uniform one 

and for disregarding varieties of power relations and culture that shape the public sphere 

(Calhoun 1992; Curran 1991; Fraser 1993). Ku (2000) emphasized “the structural, 

institutional, and discursive levels of the public sphere” (p.216).

I will argue that the monopolistic nature and its strong preferences for secular 

ideologies enabled the Turkish media to adopt a leading countermovement role. They 

were definitely effective in mobilizing the ruling elites such as military and judiciary. In 

other words, the secular media were more effective in the secular sectors of society, that 

is, the state elites.

Media and Social Movements: The media attitude is found to be very critical for the 

success of certain movements. For example, social movement scholars have argued that 

sympathetic media coverage during the civil rights movement prevented, or made less 

effective, the police suppression and violence toward it (McAdam 1996b). A reverse 

effect will be argued for the Islamic movement in Turkey, that is, its negative media 

presentation made its repression easier. On controversial issues, the media are more likely 

to present the positions of the mainstream and elite groups than marginal groups (Gitlin 

1980; Ryan 1991; Roshco 1975; Lawrence 1996).

The frames accepted by the public and which frames dominate public debates are 

related to the power of the claims-maker in society. As Spector and Kitsuse (1987) put it, 

the power of a claims-making group affects the chances of success of a claim to reach the 

public. Hence, the media are an important place in the power structure in society (Spector 

and Kitsuse 1987; Paletz and Entman 1981), and the elite groups and the media are
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dependent on each other (Hess 1984). The media need the elite groups and public 

officials as a source of information and the elite groups may manipulate the media by 

providing ready-made framing of issues (Schudson 2002; Anderson 1997 cited in 

Anderson 2002). Moreover, “[t]he media’s openness to manipulation by the powerful 

contributes to insulating some power holders from accountability to the public” (Paletz 

and Entman (1981: 6). Some others saw this relationship as a one-way relation, arguing 

that the media are an arena where elite perspectives are shaded on the public (Jasperson 

and Watts 1998; Zaller and Chui 1996; Iyengar and Kinder 1987). Media are also 

instrumental in the communications between the elite groups (Lang and Lang 1980; 

Schudson 2002). Schudson (2002) argued that, because of commercial settings or state- 

sponsorship, when the media arena is dominated, they generally support the elite 

perspectives.

The media role in Turkey can also be explained by the cultural hegemony theory in 

mass media research (Exoo 1994), implying that the media represent and favor the elite 

cultural codes. This theory points to the dominant cultural values in the American media 

such as racism, sexism, manicheism (seeing the human life a continuous struggle between 

the good and evil) (Exoo 1994:28-29). In Turkey, the dominant values of the media can 

be said are anti-clerical secularism, social democracy, Westernism, rational democracy, 

and statism.

In this study, the Turkish media, with their monopolistic nature (UN 1997; Boulton 

2001) will be treated as a main actor of the countermovement against the RP government.

I adopt Gamson and Meyer’s (1996) view of the media as apart of political opportunity 

structure. Friendly media access played an important role in the success of the civil rights
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movements and others as the media publicize the meanings among the population and 

between people and government (Ellingston 1997). Also, I will elaborate on how the 

Turkish media strategically used the anti-clerical master frame against the increasing 

religious demands. This anticlerical (or secularist) bias does not tolerate any public role 

of religion and justifies even authoritarianism to suppress the political mobilization of 

religious groups.

Countermovement and Repression:

A countermovement can be defined as 'a conscious, collective, organized attempt to 

resist or reverse social change' (Mottl 1980: 620). Countermovements tend to focus their 

framing strategies on the construction of threat posed by a social movement (Isaac 2002). 

The interaction between social movements and the state countermovements is a complex 

one (Hoover and Kowalewski 1992). Therefore, mapping this complex interaction is not 

an easy task (Zald and Useem 1987). Jasper and Poulsen (1997) argued that

“[w]hen a critical mass o f  organizations feel threatened, they may organize a countermovement. 
Professional or trade associations, for example, can serve as countermovement organizations, 
giving aid to targeted individuals and institutions, coordinating their responses, providing 
resources, and sharing information about effective strategies. Countermovements thus help 
targeted institutions hide preexisting vulnerabilities and avoid blunders” (p. 399).

Similarly, Meyer and Staggenborg (1996) elaborated on the conditions for the emergence 

of countermovements: (a) when the movement shows signs of success; (b) when the 

movement's goals threaten vested interests; and (c) when political allies are available to 

the countermovement. Each of these preconditions was found to exist in the recent 

movements against animal liberation (p. 1635). An active countermovement is likely to 

emerge when the challenging social movement aims to change deeply held social values
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(Isaac 2002). To reach their goals, countermovements use various tactics (Klandermans 

1990:128): (a) criminalizing social movements and their activities; (b) undermining their 

organizational strength; and (c) using repression, threats, anti-propaganda, and litigation.

Gamson (1990) argued that social movements that sought to displace extant elites 

rarely succeeded. That is probably because change-oriented social movements are likely 

to initiate their counteraction that, in turn, might reverse or prevent such change (Gale 

1986). Similarly, Turner and Killian (1972) predicted that a long-haul struggle between a 

social movement and a countermovement would generally transform the initial 

movement toward moderation.

Few students of social movements considered the state (or regime) as a 

countermovement (Mottle 1980; Lo 1982). The interaction between social movements 

and the state countermovements is a complex one (Hoover and Kowalewski 1992).

Meyer and Staggenborg (1996) make a useful distinction between the unitary and federal 

states that affect the movement-countermovement relations. While the state acts as a 

countermovement in the former, it allows them to compete in more or less neutral 

movement environment in the latter. Moreover, “media coverage encourages the 

emergence of a countermovement as the journalists seek out opposing interests in 

response to movement claims” (Meyer and Staggenborg 1996:1645).

The tendency or propensity of the state for repression was seen as a major part of the 

political opportunity structure. While McAdam (1996) saw repression as dimension of 

political opportunity structure, della Porta (1996) considered it as a parameter of it. 

Davenport (1995) emphasized the cultural aspects of repression: “When cultural limits of 

dissident behavior violated, that action “sends a strong message to the regime that it is
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directly being challenged and political repression would likely be increased as a means of 

reestablishing the culturally defined parameters of acceptable behavior” (p.689). My 

study suggests that perceived repression could be as effective as the actual repression 

itself.

THE SUBJECT OF STUDY

Historical Overview:

After falling behind the European industrial revolution and losing its military 

superiority in the region, Ottoman modernization efforts aimed at technological and 

organizational reforms. Since these reforms proved to be ineffective against the rapidly 

expanding European dominance in the world, the ideas of radical Westernization began 

to find stronger support among the elites in the early twentieth century. After the collapse 

of the Ottoman Empire in World War I, the new Turkish Republic was founded by Kemal 

Ataturk on the Western ideals of nationalism and secularism. This wholesale 

Westernization project was a cultural revolution that aimed at changing the cultural codes 

of Turkish society (Yavuz 2000; Kadioglu 1998; Atasoy 2000). However, like many 

revolutions (Brinton 1957), the Turkish revolution failed to change cultural codes of the 

rural population that constituted the majority of Turkish society (Gulalp 1995; Yavuz 

2000; Atasoy 2000; Kadioglu 1998). Interestingly enough, the major economic 

modernization waves in the 1960s and 1980s coincided with the increases in religious 

activity and increasing public manifestations of religion, as an economic restructuring led 

to urbanization. These former peasants and new proletariat had to deal with both material 

hardships and symbolic problems such as identity and solidarity. Religion played a major
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role in both providing meaning and identity for the urbanized segment of society and 

relieving the material hardships through charity organizations, neighborhood networks, 

alternative schools and colleges, etc. (Yavuz 2000; Gulalp 1995). Increasing religious 

sentiments came in conflict with a militantly secularist policies of the Turkish state in the 

1990s. The rise of the RP to power represented a critical turning point in the struggle 

where increasing religious demands were repelled by the cooperation of various secular 

elite groups, including the media and the military. The strategies and actions of those 

three actors were decisive for the outcome of the process.

Media: In the framing battles that led to the repression of the religiously-oriented RP 

of Turkey, the media played the role of a countermovement and became a force uniting 

previously divided elite groups. Both the ideological and economic structuring of the 

Turkish media positions the journalists as a conservative force against any attempt of 

change in the nature of the regime. On the ideological side, Turkish journalists identified 

with Western modernization and favored modernization from above (elitism). The 

journalists were both the forerunners of Westernization and democratic ideals (Groc 

1994). They aimed to educate the public and shape public opinion views and adhered to 

substantive rationality as “the basic means of resistance to the sultan” (Heper and 

Demirel 1996). While this modernizing role had a democratizing effect in the Ottoman 

era to reduce the sultan’s power, the republican period emphasized on the wholesale 

Westernization that assumed militantly secularist reforms (Hiro 1995). Also shared by 

state elites such as the military and state bureaucracy, this secularist world-view in the 

media does not tolerate any public role of religion. With the transition to democracy
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following the World War II, like other statist bureaucratic-intellectual elites, the 

journalists adopted ‘rational democracy’* (Heper and Demirel 1996). With both 

economic and political liberalization in the Ozal era of the 1980s, Turkey became more 

integrated with the world system, many religious groups found more opportunity in the 

public sphere. Journalists criticized the Ozal government for giving concessions for the 

reactionary Islam even though Ozal did not have an agenda to Islamize the country.

Since the increasing economic power of religious enterprises also poses a threat to 

the material interests of the big business the mainstream media are associated with, there 

was a strong conflict of material interests between the big business and the RP 

government that was mostly associated with small business. The two main media groups, 

the Dogan and Sabah groups, dominate seventy percent of the media companies in 

Turkey. Lately even this duopoly in Turkish media is becoming a monopoly dominated 

by the Dogan group. As of 2001, Dogan controls sixty-six percent of the advertising 

revenues of the entire media market (Boulton 2001). The Dogan group tries to hamper its 

opponents by using its control over the news-coverage industry as well as its monopoly 

over the distribution of the newspapers and magazines. It owns the radio and TV stations 

as well as newspapers and magazines. Since the media companies benefit from the 

current order of things, they have strong interest to weed out any challenging movements 

that have a prospect to come to power and affect their material and ideological interests. 

The struggle between the RP government and the media coincided with the struggles 

between the big bourgeoisie of the center (i.e., Istanbul) and the newly emerging 

Anatolian business sector in the periphery. While the RP happened to represent the latter,

* As Sartori (1987: 51-53) puts it, rational democracies are bom  anew rather than a gradual and continuous 
evolution o f  society. As it happened in the French example, it involves the break as well as the rejection o f  
the past. It is rationalist and elitist, statist in its orientation.
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the media represented the former. Bulut (1999) established the proximity between the RP 

government and the Anatolian business sector. Between 1996 and 1997, Islamist 

companies in Turkey achieved a boost both economically and politically. It is impossible 

to disregard the relations between the rise of RP and the growth of Islamic banking and 

businesses while the decline and disruption of the Islamic corporations followed the 

collapse of RP (Bulut 1999).

The State: The Judiciary and the Military

As I explained in the historical overview section, the ideological foundation of the 

modem Turkish Republic comes from founding fathers, who saw Islam as the main 

reason why the Ottoman/Turkish society fell behind its counterparts in the West. The 

Enlightenment ideologies of nationalism and secularism were a main source of their 

inspiration (Yalfin 1967). To establish a modem nation-state, they believed it necessary 

to redefine the cultural codes of Turkish society based on the idea of modem individual 

(Gulalp 1999; Duzdag 1996). The identity of the individuals had to be separated from the 

traditional identities and affiliations such as tribal, regional, and religious. Islam was seen 

as a “potential resource for opposition forces... a source of tension” Yavuz 1997:66). 

Following the French example of making a modern nation state (Hann 2002), Turkish 

ruling elites and intellectuals adopted anticlericalism from the French, where there was a 

long history of struggle between the religious and secular powers. Islam prescribes a 

comprehensive religious and social order among a politico-religious community 

{ummah). Therefore, the secular nationalism did not resonate with the Muslim masses 

since it helped the division of the ummah rather than its unity. In that sense, secular

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

26

nationalism came into direct conflict with Islam. This inherent controversy led to 

nationalism giving in to religion during the Ottoman era. After the emergence of the 

Turkish Republic, the founders chose the other alternative, that is, secular nationalism 

because of the inherent controversy between the two. Therefore, the new national identity 

and government drew its legitimacy not from sacred religion but from the idea of national 

sovereignty and republicanism. This process required the privatization of religion by state 

power because Islamic religion prescribes a complete social system based on religion.

Master Frames of Turkish Secular Elites

Rational Democracy: Giovanni Sartori (1987: 51-55) dichotomized the Anglo- 

American type of democracy with the French-type. While the former is characterized by 

a gradual evolution of democracy based on empiricism, the latter emerged anew as a 

result of a revolutionary rupture, involving rejection of the past. Rational democracy is 

based on abstract principles that are taken as plain truths. In other words, it is not only as 

a rule of people to solve people’s problems but a rule to govern an ideal society “in which 

everything seemed simple and coordinated, uniform, just and rational” (Sartori 1987:52). 

Even though popular sovereignty is central to both the Anglo-American and French-type 

of democracy, democracy meant the rule of actual people in the former, while it was an 

abstract entity in the latter. For that reason, in Anglo-democracy “it is customary to speak 

o f ‘government’, while the Europeans [rational democracy] almost always say ‘State 

(capitalized)” (p.53). The concept of State in the rational democracy is a “depersonalized, 

impersonal, juridical form” (p.53). In brief, this type of democracy is rationalist and 

elitist, statist in its orientation.
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Military: The actual force behind the so-called ‘soft coup’ was the military -  which 

views itself as the protector of the secular regime and its interventionist legacy in Turkish 

political culture. Because of its symbolic nature, the soft coup was a cultural war between 

the RP and secularist elites over the character of the regime. In order to understand the 

soft coup, we need to understand the legacy of the military in Turkish politics. Since the 

Ottoman Empire, the military has been both the focus, and a major force, of 

modernization (Lewis 1961; Rouleau 2000). The founder of the Turkish republic, Kemal 

Ataturk, was a soldier and used the military as an agent to modernize the country from 

above. Later on, the military voluntarily adopted the role of protecting modem and 

secular nature of the regime. Whenever they felt that the secular nature of the regime was 

in danger the military intervened in the civil political system and restructured political 

system in 1960, 1970, 1980. Each time the military voluntarily left power to civil 

politicians after one or two years. Whenever there was a political crisis, these military 

coups came as a result of their so-called guardian role. Their eagerness to leave power 

quickly and voluntarily created considerable legitimacy and prestige for the military in 

the Turkish political culture. Given this legacy, the military was able to force the Islamic 

party government out of power by a threat of intervention.

The Islamic Welfare Party (RP): The Ottoman Empire was based on a religious 

doctrine. Islamism was still a popular ideology during the late Ottoman period (Lewis 

1961). Ataturk’s nation-building project rejected religion as a source of collective identity 

and took the religious institutions under strict state control after taking away most of its
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traditional functions such as education and marriage. With the liberalization of politics 

after World War II, there was an increase in religious political participation in the 1970s. 

Necmettin Erbakan, professor of mechanical engineering, founded a political party called 

National Order Party (MNP in Turkish) in 1970. This marked the first religion-based 

political party in Turkish secular regime but it was banned in 1971. However, Erbakan 

founded another political party named National Salvation Party (MSP) in 1972 and 

entered the parliamentary elections of 1972, earning 51 seats in the parliament with a 12 

percent popular vote and securing a share in several coalition governments afterwards. In 

this period the Islamic party legitimized some religious demands such as religious 

education, and helped establish various religious-based high schools (IHL). In the 1980s, 

Turgut Ozal’s economic and political liberalization that showed more tolerance toward 

religion did not leave much room for the Islamic-oriented RP in the 1980s but the 

increase in religious education and activities of the 1980s gave its fruit in the 1990s by 

providing a bigger constituency to RP.

In the mid-1990s, the divided nature of Turkish politics and worsened economic 

conditions provided opportunities for the RP as a challenger movement. The RP came to 

power in 1996 by taking advantage of the controversies among the secular parties. 

Kamrava (1998) argued that the RP’s success was “based on the interplay of three 

factors: the nature and evolution of the Turkish political system; the generally 

acknowledged failure of most political parties and politicians in the post-1980 coup era; 

and the organizational capabilities and populist platforms of the RP and its ability to 

capitalize on the failures of others.” However, this surprising victory created a real threat 

for the established interests of the elite groups such as military and media, leading to an
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increasing military patronage in politics with the support of the media duopoly. The RP’s 

religious discourse caused a fierce secularist reaction, especially from the media and 

military. Also, the religious nature of the party’s discourse did not allow them to fully 

commit to democracy, since democracy takes its legitimacy from people rather than from 

a divine source.

DATA AND METHODS

I conducted a content analysis of the news accounts and opinion columns of the 

Turkish mainstream press to study the framing and counterframing processes among the 

RP, the media and the military between 1996 and 1998 in Turkey. Since I am mainly 

interested in the meanings created by various groups, I used content analysis of the news 

coverage and opinion columns to understand and explore beliefs and values articulated by 

RP, the media and the state (e.g. the military and judiciary). To understand the framing 

processes in a broader context, I focused on frame amplification, and the use of master 

frames. I examined especially how certain values and beliefs are amplified by both sides 

in the framing struggles in order to make their case about the matter of RP’s exclusion 

from, and inclusion into, the political process. This is especially useful in studying the 

media framing. My study involves the mainstream press (i.e., dailies Hurriyet, Milliyet, 

and Sabah) only because two main media holdings, the Dogan and Sabah groups control 

more than two-thirds of the current newspaper circulation. The mainstream media are not 

exclusive to these groups, but these two constitute the majority and managed to dominate 

the market for a significant time period.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

30

Of course, the mass media are not limited to the press. There are also audio-visual 

media such as radio and TV channels. However, these were not examined in the current 

study. They do not provide easy access for researchers, and there is no archival project 

for the audio-visual media available for study in Turkey. The newspapers can be a good 

representative of the whole Turkish media because the ownership crossover between 

newspapers and TV channels. Each media company generally owns both a TV channel 

and newspaper and even uses the same journalists for both types of media outlets. For 

example, the newspaper Sabah is related to TV channel ATV, Milliyet with Kanal-D,

Star Gazete with StarTV, and this issue does not pose a serious validity problem.

Media Sources: Generally in this order of circulation rates, I examined three most 

popular mainstream newspapers: (1) Sabah, (2) Hurriyet, and (3) Milliyet. I selected 

these three newspapers according to their circulation. There are others that belong to the 

same media groups but these three are the most popular and influential. They are 

generally available online for the RP government period (June 1996 to March 1998, that 

is, from the beginning of their government to the prohibition of the party). I coded the 

texts gathered from the online sources. In some portions of the analysis these newspapers 

are not available online, and their paper copies were used and coding of paper copies 

were conducted by an independent coder. The mainstream press in Turkey is used both as 

a source of information and an actor in the framing battles, constituting the main 

challenge of my study. It is a difficult task to draw a line between these two functions.
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Identifying RP-Related Framing: Of course, as the main argument of my study 

positions the media and the state against the RP, the media’s coverage of RP was 

analyzed as both an activity of news-coverage and framing. The media’s use of certain 

terms to describe the RP were quantitatively documented as word counts. For example, 

there is a vague pejorative term irtija used by only the secular elites. The term literally 

means backwardism and implies a strong anti-clerical perspective that does not tolerate 

any public role of religion. Its vagueness serves to condemn various types of religious 

activities and demands, depending on the context of the debates. Therefore, the use of the 

irtija term will be measured quantitatively to show the prevalence of the anti-clericalism 

among the secularist groups. The meanings attributed to the term will be elaborated by 

employing both manifest and latent content analysis.

As I explained earlier, the secular elite’s and journalists’ adherence to a rational 

democracy approach implies that politicians must seek ideal politics (i.e., secularism and 

nationalism) rather than popular politics based on popular demands and mundane 

aspirations. Similarly, another common term used by secular groups and the media to 

describe RP’s actions was din istismari (i.e., the misuse of popular religious feelings). 

This term was used to attack the character of the RP members, claiming that they 

immorally deceive people and assuming that most people are ignorant and naive to 

believe any propaganda. The elitist values of modernism and secularism are generally 

seen in the form of condemning all political leaders for compromising modernization by 

giving in to traditional values. The secularist elites (e.g. the journalists and the military) 

think that politicians compromise from ideal democracy by paying more attention to 

people’s mundane demands rather than ideal politics. This labeling takes the name of
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“populism” against secular politicians and the name of din istismari (misuse of religious 

feelings) in the case of RP.

Takiyye (dissimulation or hidden agenda) was another common term used by the 

media to describe the RP. It literally means dissimulation and implies that the RP seeks a 

hidden agenda by declaring it ‘guilty by suspicion’. Since the official ideology legally 

prohibits the use of religious discourse in politics, the RP had to use an indirect language 

to make a case for its agenda, causing the elites to be suspect about its real intentions as a 

result. Along with other depictions of the RP in the media, I analyzed the media framings 

of the RP in a contextual perspective.

Critical Events

I examined nine critical events where the framing and counterframing battles 

intensified about the church and state relations. I divided the period under study into three 

parts: (1) the period before the RP government (from the RP’s electoral victory in 

December 1995 to the establishment of the coalition in July 1996), (2) the one-year 

period during the RP government in which we witnessed the intensification of the 

struggle, and (3) the period after the RP was forced out of power in June 1997. This 

period marked the suppression of the Islamic movement and its related religious 

demands. This was the period that resulted in the marginalization of the RP frames and 

the demands for religious freedom. I examined at least two critical events for each period.

Critical Events Examined:

I. Before the Coalition Government:
• Before Elections: December 11-24, 1995
• After Elections: Dec. 25-31, 1995
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• Before Coalition: June 8-15, 1996

II. Pur ins the Coalition Government:
• Coalition Founded: June 29 - July 5, 1996
• Sincan Affair: February 2-14, 1997
• NSC Meeting: February 27 - March 12, 1997

III. Toward the End o f RP Government and Its Banning:
• Suit Filed: May 22-24, 1997
• Coalition Ended: June 12-18, 1997
• RP Banned: January 14-20, 1998

Sources on Military Framing: The data about the role of the military in the framing 

battles was also drawn mostly from the media since the official documents that were used 

within the military and National Security Council (NSC) were considered “classified” 

and inaccessible. However, the some of NSC decisions during the periods were leaked to 

the press and were not denied by the military. A couple of the classified military 

documents about political issues were revealed to the public and were admitted by the 

military to be actual official documents. There were a number of official pronouncements 

by the NSC, and public speeches of the top generals on various occasions. Out of 

numerous military briefings to various elite groups such as the judiciary, academia and 

the media, the full text of the briefing to the judiciary is analyzed. Also, a anonymous 

military officer’s statements continuously appeared in the media prior the collapse of the 

RP government. These anonymous statements were later admitted to be a part of the plan 

executed by the secretary of NSC representing the whole military.
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OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS

This dissertation consists of seven chapters, including the introduction. Chapter two 

elaborates on the methods conceptual apparatus of the study. Chapter three focuses on the 

first period of study, that is, the framing struggles before and after the 1995 parliamentary 

elections. The counterframing and re-framing activities are elaborated in detail. 

Considering the media’s elitist attitude, the voters did not readily accept the media frames 

during the election. The second section examines the media framing of the second 

nomination of Mr. Erbakan for prime minister. Since a coalition government between two 

secular center right parties ANAP and DYP collapsed, RP’s coming to power became a 

real possibility for the first time.

Chapter four analyzes the framing and counterframing during the RP coalition 

government, consisting of three sections. The first section addresses the period that 

marked the establishment of an RP coalition government. Section two addresses the 

second half of the RP government, a period that witnessed the intensification of framing 

and counterframing, starting from January 1997. In this period the media became more 

hostile to the RP government and religious issues, assuming a leading role within the 

secularist camp. The military and other institutions and groups participated in 

counterframing activities against the RP government.

Chapter five elaborates on the framing, counterframing and reframing activities 

leading to counterframing that led to the ‘soft coup’ against the RP government, that is, 

the collapse of the RP coalition and its banning. This period marked a direct participation 

of the military in framing contests. In this period the continued existence of the RP was 

questioned and its legitimacy came under heavy attack not only from the media and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

35

military but also from the other institutions such as the judiciary and in the academia. 

Section I elaborates on the military framing against the RP coalition by analyzing the 

official text of the military brief that was given to the members of the judiciary on July 

12, 1997. In addition, I elaborate on the media framing of RP and its agenda in the week 

between the military briefing (June 12,1997) and the collapse of the RP coalition marked 

by the Prime Minister Erbakan’s resignation (June 18, 1997). Section II examines the 

filing of the suit by the Chief Republican Prosecutor against the RP (May 22-24, 1997). 

Both the prosecutor’s framing and its media coverage is examined in this section. Section 

III examines the media coverage of the conclusion of the suit that resulted in the actual 

banning of the RP by the Constitutional Court (January 14-20, 1998). The final chapter 

consists of the conclusion and discussion.
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CHAPTER II: METHODOLOGY

In this study, I conducted a content analysis of the editorials and opinion columns 

along with the news accounts in the Turkish media in order to study the framing and 

counterframing processes among the RP, the media and permanent state bureaucracy 

between 1995 and 1998 in Turkey. The framing processes that occurred between the 

three actors (i.e., RP, the media, and the state) were analyzed by using the printed press 

as a source of information. The press involves three most popular newspapers (Sabah, 

Hurriyet and Milliyet). These newspapers were used to identify the framing of each actor. 

The media’s framing was measured by examining the editorials and opinion columns as 

well as news accounts. I tried to measure the general media attitude toward RP by 

determining whether it is negative, positive or neutral about an issue, event or a person. I 

tried to summarize each text (editorial, opinion column or news account) into one single 

proposition and code it as positive, neutral, or negative tone toward RP. If a media text 

allows one side’s view an issue related to RP, it was coded negative or positive, 

depending on its approach to RP. In the cases where the text tries to balance its coverage 

by allowing both side’s views or the text not seem to show any preference, it is coded as 

neutral, the text was coded as neutral.

The framing processes were examined in three periods: pre-RP government, during 

the RP government, and the end of the RP coalition and its banning. I chose nine 

incidents (critical discourse moments) to analyze the dynamic relations of framing and 

counterframing by the media, RP and the military. Here are the critical incidents for each 

period and the dates of media coverage analyzed:
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I. Before the Coalition Government:
• Before Elections: December 11-24,1995
• After Elections: Dec. 25-31, 1995
• Before Coalition: June 8-15, 1996

II. During the Coalition Government:
• Coalition Founded: June 29 - July 5, 1996
• Sincan Affair: February 2-14, 1997
• NSC Meeting: February 27 - March 12, 1997

III. Toward the End of RP Government and Its Banning:
• Suit Filed: May 22-24,1997
• Coalition Ended: June 12-18, 1997
• RP Banned: January 14-20, 1998

Of course, it is natural that the editorials and opinion columns display ideological 

preferences. However, my goal is to show that the Turkish press assumed a leading role 

in the ideological warfare against the RP government, mostly ignoring universal 

journalism norms of fairness, balance and minimizing harm. In this struggle, the media’s 

priority was to win over the RP rather than a balanced journalism. Even the news 

accounts in the Turkish press are heavily loaded with strong ideological expressions, 

which conflict with the modern idea of journalism. Most of the time, the news reports do 

not pay due attention to the norms of balance and fairness. As Gamson (1992) pointed 

out, the news accounts are not mere reflections of what happened. In fact, they tell a story 

in a certain way and frame the issue they cover in their headings, leads and closings 

(Gamson 1992). The coverage contains various interpretive comments throughout the 

story covered in the form of quotations, expert opinions, etc. I chose these two types of 

media production as a source for my research mainly because of their accessibility, 

compared to the audio-visual media in Turkey.

Since I am mainly interested in the ideological work done by various groups, content 

analysis is the method to understand and explain beliefs, values articulated by various
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groups in RP, media and military. To understand the nature of the framings in a broader 

context, I focused on the frame amplification and extension, and the use of master 

frames. I examined especially how certain values and beliefs are amplified by both sides 

of the framing contest to make their case about the RP's exclusion from, and inclusion 

into, the political process. This is especially useful in studying the media framing. That is 

because the media in my study involve the mainstream press controlled the two major 

media holdings, the Dogan and Sabah groups, making up two-thirds of the current 

newspaper circulation. Of course, the mainstream press is not exclusive to these two 

media groups but these two constitute the majority and managed to dominate the media 

market for a significant time period. Other newspapers, along with the Islamic press, 

constitute the minority.

Of course, the mass media are not limited to the press as there are also audio-visual 

media outlets such as radio and TV channels that were not examined in the current study. 

They are privately owned and do not provide access to the research and there is not an 

archival project that is available for study. Since I did not have any access to the audio

visual media, I sufficed with the mainstream press, assuming a parallel between the 

newspapers and TV channels. However, I have no way of proving that parallel 

empirically. It would be useful to keep in mind that each media company generally owns 

TV channels and newspapers and even use the same personnel on both media outlets. For 

example, the newspaper Sabah is related to TV channel ATV, Milliyet with Kanal-D,

Star Gazete with Star TV, Zaman with Samanyolu, Yeni Safak with Kanal7. This can 

easily imply proximity between the Turkish press and its audio-visual counterparts.
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THE SOURCES OF THE DATA

Sources on Media Framing:

I looked at the mainstream media's three most popular newspapers (Sabah, Hurriyet, 

Milliyet generally in this order of circulation). I selected these three newspapers because 

of their high circulation. There are other newspapers that belong to the same media 

groups and other media companies, but these three are the main and most influential 

ones. According to the circulation reports of the mid-1996 and early 1997 (Unal 1996; 

Unal and Sutay 1997), the mainstream media represented about 80 percent of the daily 

newspapers published in Turkey, excluding the sports-only newspapers. The rest was 

constituted by the religiously affiliated newspapers (about 20 percent).1 The newspapers 

Milliyet, Hurriyet, and Sabah together made up a little less than a half of the mainstream 

press (Unal 1996; Unal and Sutay 1997). I used the media both as a source of information 

and an actor in the framing battle. This was the main challenge of my study. It was a 

difficult task to draw a line between these two functions. According to my earlier study 

(Uysal 2001), the news reporting in the Turkish press was found to be relatively 

objective, compared to its editorials and opinion columns that contained a strong 

anticlerical perspective. In the Western journalism, there are fewer and less permanent 

opinion columns. However, the opinion columns in the Turkish media are very common 

and popular, and the columnists write articles on a variety of issues almost every day. Of 

course, as the main argument of my study positioned the media against RP, the media 

coverage of RP was analyzed as both an activity of news-coverage and framing.
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Sources on Military Framing:

The data about the role of the military in the framing battles were again drawn from 

the media since the official documents that were used within the military and National 

Security Council (NSC) is considered classified and inaccessible. An implicit agreement 

between the media and the military against the RP government raised the question of the 

media’s favoritism toward the latter. Therefore, the some of NSC decisions during the 

period were leaked to the press and were also defended by the military. In the process, 

there were anonymous officer’s statements to the press about the military’s views about 

various issues including the RP government’s policies. The military institution is very 

attentive to its public image and frequently responds to the anonymous officer’s 

statements and declares its official stance on a matter. In fact, the secretary of the general 

staff even admitted that their office organized these anonymous statements and that they 

represented the official military views (Cevizoglu 2001). A couple of the classified 

military documents involving certain political issues were revealed to the public and were 

admitted by the military to be true documents. There were a number of official 

pronouncements by the NSC and the public speeches of the top generals on various 

occasions. The military officers held briefings to important elite groups such as the 

judiciary, academia and the media. A full text for one of those military briefings is 

available for analysis as it appeared in the media. Because of its creative strategy to shape 

the public opinion rather than resorting to arms, the military actively participated in the 

claims-making process. Therefore, the data about the military's framing activity are 

abundant in the media and very little of it are denied by the NSC.
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MEDIA AS A COUNTERMOVEMENT:

Following Heper and Demirel (1996) one of the main hypotheses of my study is that 

Turkish media adopted a rational democracy approach and, therefore, displayed a strong 

anti-clerical (secularist) bias and they came to play in their opposition to the RP 

government. The media coverage of the RP and other groups was compared in terms of 

the main media principles, namely, the honesty (factuality), fairness and balance, 

minimizing harm, independence, and conflicts of interests. This provided a good example 

of unequal treatment of political parties in the Turkish press. I hope to quantitatively 

show the actual occurrence of media’s charges of hidden agenda against the RP. In other 

words, my analysis showed how the media defined the RP differently from how the RP 

actually defined itself and balance principle was examined by looking at whether the 

press provided room for RP’s own voice in case of any allegation against the RP. Also, 

the media pronounced some RP members guilty before they were tried in the court. Other 

principles of media’s independence and conflicts of interest were analyzed by looking at 

the media general condition.

THE PERIODS AND INCIDENTS

Since it was not possible to cover the whole period, I looked at certain critical events 

where the framing and counterframing escalated. I selected nine critical events that led to 

the intensification of the debates about the future of the RP government in general and 

the church-state relations in particular. I divided the periods under study into three parts. 

One is the period before the RP became a part of the government, especially the coverage
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of its electoral victory and Erbakan’s first authorization as prime minister. Two is the 

one-year period of the RP coalition in which we witnessed an intensification of the 

struggle. Three is the period after the RP was forced out of power. This period marked 

the suppression of the Islamic movement and its related religious demands. This is the 

period that resulted in the marginalization of the RP frames and the demands for religious 

freedom. Also, RP made significant frame extensions after seeing the ineffectiveness of 

the old RP frames. It extended the frames of religious freedom and religious rights to 

human rights and freedom. Of course, there have been a number of other significant 

events that contributed to the framing and counterframing battles but the three events 

chosen are the most significant ones for the author.

Polarization is an underlying question of my study. As a result of increasing framing 

and counterframing strategies, I hypothesize an increased polarization between RP and 

secular groups. I try to quantitatively show this polarization in the media framing as well. 

The rates of sympathetic and critical media coverage were compared for each period of 

my study to see if the results show that the rate of negative coverage of RP increased in 

the later periods.

A. Before the RP Government:

I chose three incidents in which I saw the escalation of framing and counterframing 

in the first period. The first incident is the media coverage of (1) the RP during the 

parliamentary elections of December 24, 1995. This period’s media coverage was 

analyzed for the dates between December 11 and 24, 1995. The second event was the 

media coverage of the RP's electoral victory between the dates of December 25 and 31,
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1995. This event also marked Mr. Erbakan’s first authorization by the President to 

establish a government, but his failure to do so due to secular parties’ reluctance to 

partner with RP. The third event covered was the RP leader Erbakan’s first authorization 

to establish a government for the second time (June 8-15, 1996) when he secured an 

agreement with the secular center-right party DYP to form a coalition government.

Before the Elections: The probability of the RP's winning the elections caused heightened 

concerns among the secular elites, and the mainstream press was especially the arena for 

both the expressions of such concerns and an apparent advocacy of preventing the RP's 

rise to power before it became a genuine threat. For that reason, my choice of the 

electoral coverage of the RP in December 1996 provided a good case of the mainstream 

press's treatment of RP as compared with the other secular parties' coverage. My study of 

this event covered two weeks (December 12 to 24) of media coverage prior to the 

elections. I coded the coverage in the mainstream newspapers as three categories (i.e., 

positive, neutral or negative) and also identified various frames about RP during the 

period.

R P ’s Electoral Victory: The second event of the first period, the RP's electoral victory, 

caused somewhat mixed feelings in the Turkish press. On the one hand, there was an 

effort to express the seriousness of the RP's threat to come to power. On the other hand, 

there was a significant effort to underplay its success because it won only the plurality of 

the votes rather than the majority. The event of the RP’s electoral victory was also 

studied for a one-week time frame (December 25 to 31, 1995) after the completion of 

vote count.
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The RP Leader’s Authorization for Government: The third event in this period involved 

the nomination of the RP leader by the President for the second time to form a coalition 

government. This followed the collapse of the coalition government between the two 

secular center-right parties, ANAP and DYP. A one-week period of media coverage was 

analyzed (June 8 to 15,1996). I take this case separately from the electoral victory 

because this marked a real chance for the RP to come to power and, therefore, was 

perceived by the secular media as a great threat because the RP government, for the 

secular media and other elite groups, meant the reversal of the Ataturk's seventy-year-old 

program to Westernize and modernize the Turkish nation. In a sense, the RP government 

was seen as the sign of irtija (backwardism) that could take the country to the middle 

ages. This incident marked the time when the previously imagined threat became a real 

possibility and caused intense propaganda against the RP to prevent the other secular 

parties from partnering with the RP in a coalition government.

B. The RP Government Period:

The incidents that demanded analysis were numerous during the RP government. 

However, for the sake of feasibility, I limited the number to three incidents: (1) the RP's 

making a coalition as a senior partner in June 1996, (b) the Sincan Affair in February 

1997, and (3) National Security Council meeting of Feb 28, 1997. The selection of these 

incidents was made according to the author's own opinion of relevance to the study rather 

than by a random sampling among possible candidates.
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The Start o f RP Government: Of course, the main event of the period was the RP's 

making a coalition as a senior partner (June 29 to July 5, 1996). This was one of the main 

examples of the media framing related to the Islamic party government. For the media 

and other secular groups, this event marked a wait-and-see approach. On the other hand, 

for the secular groups, the threat imagined before now became a reality after the 

formation of a coalition government with the RP.

Sincan Affair: One of the critical incidents of the period was the Sincan Affair that 

weakened the RP's stance and provided the secular media with a lot of material for 

criticism of the RP government. This event was held on January 30, 1997, as an annual 

meeting to express solidarity with the Palestinian people. Even though the event had been 

held each year with the same format, this time it received a sensational coverage in the 

media. A great controversy came out because of theatrical scenes and speeches at a 

meeting organized by a RP municipal leader and participated in by various religious 

figures along with the Iranian ambassador. This incident especially caused strong 

resentment on the part of secular groups. Especially, the military expressed strong words 

for those who were responsible for the management of such a meeting. Even the tanks 

rolled in the streets of Sincan where event was held.

NSC Meeting: The next incident marked the start of the process leading to the collapse of 

the RP government. On the February 28, 1997, the National Security Council (where the 

military members have a stronger voice and constitute the majority) gathered to discuss 

various issues that concerned the future of the church and state issues and, therefore, the
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future of the RP government. The demands expressed by the National Security Council 

(NSC) aimed to limit the RP's ability to stay in power as well as to curtail the perceived 

causes of the Islamic movement (i.e., various religious activities). These demands of the 

NSC meeting suggested numerous sanctions against religious educational institutions, 

economic establishments as well as religio-cultural activities. The analysis of this NSC 

decisions provided a good picture of the military and other secular groups' attitude toward 

religion. Due to the critical relevance of the event I studied a two-week period between 

February 27 and March 12, 1997. Because the National Security Council decisions 

declared the state’s new priorities and the threats, the media coverage of each decision 

helps us to see the media’s view on the state’s newly defined threats and priorities. In 

addition to the media coverage of this event, I also looked at the military’s official 

position expressed in its various public announcements such as press statements and other 

publicized documents.

C. Toward the End of RP and its Banning:

This period included three critical incidents that marked the repression of the RP by 

the state apparatus. In temporal order, (1) the chief Republican (equivalent of the 

Attorney General in the United States) filed a suit to ban the RP from institutional politics 

on May 21, 1997; (2) the military briefing to the members of the judiciary on June 11, 

1997, was followed by the Erbakan’s resignation from the office of prime minister (June 

18, 1997); and (3) the banning of the RP by the Constitutional Court on January 15, 1998. 

Without ignoring this temporal order, the analysis of these three incidents was organized 

differently in the writing of the chapter. To provide a more readable comparison between
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the media coverage of the initial filing of the suit against RP during the RP government 

and its banning six month after the collapse of the government, I analyzed the two 

incidents together. As a result the collapse of the RP coalition is the first incident in the 

chapter, followed by the initial filing of the suit and its consequent banning. However, the 

temporal nature of the debates is taken into consideration, as well.

RP Government: Prime Minister Erbakan’s resignation on June 18, 1997, marked the 

end of the RP coalition, following the military briefing given to the members of the 

judiciary a week earlier. The significance of this incident comes from the fact that it 

marked the victory for the secularist camp against the RP and Islamic framing. The media 

framing, along with the participation of other secular groups, was thought to lead to the 

collapse of the RP coalition. I analyzed one-week of media coverage of the incident (June 

12 and 18, 1997), starting from the coverage of the military briefing until the resignation 

of Mr. Erbakan from the office of prime minister.

Filing the Suit against RP: On May 21, the chief Republican Prosecutor filed a suit to 

ban RP by arguing that the RP had become the center of the irtijaic activities that aimed 

to change the secular nature of the regime into a religious-based regime. Because of the 

controversial nature of the suit, the media coverage of the event was very intense. 

Therefore, I included only the three-day period of media coverage (May 22-24, 1997), 

following the suit’s filing. However, this short period of media coverage of the RP- 

related issues neared the number of media texts for one-week coverage of other events in 

my research.
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RP Banned: The third incident of this period is the banning of the RP by the 

Constitutional Court. The reasons the Prosecutor argued for banning the RP was 

especially important to understand why he saw RP as a danger to the secular regime, how 

the RP responded to these charges and how the Constitutional Court interpreted both 

sides and why and how it decided that the RP was a danger to the regime. As to the Chief 

Republican Prosecutor’s framing, his own book (Savas 2001) included his official 

statements in the Court as well as his public statements as to the RP-related issues at the 

time of the conflict. Therefore, the book is taken as an actual representation of the 

Prosecutor’s framing for the event rather than a retrospective reconstruction of a past 

event. The second part of the book involves the charges against the FP as a successor of 

the RP but was included in my analysis.

CODING:

The first level of analysis is to determine the general media attitude toward the RP 

related issues. The general tone of each media text will be measured by determining 

whether it is negative, positive or neutral about an issue, event or a person. I tried to 

summarize each text (a news account or an opinion column) into one single proposition 

and code it as positive, neutral, or negative tone toward RP. If a media text allows one 

side’s view an issue related to RP, it was coded negative or positive, depending on its 

approach to RP. In the cases where the text tries to balance its coverage by allowing both 

side’s views or the text not seem to show any preference, it is coded as neutral, the text 

was coded as neutral. The distribution of the news accounts and opinion columns is
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presented in the frequencies and percentages for each incident between the dates selected 

for analysis. The next level of analysis involves examining the framing and 

counterframing by various actors of the framing contests.

Framing: Following Gamson (1992), I acknowledge the risk that the media framing 

may not represent all of the frames available in society at a certain time. That is because 

the mere distribution of various frames in the media may provide a good picture of what 

is covered. However, not just the ones covered but also the ones that are not covered may 

have more sociological significance in order to understand media framing. To explore the 

media's non-coverage of certain frames can be measured by the cultural availability 

concept, I will briefly investigate the alternative media. Gamson's concept of cultural 

availability tests whether or not the media covered certain major culturally available 

frames. The frames that are missing in the media are especially important for the sake of 

my study to point out the media bias or orientation. To decide whether any frame was 

culturally available, like Gamson, I found out if any organization or group sponsored a 

certain frame. Not all frames that were missing in the media were expected to be an 

opponent frame but might be a significant third party's frame, instead. For that purpose, I 

looked at official declarations, statements by all parties of a dispute, especially the 

Islamic media was a good source to show that a frame was culturally available. In some 

cases, the Islamic media was even more responsive to a variety of frames, rather than 

strictly supporting a certain frame. In a way this part of the study provides a numeric 

distribution of various frames in the media.

The next level of analysis involved more elaborate analysis of these framings. For 

example, the irtija frame was commonly used one by the secular groups. However, it
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lacks coherence among its users. At the one end, it might suggest a peaceful separation of 

religion and politics or the suppression of any public role of religion at the other. The 

analysis of this frame across various institutions and over time provides a dynamic 

picture of framing and counterframing battles between the Islamic Welfare Party (RP) 

and the secular groups.

To analyze these framing processes, I followed framing perspective. This perspective 

provides a better conceptualization of different aspects of frames: namely, diagnostic, 

prognostic and collective action statements. Benford (1993a) elaborated these aspects of 

collective action frames. Diagnostic frames express the whats and whos of the problem. I 

elaborated on what and who is defined as a problem. For example, for the Islamic 

Welfare party, the lack of freedom and democracy and the existence of the ideologically 

motivated minority elite groups were seen as social problems. In some cases, they 

defined monopolistic bourgeoisie as a problem; in others the traditional state bureaucracy 

was seen as a problem.

For the opposition, too, the scope of the problem was very ambiguous. For the 

ultrasecular groups such as the military, the whole religious community was a problem. 

For more liberal secular groups, the religious political party or radical groups were a 

problem. In my analysis for each incident I determined the framers' ideas on what the 

problem is and who the culpable agents are. Next, I elaborated on the framers' ideas about 

the urgency of a solution about the specified problem. The solution, of course, is closely 

related to the framers' ideas about the nature and cause of the problem. For that purpose, 

the opinions about the efficacy and propriety of taking action were studied the same way.
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The main framing developed by the secular groups to condemn the RP government 

were the frames of irtija, misuse of religious feelings, minority, puppets of external 

powers (that of Iran or the West). When coding, I took each frame as a part of any 

proposition that suggests the direction of each claim. Sometimes, these frames are not 

mutually exclusive and coexist in a single news or opinion column. In that case, I took 

both frames in the same account as separate frames. Any proposition in the media that 

suggest that the irtija is a serious problem in Turkey, or that irtijaic activities has 

seriously increased was coded as an irtija frame. Any proposition that suggests that the 

Islamic party feed on the misuse of people’s religious feelings was coded as the misuse of 

religious feelings frame. The statement that the RP government is not a legitimate 

government because it depends on the minority support as opposed to the secular 

majority was coded as a minority frame.

The media's use of pejorative terms to describe the Islamic movement members and 

counts were quantitatively documented as word counts. For example, there is a vague 

pejorative term irtija used by only the secular elites. The term literally means 

backwardism but implies a strong anti-clerical orientation that does not tolerate any 

public role of religion. Its vagueness serves to condemn various types of religious 

activities and demands, depending on the context of the debates. The democratic 

journalists (e.g. Taha Akyol, Cengiz Candar and others) who opposed the interruption of 

democratic process by military pressure and the Islamic intellectuals refuse to use the 

term irtija to describe religious activities or groups. Similarly, students of Turkish politics 

do not use this term as a descriptive and analytic term. Many saw RP as loyal to the 

democratic system in Turkey (see Heper 1997; White 1997; Rouleau 1996). The scope of
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the irtija term is expanded by the both media and the military elite in their struggle 

against the RP government. Especially after the breakdown of the RP government, the 

irtija term is used to put additional constraints on religious activities such as state- 

sponsored religious education and liberal religious communities. Therefore, the use of the 

irtija term was measured quantitatively to show the prevalence of the anti-clericalism in 

the media. The meanings attributed to the term were elaborated by looking at the texts 

more closely. In other words, both manifest and latent content analysis were used to 

explain the media framing about the RP and the Islamic movement.

Similarly, another common term used by secular groups and the media to describe 

RP's actions was din istismari (i.e., the misuse of popular religious feelings). That term 

was used to attack the character of the RP leaders and/or members, claiming that they 

immorally deceive people and implying that most people are ignorant and na'ive to 

believe any propaganda. The elitist values of modernism and secularism are generally 

seen in the form of condemning all political leaders for compromising modernization by 

giving in to traditional values. Their argument intensifies against the RP as they are seen 

as compromising modernization and secularism by bringing a religious discourse to 

political arena. This labeling takes the name of populism against secular politicians and 

the name of din istismari (misuse of religious feelings) in the case of RP.

Another frame commonly used by the media and other secular groups was the 

minority frame that argues that the RP represents a minority in the country. It was used to 

condemn the RP that won the plurality of the votes (rather than the majority) in the 

elections. This frame carries a strong injustice and identity component. On the one hand, 

it emphasizes the unfairness of the twenty one percent's ruling the other seventy nine
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percent. It positions the whole nation against the RP. In a sense, this frame did not leave 

any room for gray area, that is, the neutral ones, in the political arena. As a result, this 

frame suggested the destruction of the RP government as a natural result of democracy.

In a democratic system, the majority is expected to overcome the minority effectively. 

Further, it was seen as a moral obligation to save the majority from the minority rule.

The frame of working with the enemy was another common one throughout the 

periods. It suggests that the RP members or other religious groups are backed, controlled 

and/or financed by foreign countries in order to create chaos in the country and weaken 

its global positioning. These foreign countries are mostly Iran, Saudi Arabia and some 

leading Western nations. This frame carries a strong moral component blaming the 

opposition with treason and wishing the misfortune of your own country, accepting 

unjustified donations and working for the enemy. This is an easy and effective framing 

used because of its effectiveness in silencing the opposition and it makes a great 

resonance with the traditional culture. That is, since the Ottoman Empire, the division of 

the country into many states left strong concerns about foreign intervention into local 

affairs and it is still a common concern among the population. It invalidates the 

legitimacy of any demands by social movements to change some of the current practices 

and policies.
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CHAPTER III: THE RP IN THE TURKISH MEDIA BEFORE 
THE COALITION GOVERNMENT

SECTION I: Pre-Election Period (December 11-24)

Historical Background:

Falling behind the European industrial revolution and losing its military superiority 

in the region, the Ottoman modernization efforts aimed at the technological and 

organizational reforms. Since these reforms proved to be ineffective against the rapidly 

expanding European dominance in the world, the ideas of radical Westernization began 

to find stronger support among the elites. The new Turkish Republic was founded by 

Kemal Ataturk on the Western ideals of nationalism and secularism. This wholesale 

Westernization project was radical in its stance toward religion. It was in a sense a 

cultural revolution that changed the cultural codes of Turkish society. I will argue that, 

like many revolutions (Brinton 1957), the Turkish revolution failed to change the cultural 

codes of rural life that constituted the major part of Turkish society. Interestingly enough, 

the major economic modernization waves in the 1960s and 1980s coincided with the 

increases in the religious activity and in the public appearance of religion because more 

people moved from rural to urban areas to seek jobs. Moving in large numbers these ex

peasants and new proletariat had to deal with both material hardships and symbolic 

problems such as identity and solidarity. Religion seems to have played a major role in 

both providing meaning and identity for the urbanized segment of society and relieving
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the material hardships through charity organizations, neighborhood networks, alternative 

schools and colleges, etc. The increasing religious sentiment came to conflict with a 

militantly secularist policies of the secular elites in the 1990s. The rise of the RP to power 

represented a critical turning point in the struggle where the increasing religious demands 

were repelled by the cooperation of various elite groups, such as the media and the 

military against the RP. The strategies and actions of those three actors were decisive for 

the outcome of the process.

Necmettin Erbakan, professor of mechanical engineering, founded a political party 

called National Order Party (MNP in Turkish) in 1970. This marked the first religion- 

based political party in Turkey’s secular regime. Even though MNP did not publicly 

defend a sharia regime, it was banned for that reason in 1971. However, Erbakan founded 

another political party named National Salvation Party (MSP) in 1972 and entered the 

parliamentary elections of 1972, earning 51 seats in the parliament with a 12 percent 

popular vote and securing a share in several coalition governments afterwards. The 

military government took over following a coup in 1980, banning all political leaders and 

political parties. Erbakan founded Welfare Party (RP) by staying the leader behind the 

scenes due to the ban. His party could not pass the 10-percent national barrier to qualify 

for seats in the parliament until 1991. The RP managed to pass this hurdle by making an 

alliance with other minor parties and qualified for about 30 seats in the parliament.

Framing and Counterframing: With the parliamentary elections approaching, the 

possibility of significant social change became more likely if the Welfare Party (Refah 

Partisi in Turkish, RP here on) won the election. Therefore, the parliamentary elections of 

December 24, 1995, marked increased framing efforts about the nature of the regime,
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including main questions of religion and politics, secularism and democracy. To analyze

the heightened framing efforts on these questions, I chose the elections of December 24

(the weeks of December 11-24 to be exact). The media and the RP were the main actors

of these framing battles. It is clear that the media and other secular groups that opposed

the prospect of the RP’s coming to power can be seen as a countermovement since they

intended to block a social change that the RP might push for. Many secular groups

considered the RP and its program as a threat as its electoral victory became a

probability. Jasper and Poulsen (1997) argued that

“[w]hen a critical mass o f  organizations feel threatened, they may organize a countermovement. 
Professional or trade associations, for example, can serve as countermovement organizations, 
giving aid to targeted individuals and institutions, coordinating their responses, providing 
resources, and sharing information about effective strategies. Countermovements thus help 
targeted institutions hide preexisting vulnerabilities and avoid blunders” (p. 399).

Similarly, the counteraction to RP was a consequence of perceived threats due to the 

possibility of its coming to power. As we will see later, in Turkey, the sate elites actively 

joined the framing process in the late periods of study.

Few students of social movements considered the state (or regime) as a 

countermovement (Mottle 1980; Lo 1982). The interaction between social movements 

and the state countermovements is a complex one (Hoover and Kowalewski 1992). 

Therefore, mapping this complex interaction is not an easy task (Zald and Useem 1987). 

In explaining movement-countermovement relations, Meyer and Staggenborg (1996) 

make a useful distinction between the unitary and federal states that affect the movement- 

countermovement relations. While the state acts as a countermovement in the former, it 

allows them to compete in more or less neutral movement environment in the latter. 

Moreover, “media coverage encourages the emergence of a countermovement as the 

journalists seek out opposing interests in response to movement claims” (Meyer and
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Staggenborg 1996:1645). Turkey better fits the former because of the centralized nature 

of politics and a weak democratic process. Even though the state’s acting as a 

countermovement was visible even before RP came to power, this became more apparent 

during the RP government period. That was because RP could not use its power due to 

the resistance by other state institutions even though it constituted a major part of 

government.

Since the RP represented a social movement, the media’s negative attitude against 

the RP can be easily seen within the context of a countermovement. I took the media as a 

countermovement as they aimed to directly challenge the Islamic movement and its main 

social movement organization, the RP. The findings throughout my research revealed that 

the mainstream media in Turkey showed a publicly vigilant opposition to the RP along 

with its resistance to any public manifestation of religion. The media showed a great anti

clerical approach to the ANAP government of the 1980s that can be easily described as 

“secular and conservative”.

In analyzing the media framing, not all of the media showed the same degree of 

support or opposition in the news and opinion columns. Besides the apparent media 

opposition to RP, there is significant dichotomy of opposition between the news accounts 

and opinion columns. This is probably due to a difference in the structuring of each 

sector. As Finkel (2000) pointed out, the columnists are more independent of censorship 

than the news reporters. Some (e.g. Akman 2002a) even argued that there emerged a 

media aristocracy made up of the columnists in Turkey. In other words, the columnists 

are more independent but this does not necessarily mean that they are more democratic.
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Even though they have a relatively higher editorial freedom, they also have interest in 

keeping the media’s status quo, that is, its association with big business.

There are not sufficient checks and balances in the Turkish media because of its 

monopolistic character as well as its being part of the huge economic venture, rather than 

each newspaper or TV channel being an independent enterprise. The profitability in the 

media sector is compensated from other gains, using the media card against political 

elites. The media companies have a strong interest in the governmental support. For 

example, they are good at “acquiring cheap state land, indemnities on importing and 

inexpensive credits from state banks” (Finkel 2000). These companies also earn income 

from advertisements by the Press Announcement Department controlled by the 

government (Unsal 1994). Furthermore, these big businesses that own the media have 

interests in the privatization of the state-owned firms and other businesses such as energy 

and construction contracts.

The market has few sanctions against a dishonest press because of the lack of 

alternative (Finkel 2000). Although the press is successful in defending its freedom of 

expression, it does not do so when it comes to defending other’s freedom of opinion, 

especially the religious perspective. There is a strong bias against the newly emerging 

Islamic movement and its expression in the social and public realm. As a religious-based 

organization, RP also received its share of media opposition. In addition to media’s 

ideological interest, the increasing economic power of religious enterprises poses also a 

material challenge to the privileged big business that the mainstream media are associated 

with. This material aspect of the conflict between the media and RP increased as the RP 

came to power and the religious capital reached a significant power.
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Table 1: Media Attitude toward RP before the Elections (December 11-14,1995)

NEWS COLUMNS
# % # %

Anti-RP 35 29 38 55
Neutral 72 61 24 35
Pro-RP 12 10 7 10

119 100 69 100

General Media Attitude toward RP: Before the Elections:

The election coverage of the RP by the mainstream media shows a significant 

discrepancy between news accounts and opinion columns. Very broadly, we can say that 

while the news coverage was relatively neutral to the RP with 61 percent, the columns 

showed an obvious dislike of the RP. Compared to the pro-RP frames, an anti-RP attitude 

was obvious in both columns and news accounts. As shown in the table 1, while neutral 

attitude was a common feature of news (61 percent), the anti-RP attitude dominated the 

opinion columns (55 percent). The dominance of an anti-RP attitude in the columns can 

be attributed to the ideological orientation of the columnists in the first period. Both 

general attitude toward and frame distribution shows a stronger opposition in the opinion 

columns, than in the news accounts. The coding of each newspaper account as pro-, anti- 

RP or neutral revealed that the news accounts try to pay attention to the principle of 

balance in the coverage of the RP and its opposition. Each text that is considered neutral 

may have a somewhat balanced attitude as it tried to give room for each side’s views. 

However, the analysis of the distribution of specific frames shows that even the neutral 

texts contain more anti-RP frames than the pro-RP ones. This was true for both news 

accounts and opinion columns. This was especially significant for the news accounts that

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

60

News Accounts I Anti-RP □  Neutral B Pro-RP

50% -
40% -
30% -
20% -

10%  -

Figure 1: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, and Negative Depiction of RP over Time: News
Accounts
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were expected to provide objective news coverage. However, this is not anticipated from 

opinion columns as their purpose is to provide a perspective on events.

Framing and Counterframing Strategies

The treatment of RP by the media seems to fit the movement-countermovement 

relations as RP sought a social change and the media assumed a voluntary oppositional 

role to prevent such as change. In this section, I focused on the counterframing strategies 

by the media against the RP and the latter’s responses to the charges. Of course, when I 

talk about the mainstream media as a counterframer, this does not mean that the media 

perform all the framing activity. In fact, the editorials and opinion columns do this job 

but, at the same time, the media’s selection of various frames among the possible frames 

also shows its role in claims-making . In my analysis I did not make a distinction between 

the frames directly supported by the media and the frames that received a positive 

coverage in the media. Following Snow and Benford (1988) in my analysis, I tried to 

identify what was defined as a problem (diagnostic frames) and who was blamed for 

responsibility for such a problem.

Diagnostic Framing: Social movements define certain situations or groups as a social 

problem. Snow & Benford (1988) refer to these framing tasks as “diagnostic framing” 

that involves both identifying what the problem is and defining culpable agents 

responsible for such problems. Diagnostic framing that took place in the Turkish media 

before the 1995 elections covered a wide variety of situations and actors about the RP.
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These problems ranged from RP demands to what might happen after RP wins the 

election and come to power. For example, the way of life supported by the RP was 

defined as a problem. RP’s treatment of women and RP’s view of secularism were 

similarly defined as problems.

The major framing activity that received a great deal of coverage in both the news 

and opinion columns was that the way of life RP advocated would harm the modem way 

of life that Turkey has acquired since the establishment of the Republic. The major 

framing process in this period is the amplification of modernity frame. It is based on the 

founding fathers’ notion of modernity that was inspired by the Enlightenment belief that 

science and reason can help humanity to rule their destiny and bring happiness. As it was 

well explained by Gole (1992), the notion of modernity among the founding fathers was a 

major engine behind Ataturk’s reforms to modernize Turkish society. They tried to 

remove all religious tendencies and practices from the public sphere in order to establish 

"the modem way of life” (Gole 1998, 2002). In another word, this process of frame 

amplification is based on the secular value that the modem way of life is desirable over 

religious way of life. The framing efforts aimed to show that modernity is ideal and that 

RP’s threat to change it must be acted against. Snow and associates (1986) called this 

type of amplification as “value amplification”. In that respect, RP’s defending the 

freedom of headscarf in the universities was framed as an attempt to reverse the modem 

way of life. The importance of keeping the modern way of life and the symbolic status of 

women was amplified by the secular groups and was welcomed and defended in the 

mainstream press of Turkey. The broad nature of this frame was very instrumental in 

condemning various aspects of the changes that RP promulgated.
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There were other anti-RP frames such as RP’s anti-Western stance, its treatment of 

women, the prospect that RP government may harm the relations with the modem world. 

As to the modernity frame, a news account, for example, made this claim in a question 

form: “In this election people will decide whether to be modern, contemporary and a part 

of Europe or to adopt a way of life similar to the one in Iran” (Hurriyet 1995a). Another 

news story reported that Erbakan would reverse the gains of Ataturk’s reforms (Milliyet 

1995a). Another framing strategy was to claim that RP exploits people’s religious 

feelings for political gain. This is also based on the secular value that exploiting people’s 

religious beliefs and values are major sins in modern politics by implying that people are 

somewhat naive and open to exploitation. For example, a news account reported that, 

according to university presidents, RP was exploiting headscarf issue... that headscarf is 

the symbol of being pro-Sharia (Milliyet 1995b). As for the RP leader, Erbakan’s 

statement that when they come to power the university administrators will salute the 

students with headscarf, the university administrators reportedly said that the opponents 

of secularism and democracy damaged the prestige of universities (Milliyet 1995b).

Another major counterframing effort that appeared in the media was to portray RP as 

a threat to the secular regime and democracy through democratic or violent means. This 

was due to different views of democracy between RP and secular groups. Anti-clerical 

views of the establishment shared a great suspicion toward RP’s religious-based view of 

democracy. For example, two different news accounts reported that an RP candidate said 

they would come to power through either vote or bloodshed (Sabah 1995a).

Another dimension of diagnostic framing involves attribution of responsibility (who 

and what causes the problem) (Snow and Benford 1988). Some showed widespread
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economic difficulties as a reason why RP garners a large popular support (Hurriyet 

1995c). Mr. Erbakan, the leader of the RP, was presented as the main target of 

accusations. He was blamed for exploiting people’s economic difficulties (Sabah 1995b). 

Many columnists showed the economic difficulties as the main cause of RP’s increasing 

popularity. For example, a renowned journalist wrote “RP is the target of searches for 

solutions by hopeless people that are fed up with the injustices and corruptions” (Sazak 

1995a: 14).

Counter-Framing Strategies: Benford (1993) identified what he called vocabularies 

of motive. These are four main components of collective action frames: Severity of the 

problem, urgency of the solution, efficacy of taking action and propriety of taking action. 

While in the media there were framing strategies that focus on the other aspects of 

vocabularies of motive, the main strategy focused on the propriety of taking action. This 

strategy emphasizes the moral necessity of taking action (Benford 1993 a) rather than the 

efficacy of taking action. This tactic was commonly used by the media and other secular 

groups against the fact that the RP’s electoral victory seemed inevitable, implying that it 

is a moral duty of resisting to RP. For example, the leader of a secular motherland party, 

Mesut Yilmaz, said, “Don’t permit the RP leader [Erbakan], He defends his dark system 

called ‘just order’ and is waiting around the corner” (Sabah 1995b:22).

Since both the secular media and RP operate on different cultural premises, the 

counterframing strategies seemed to focus on invalidating the other’s claims by attacking 

on the other’s character rather than challenging the credibility of the other’s claims. The 

most common counterframing strategy seen in the media was what Iberrra and Kitsuse 

(1993) called hysteria, implying the irrational or emotional nature of the opponents. This
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strategy implies that the opponent is not a rational claims-maker and, therefore, what they 

claim does not constitute a valid demand. For example, Ms. Chiller, the leader of centrist 

DYP, claimed that “in the country, there are people that want to cancel the customs union 

[with Europe] and that want to take the country backward” (Sabah 1995c: 19). Mr. Ecevit, 

the leader of the Democratic Left Party, condemned the RP as a discriminationist: “There 

are some people that provoke a discrimination between the Alevi and Sunni sects... RP is 

trying to take back the women’s rights that Ataturk gave them years ago” (Sabah 

1995d:17). RP’s anti-Western stance was criticized in the media as an irrational attitude 

without discussing the benefits and damages of such an attitude. The newspaper Sabah 

cited the Washington Post description of RP as anti-Western (Sabah 1995e). Similar 

framing tactics defined the RP as radical, intolerant and anti-regime. For example, 

Hurriyet claimed that the RP was radicalizing (Hurriyet 1995d). Another news account 

was labeling RP leader as ‘irreconcilable’: “Mr. Erbakan is against any reconciliation” 

(Hurriyet 1995e:22).

The columns were even clearer about condemning RP as an irrational movement. For 

example, Hasan Cemal claimed that “RP’s program called ‘just order’ is an absurdity 

from start to end and populist, statist and totalitarian system” (Cemal 1995:19). Many 

columnists alarmed about the harm RP’s victory will give to foreign policy. For example, 

one said “RP’s foreign policy rhetoric is ideological and intolerant” (Kohen 1995a:16). 

Another one warned “RP’s winning the election will damage Turkey’s image. Can a 

country with an Iran-like image attract as many tourists?” (Ozkok 1995a:27). The same 

columnist and editor claimed that “the Western media consider this election as a critical
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choice, a critical test of the Turkish model that is modem, secular and Muslim” (Ozkok 

1995b:27).

Many other columns coded as ‘anti-RP’ claimed that RP was against the secular 

regime. These framing tactics tried to marginalize the RP from mainstream politics by 

emphasizing that RP seeks a regime change. In the following excerpt from a news 

account (Hurriyet 1995d). editorial opinion is mixed with news coverage:

RP first implied a mood change by saying in its election statements that it would not intervene 
with the monetary system, it would maintain its economic ties with Europe, and would lower the 
customs. However, this atmosphere change in RP left its place to its old fierce and scary look. 
Erbakan... started to cite the verses from Koran, saying that dealing with usury is to fight 
against A llah ... Erbakan defined the agreement with the European customs union as a scrap 
paper and he said he would tear o ff  that scrap paper (p.25).

Another counterframing strategy of attacking the character of the opponents is what I 

called dishonesty. I see this strategy as different from other strategies such as insincerity 

(hidden agenda) stated by both Benford and Hunt (2001) and Iberra and Kitsuse (1993) 

and hysteria labeled by the Iberra and Kitsuse (1993) implying the irrational and/or 

emotional nature of the opponent. Dishonesty, instead, considers the opponent as a 

rational actor with a moral flaw as the opponent is condemned for deceiving ignorant and 

naive majority. The main example of this strategy is the blame of exploiting people’s 

religious feelings and beliefs, implying that people are somewhat ignorant, naive or 

innocent to be deceived by immoral groups.

The RP is blamed for exploiting religion for political gain (e.g. exploiting religious 

issues such as headscarf issue along with others). This strategy is based on the anti

clerical bias among secular elite groups, opposing any public appearance of religion. This 

approach considers religion only as a feeling and/or belief, ignoring (and even rejecting) 

its public manifestations (see Gole 2002; Yavuz 1997; Heper and Toktas 2003). For 

example, a news account reported that, according to university presidents, RP was
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exploiting the headscarf issue... claiming that headscarf is the symbol of being pro- 

Sharia (Milliyet 1995b). The leader of the centrist Motherland party, Mesut Yilmaz, 

claimed that RP divided people “Muslims voting for it vs. disbelievers voting for others” 

(Hurriyet 1995f:25). Similar claims were abundant in the press, accusing RP of exploiting
■y

religion. This strategy of condemning the RP for exploiting religious feelings was 

common among the opinion columns. One of the starkest of such charges came from 

Mengi of Sabah who wanted to reject the RP’s claims said “No God fearing person can 

say that there is no freedom of religion and conscience in Turkey... Islam does not fit 

only one party and you cannot call an institution a political party that wants to come to 

power through bloodshed if not through vote. The RP is using Islam as a tool of 

blackmail” (1995:3).

Another framing strategy was the charge of insincerity, claiming that the opponent 

has a hidden agenda. Claiming that it became obvious that the RP is a party of takiyye 

(dissimulation or hidden-agenda), the leader of the Democratic Left Party, Mr. Ecevit 

said “what his party says does not coincide with what Erbakan says” (Milliyet 1995b:24). 

Somewhere else, it was stated that “DSP has not left the arena for the backward-minded 

ones that try to destroy the Republic under the masque of ‘just order’, they want to drive 

the country into the darkness of the middle ages and try to exclude women from 

politics...” (Sabah 1995g:21). The same strategy o f ‘insincerity’ was obvious in many 

opinion columns. The chief-columnist of Hurriyet, Oktay Eksi, was very direct in his 

opposition to RP:

Have you ever heard that the liar Necmi [Erbakan] saying that we will leave [power] by elections 
like we come to power with elections as he already announced himself as the victor o f  the in
coming elections. Do you remember that you heard any promise on this matter by the party leader 
or its responsible posts, not by the fourth class party member? (Eksi 1995a:25).
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Reframing Strategies:

As Benford and Hunt (2001) explained, the social movements may adopt various 

reframing strategies as a response to the charges from the countermovements. These 

include ignoring, keying, embracing, distancing and countermaligning. Among these, the 

most common strategy adopted by RP was that of distancing. Against the charges of RP’s 

radicalization in the latter days, Erbakan said that “RP is a party of mercy, its method is a 

sweet talk, convincing and service” (Hurriyet 1995i:26). Against the claims that RP will 

seek revenge from the secular groups, the RP said that it would not seek the revenge of 

the earlier periods (Sazak 1996b). Against the claims that the military is against the RP, it 

claimed that the military will be the most pleased with the RP’s electoral victory (Milliyet 

1995e; Bila 1995a).

Keying is another reframing strategy that tries to redefine certain terms that were 

negatively attributed to them (Benford and Hunt 2001). Against the criticism against the 

RP’s failure to nominate female candidates, Erbakan said “RP women are not offended 

by not being candidates because they work for Turkey, not for male domination” (Sabah 

1995h: 14). Against the charges that RP will reverse the modernization project of the 

founding fathers, RP claimed that “those who fought for the independence and 

established the Republic think like the RP” (Bila 1995a: 14).

Another refraining strategy frequently used by RP was that of countermaligning, that 

is, the attack on the character of the opponents. For example, Erbakan harshly criticized a 

secular party’s leader, Ms. Ciller, by saying that “They are used to imitating so much that 

they even started to imitate us... Ms. Ciller is not the people of the Republic but the trash 

of the Republic” (Cekirge 1995:20). Against the opponents charges that RP will eliminate

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

69

the people of Ataturk, RP said Ms. Chiller and people like her are the trash of the 

Republic... We are the real people of the Republic” (Sabah 1995i:27).

Section II: After The Elections

In the 1996 parliamentary elections, the RP won the plurality of votes with 21 

percent. This electoral victory created a mixed feeling in the media and among the 

secular elites. On the one hand, this was seen as a materialization of a threat to secular 

regime from a religious party. On the other hand, RP’s support represented only one-fifth 

of the population and, therefore, that was not seen a major problem. I analyzed the 

media’s coverage of RP’s electoral victory for the week following the elections 

(December 25 to 31, 1995). The media attitude toward the RP in this period can be 

summarized as a general distaste toward it. When I analyzed each text’s attitude toward 

RP (media bias), the news coverage revealed an interesting result. There seemed to be a 

split between the partiality and neutrality toward the RP. Almost half of the news adopted 

a neutral (or balanced) approach toward the RP with 54 percent. Furthermore, the 

remaining news accounts were also more or less evenly split between and anti-RP 

attitude (21 percent) and pro-RP one (25 percent). This divided attitude was unique to 

this event, i.e., RP’s electoral victory following the general elections. The author 

attributes this result to a well-expected victory by the RP and the beginning of a new 

period where the media want to see the RP as a legitimate political actor. However, this is 

only true for the news coverage.
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Table 2: Results for the Parliamentary Elections in December, 1995

Political
Parties

Election
Percentage

Deputies
#

Deputies
%

1 RP 21.38 158 28
2 ANAP 19.65 132 24
3 DYP 19.18 135 25
4 DSP 14.64 76 14
5 CHP 10.71 49 9

Total 85.56 550 100

Table 3: Media Attitude toward RP after the Elections (December 25-31,1995)

NEWS COLUMNS
# % # %

Anti-RP 26 21 54 44
Neutral 68 55 44 35
Pro-RP 30 24 26 21

Total 124 100 124 100

An anti-RP attitude was more obvious among the columnists as their purpose to 

make sense of the results for the public. As the Table 2 shows, almost one-third of the 

opinion columns were found to be neutral (35 percent). However, the remaining opinion 

columns were dominated by an anti-RP attitude (44 percent), as opposed to pro-RP ones 

(21 percent). The fact that anti-RP attitude was twice more than the pro-RP ones clearly 

shows a media bias toward the RP and its coming to power.

General Media Attitude toward RP: I analyzed the media attitude in the week 

(December 8-15, 1995) prior to establishing the coalition of the Refah-Yol (i.e., 

abbreviation of Refah Partisi and Dogru Yol Partisi). What was interesting about this 

period was that a pro-RP attitude in the news accounts was more dominant than the anti- 

RP ones for the first time (24 percent). The pro-RP attitude constituted about one-fifth of
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the total news accounts (21 percent). In fact, neutral coverage was the major trend in the 

news coverage, constituting 55 percent of total news. However, this neutral attitude was 

still a major one in the opinion columns but with a lesser degree (35 percent).

The main contrast between the pro- and anti-RP attitudes was reversed and was more 

polarized in the opinion columns. The anti-RP attitude was about two times more (44 

percent) in the opinion columns than in the news accounts (21 percent) of this period 

(see Table 3). Parallel to the news account, the anti-RP attitude was less common in the 

columns, as well. This negative attitude in this period (44 percent) was relatively lower 

than the previous period (55 percent). The neutral opinion columns (35 percent) were less 

than the anti-RP attitude (44 percent). The pro-RP attitude remained relatively low, 

constituting 21 percent of the columns higher than the previous period (10 percent), 

implying that among the columnists there was very little sympathy toward RP.
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Framing and Counterframing:

The RP’s electoral victory caused a cautious opposition in the media. Most of the 

framing activity tried to discard RP as a legitimate claims-maker. One of main framing 

strategies was to position RP against the rest of the political parties. Its 21 percent 

electoral support was interpreted in a way that the rest of society showed a clear 

opposition to RP. In other words, the whole population was framed as RP vs. the rest.

The former was interpreted as a threat to the secular regime and latter as the supporters of 

the secular regime. This was in a way a simplification by the media as the RP found a 

political void due to the struggle between the secular parties. Two explanations can be 

given why it was a simplification. First, the election was not solely based on a secular- 

vs.-religious conflict. Second, RP was not the only party with a religious agenda. Both 

centrist parties such as ANAP and DYP attracted certain religious groups and some small 

nationalist parties such as the BBP (Grand Unity Party) followed a religious agenda and 

made an election alliance with ANAP.

The most significant theme in both the news accounts and opinion columns was that 

RP were entitled to be allowed to form a coalition government. This did not necessarily 

mean that they supported the RP government but tolerated that prospect as a result of 

democratic process. There were two main ideas behind their tolerance for an RP coalition 

government. One is the idea that the failure to allow RP government contradicts with the 

nature of democratic system. Two, if the RP government is not allowed it would cause 

more popular support for it and, in turn, would make it a bigger threat.

In the media’s approach to the RP and its electoral victory, two main framing 

processes were commonly at work, that is, belief amplification of democracy and of
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secularism. Their relationship showed some parallel and contradiction at the same time. 

Frame amplification can be defined as “clarification and invigoration of an interpretive 

frame that bears on a particular issue, problem or set of events” (Snow et al 1986:239). In 

other words, it involves highlighting certain issues such as values and beliefs. The 

amplification of democracy and secularism fits well to what Snow and his associates 

(1986) call value amplification because most of the arguments based on the desirability 

of secularism and democracy for Turkish society. Value amplification is defined as “the 

identification, idealization, and elevation of one or more values presumed basic to 

prospective constituents but which have not inspired collective action for any number of 

reasons” (Snow et al 1986:240). The framing strategies to incorporate the RP into 

institutional politics as well as to exclude from it are based on the amplification of a 

certain value about political process. The idealization or amplification of secularism 

generally led the counterframers to oppose the RP’s coming to power as it was seen as a 

threat to secular regime. Another value amplification, that is, the amplification of 

democracy, had a totally different implication for the incorporation of RP into 

conventional politics. Both of these framing strategies emphasized the desirability and 

necessity of both secular and democratic regime in Turkey.

Similarly, another framing process was at work about the incorporation of RP into 

Turkish politics, Snow et al (1986) called this framing process as belief amplification, 

beliefs can defined as a perceived relationships “between two things or between some 

thing and a characteristic of it” (Bern 1970:4 cited in Snow et al 1986). Belief 

amplification can be seen as an idealization or highlighting of certain beliefs as to certain 

things and issues. The amplification of secularism mainly meant a negative stance against
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the RP, manifesting itself in the amplification of two main beliefs about the consequence 

of RP victory. One was that RP is a threat to secular regime. Two, as a result, RP must 

not come to power. Even though it was easy to analyze the first belief in the media, the 

second one presented various forms, ranging from a total rejection of RP as a legitimate 

political actor to allowing it to change and incorporate into political process.

The framing activity in the post-election period focused on whether or not RP must 

be allowed to form a coalition government. When put this way, the simple conclusion 

was that those who thought that RP must be allowed to form a government were more 

numerous than those who opposed it. In the news accounts about 29 percent thought that 

RP must be allowed to form a coalition government and 12 percent thought that RP must 

take a part in the government. The result was similar in the opinion columns with 34 

percent accepting RP government as opposed to 11 percent opposing that possibility. 

However, the issue gets more complicated when looked at more closely because not all of 

those who tolerate an RP government actually support RP government as a good thing. 

Many of these frames have a negative condition and reservations toward the RP 

government. For example, some thought that, if not allowed, RP would become a bigger 

force in the next election (three percent in both the news and opinion columns). Or, some 

thought that the president must authorize the RP leader to form a government as a result 

of democratic tradition but RP would not be able to find a coalition partner from among 

secular parties (three percent in the news and three percent in the columns).

The claim that RP represented a minority was another counterframing theme in the 

media covering the election results and the RP’s prospect of coming to power. The 

minority frame was used with three different implications. One was that the 80 percent of
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the electorate that voted for other parties were in fact against the RP. On this frame, there 

were citations from the press as well as opinions from the national political figures. For 

example, the daily Hurriyet cited the French press’s view that “there is no danger of 

Iranification [becoming like Iranian regime] or Algerianization in Turkey as 80 percent of 

the population voted pro-secularism (Hurriyet 1995h:23). Another daily, Milliyet, cited 

the British press: “[In the election], a negative result did not happen that may challenge 

the secular regime (Milliyet 1995c). Two, RP is not legitimately entitled to rule the 

majority. Three, the RP’s coming to power does not constitute a problem because it 

represents only a fraction of Turkish society. The minority frame was visible in the news 

accounts (four percent) but it was the most frequent frame in the opinion columns (21 

percent).

Along with the minority frame, a similar but less frequent attitude was the 

underplaying of the RP’s electoral success. This constituted three percent of the frames in 

the opinion columns. For example, a columnist said, “Even though RP is screaming with 

a joy of victory, its momentum came to a stop” (Cavli 1995:14). Another one claimed, 

“Perhaps one of the most significant results of this election was that Turkey would not be 

like Algeria or Iran. The fact that RP obtained a vote a little over 20 percent was a 

concrete sign for people’s reluctance to see the solution in religious-based parties”

(Dogru 1995b:7).

That the RP is a threat to secular regime was another counterframing strategy that 

appeared in the media. It implies that RP seeks a sharia-based regime and, therefore, must 

be prevented before it has a chance to come to power. Even though RP has never claimed 

that it seeks a sharia regime as in Iran, this framing strategy condemns RP for that reason.
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The ideology of anti-clericalism was embedded in the founding of the Republic and was 

amplified by the secular groups and the media as they see any public manifestation of 

religion as a threat to secular regime (Yavuz 1997). This framing strategy received a 

bigger support among the columnists than the news accounts (seven percent vs. 11 

percent respectively). A less common frame that appeared only in the news accounts 

(three percent) was also related to the anti-regime debate. It suggested that RP maintains 

a hidden agenda that aims at a regime change by insincerely using the democratic system. 

A columnist did not find sincere Erbakan’s conciliatory attitude after the election: “There 

are doubts about Erbakan’s conciliatory attitude after the election. Some will see this as a 

tactic unless RP won’t change its main strategy” (Kohen 1995b: 16).

The next media framing that the RP must not come to power is related to the 

previous ones. Those who were opposed to the RP’s coming to power were solely seeing 

it as a threat to the secular regime. Only 11 percent of the news accounts and opinion 

columns each provided room for the claim that RP must not come to power. A columnist 

said, “Demirel [the president] must authorize Erbakan to form the government and 

Erbakan must be tested” (Tamer 1995a:6). The other columnist suspects the sincerity of 

Erbakan but supports his founding the government: “Erbakan made a U-turn by 

forgetting what he said before the election. He made the distinction of ‘us vs. them’. 

However, he must be given the duty to form the government. Nobody including TUSIAD 

[Businessmen’s Association] can ignore six million people that voted for them” (Dogru 

1995a:7).

On the other camp, there was the media framing sympathetic to RP and its founding 

a government. About two-thirds of the news accounts (30 percent) did not oppose RP.
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This was represented in various claims (1) that the RP can be considered successful in the 

elections, (2) that RP must be allowed to form a coalition government and otherwise it 

will increase its popular support and (3) that it is a political party within the system.

Those who claimed that RP was successful constitute four percent of the news and eight 

percent of the columns. Like many others, a columnist said, “RP’s election results are not 

something to underplay” (Donat 1995a: 13).4 Those who claimed that the RP leader must 

be allowed to form a coalition government constitute a significant majority of the frames 

(29 percent of the news and 34 percent of the columns). However, what I call a 

‘democratic frame’ is not all supportive of RP’s coming to power. Only 20 percent of the 

news accounts argued that RP must form a government due to the reluctance of other 

secular parties to form a government with the RP (12 percent of the news). About 17 

percent of the columns share the same frame. For example, a columnist, Emin Colasan, 

expressed his concern: “To whom will the government and the head of the parliament be 

given? By convention, RP must take the duty. However, I wonder if the head of the 

parliament that was founded by Ataturk will be given to a coalition government that acts 

like the enemy of Ataturk” (Colasan 1995a: 5). Another columnist explained this dilemma 

very clearly: “RP’s coming to power and staying away from it both create a problem. If 

excluded from government, its discourse might get more radical and, therefore, might 

open to a wider constituency. In turn, [social] polarization might become more severe” 

(Uluengin 1995:16).

A counterframing strategy of distancing the RP government from the modern world 

manifested itself in various forms. First, RP government will damage Turkey’s foreign 

relations (five percent of the news). There were numerous citations from foreign press
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about the risks that RP governments represented Turkey’s foreign relations. Second, RP 

will turn the country into Iran and/or Algeria (five percent of the news and two percent of 

the columns.5 A columnist defined this problem as follows: “If RP does not come to 

power, it will be stronger in the future. If it comes to power, it will turn the country into 

Iran without notice. In opposition Erbakan turns our country into Algeria, he can do 

anything in power” (Eksi 1995b).6

Section III: E rb a k a n ’s N om ination  f o r  P rim e M in is te r  (June 8-15,

1996)

In the elections of December 1995, RP won the plurality of votes with 21 percent in 

a very fragmented political arena in Turkey (see Table 2 above). There were various 

factors contributing to the RP’s electoral victory. Due to a rapid modernization and rural - 

to-urban migrations, the RP’s ability to use “a language of disadvantage” (Bugra 2002) 

played a significant role in attracting the working class to the party. With this result RP 

secured only 158 seats in a 550-member parliament of Turkey. Since the RP seats in the 

parliament would not secure the majority for a government, it had to look for a coalition 

partner from among other parties. However, the secular center right parties that held 

number two and three seats refused to partner with RP for a coalition government. As a 

result, two secular center right parties (i.e., DYP and ANAP) founded a coalition 

government called ANA-YOL by creating a majority coalition over RP. However, this 

government could only last six months due to personal rivalries between the leaders of 

coalition partners.7 After the breakup of government, the only possible coalition formula
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had to include RP due to numerical setup of the parliament. The RP managed to reach a 

coalition agreement with the DYP.

This week of June 8-15 under study was the period where Mr. Erbakan was authorized 

by the President to found a government for the second time. I compared the media 

attitude toward RP and framing in this period as opposed to the previous one. The first 

period followed the general parliamentary elections of December 1995 where RP failed 

to find a coalition partner. The second nomination came after the collapse of the 

coalition government between two secular parties.

The second nomination of Erbakan resulted in a renewed framing of RP-related 

issues in the media. At this level of analysis, the media attitude was coded according to 

the general attitude of each text of news accounts or opinion columns. When a text 

supported an RP agenda or allowed only RP to speak by excluding contrary opinions it 

was coded ‘pro-RP’. When a news account and opinion column support or allow the RP’s 

opponents to speak on an issue related to RP’s agenda, it was coded ‘anti-RP’. When it 

did not involve any support of each side of debate or it allowed both sides to speak, it was 

coded ‘neutral’, meaning a balanced coverage. As long as it provided room for both 

sides, I did not consider the weight of each side in coding it ‘neutral’ without 

disregarding the possibility that one side might be given more room and emphasis in a 

neutral account.

There was a major change in the media attitudes to RP between the first nomination of 

Erbakan and the second nomination. This difference was the softening of anti-RP attitude 

in both news accounts and opinion columns (see Figures 1 and 2). The Table 4 shows the 

general media attitude toward RP. This was the period only where a
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Table 4: Media Attitude toward RP prior to the Coalition (June 8-15,1996)

NEWS COLUMNS
# % # %

Anti-RP 24 21 35 40
Neutral 59 50 37 42
Pro-RP 34 29 16 18

Total 117 100 88 100

sympathetic media attitude was more common than the anti-RP attitude in the news 

accounts (29 percent vs. 21 percent). A three-fold increase in the pro-RP attitude is 

especially important as it rose from 10 percent in the previous period to 29 percent. That 

was probably due to the exhaustion of other options to keep the RP outside the 

government and the futility of forcing secular parties to position against RP. The neutral 

attitude was still dominant with exactly a half of the total news accounts.

Even the anti-RP attitude among opinion columns lost its strength since the first time 

while still being a major one. While the anti-RP attitude was 55 percent in the first 

nomination, it declined to 40 percent in this period. Similarly, the pro-RP attitude in 

columns almost doubled from the first time (from 10 percent to 18 percent). The 

dominant anti-RP attitude in the previous period lost its power to both pro-RP ones and to 

neutral ones. Here I noticed a similar weight of anti-RP and neutral attitudes.

Framing and Counterframing:

After I analyzed the general media attitude, next I analyzed the specific framings 

about the RP agenda. Here, I analyzed mainly the opposing and supporting framing about 

the RP agenda. This involved the framing efforts to define RP as a social problem and RP
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Figure 5: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, Figure 6: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral,
and Negative Depiction of RP over Time: News and Negative Depiction of RP over Time:

Accounts Opinion Columns

Table 5: Anti-RP Framing (June 15 -21,1996)

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ — ■-----------— ■ News Colum ns
Frames Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage

Refah-Yol is an escape from 
corruption charges

2 11 17 33

Refah-Yol must not be established 4 23 7 13
RP is anti-secular 5 29 6 12
RP is dishonest 6 12
Foreign Public is negative to Refah- 
Yol Government

5 10

Reminding old bad words by RP and 
DYP about each other

2 11 3 6

RP has a hidden agenda 2 11 2 4
Negative economic program 1 5 2 4
RP is a minority 1 5 1 1
RP is anti-Western 1 5 1 1
RP is anti-modern 2 4

Total 18 100 52 100

and the responses to these charges from RP camp (that includes RP followers and a small 

groups of supporters in the media. There were some democratic journalists’ frames were 

also considered as pro-RP. Even though they did not support the RP’s religious oriented 

agenda but defended it as a legitimate political actor and legitimate government. 

Therefore, they opposed any military intervention in political process. The only exception
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was the frame that opposed both the RP government and military intervention and this 

frame is coded ‘neutral’.

Media’s negative attitude against the RP seems to have softened in this period 

compared to the first nomination of RP leader. The ratio of positive to negative frames 

toward RP was 47 to 217. However, this ratio dropped to 39 to 70 (see Table 5). In other 

words, the anti-RP frames were four times more common than pro-RP ones in the first 

nomination following the parliamentary elections while this dropped to less than two 

times in the second nominations six months later. Before analyzing the framing of 

individual issues it might be useful to consider a particular framing that disappeared since 

the last time, i.e., the first nomination of Erbakan. First, one major anti-RP frame focused 

on the danger that that RP will occupy the state posts. However, in the later period media 

framing quoted this belief amplification and the media they seem to be less concerned on 

the part of Turkish press. Second, in this period there was no mentioning of the claim that 

civil society is against the RP government. Third, the press does not seem to claim that 

RP government might have a negative impact on the economy and foreign relations. 

Fourth, there was no mentioning of pejorative claims such that RP will take the country 

into darkness. Most of the media framing against RP aimed to prove the impropriety of 

the RP’s coming to power. Some showed more specific reasons for it but others were 

content with more general explanations. Preventing the RP from coming to power was 

the second most common anti-RP framing strategy in both news accounts (23 percent) 

and opinion columns (13 percent). A columnist thought that it would be better for Turkey 

to keep RP in the opposition (Cemal 1996a; Heper 1996a). Another one went a step
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further and even criticized the press and business sector for not showing enough 

resistance to RP (Oktay 1996a).

Moral Charges: Before the elections, it was a major question whether or not RP will 

adjust to democratic system. Many journalists thought that RP government might pose a 

threat to the regime. On the other hand, the problems that the leader of D YP was facing 

were not ideological questions but moral ones. That is, there was some corruption 

accusations that Mrs. Ciller caused harm to the state property. The major counterframing 

effort was to show that Refah-Yol government was based on an immoral partnership 

between an Islamic Party (RP) with a hidden agenda and a secular party, i.e., DYP, that is 

caught up with corruption charges. Some columnists were more direct in naming 

dishonesty as a character of RP (Coskun 1996b). The charge of escaping from corruption 

charges was the most common frame among the opinion columns and the second most 

common anti-RP frame in the news accounts. Mengi (1996a) of daily Sabah viewed it as 

the engine of Refah-Yol government: “Erbakan wants to disprove the idea that they 

cannot come to power even if they win the election; Ciller is keen on the idea of Refah- 

Yol government due to her fear of Constitutional Court” (p.3). Many other columnists 

shared the same view that Ciller’s main concern was to save her political career by 

avoiding a parliamentary resolution for her trial in the constitutional court (see Candar 

1996a; Sazak 1996a; Dogan 1996a).

Another framing effort that questioned the moral basis of Refah-Yol government was 

reminding the coalition partners’ previous negative words about each other. Both news 

accounts and columns reminded the readers those negative words (see Hurriyet 1996a). 

One columnist noted, “Erbakan wants to share power with the center right parties that he
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called ‘imitators of the West’” (Coskun 1996a:3). Similarly, some opinion columns were 

more direct in mentioning both RP and DYP as dishonest political actors: “How can you 

believe Erbakan, who can lie while looking at people’s eyes” (Atakli 1996a:6).

The charge of hidden-agenda was also a form of attack on RP’s moral character.

Both news accounts and columns demonstrated room for this framing strategy, 

constituting 11 percent of frames in the news accounts and four percent in the opinion 

columns. For example, a columnist finds it unbelievable that Erbakan would change: 

“None of the principles that Erbakan used to defend just a couple of weeks ago does not 

occur in the coalition protocol and program... Is it possible to change in such a short 

period of time?” (Neftci 1996a:7). Many columnists showed similar suspicions about 

Erbakan’s mentioning of secularism and Kemalism (Dogan 1996b, Tan 1996a; Mengi 

1996b). Similar frames by the secular groups were also cited in the news accounts (e.g. 

Hurriyet 1996b).

A major framing effort was to show RP as a fraction of society, the rest of society is 

positioned against it, opposing RP’s coming to power. For this reason, the minority frame 

can be seen as a part of the moral charge against RP as its coming to power with a 21 

percent vote is framed as unfair and unjust. For example, a columnist opposed to the idea 

of RP’s coming to power because its vote represents only 21 percent of the population 

(Atakli 1996b). Another one (Alpay 1996a) expressed the same view, based on two 

reasons: “suspicion about RP’s commitment to democracy and RP’s lack of competence 

in governing the country” (p. 18).

One of the major anti-RP frames in the media was that RP was a threat to secular 

regime. This framing strategy was the most common one among the news accounts (29
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percent) and third most common one in opinion columns (12 percent). The leader of 

Democratic Left Party, Mr. Ecevit, was quoted by the media saying: “Even though the 

DYP-RP coalition seems possible numerically, it is politically difficult and dangerous to 

the secular democratic regime” (Hurriyet 1996b:24). The same views of threat to the 

secular regime were also obvious in the opinion columns (12 percent). One claimed that 

the dangers of RP government would be even greater “If this party of religion {din 

partisi) comes to power by itself or by a comfortable majority, it will end secular 

government, will try to bring a sharia regime and to force an Islamic education” (Halman 

1996a:23). One columnist blamed both partners of the coalition for helping each other’s 

morally questionable causes: “The enemies of the Republic are coming to power and, at 

the same time, the rule of lying and tricking maintains its power. What a misfortune is 

that the votes of Ataturk’s followers benefit RP and the votes of innocent believers serve 

to lying and tricking” (Coskun 1996b:3).

The claims that RP has an anti-modern and anti-Western agenda have a moral tone 

according to the secular basis of the regime. RP was criticized for being anti-modem: 

“Among our concerns about RP are its opposition to rational thought and its distortion of 

realities” (Halman 1996a:23). One reminded Erbakan’s old attitude as hampering his 

success that Erbakan is against the West and modernization: “Erbakan presented 

‘Turkey’s efforts to integrate with the world’ as imitation and being pro-Westem 

clubism” (Barlas 1996a: 15).
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Pro-RP Framing in the Media:

Pro-RP framing efforts consist of two groups of framing activity: (1) RP’s own 

framing efforts to divert the charges from secular groups, especially the media members 

and (2) the sympathetic coverage in the media. Both of these framing activities are taken 

from the media coverage of the RP. The major framing efforts by the RP aimed to 

counter numerous charges against it (see Table 6). The main concern was to show that RP 

was ready to reconcile with other political parties and was loyal to the rules of the 

political system in Turkey. In that respect, it responded to the charge of antisecularism by 

incorporating secularism as one of its own. For example, in Erbakan’s meeting with a 

secular party leader, Ecevit, that expressed his concern about secularism during RP 

government, Mr. Erbakan said: “RP is the real guardian of the Republic, democracy and 

secularism” (Hurriyet 1996c:24). In a similar event, Erbakan is reported to say that they 

do not have a plan to be like Iran as a response to another secular party leader, Mr.

Baykal, who said that Turkey should not be like Iran, in his meeting with Erbakan 

(Milliyet 1996a). In an interview, Erbakan said he supports secularism as in England and 

Switzerland, claiming they are the only real secular party (Mengi 1996b). Some 

columnists did not see RP as a threat to secular regime. One blamed the crisis of 

government as a threat to the regime rather than RP itself, arguing that state institutions 

such as Supreme Court would not allow RP to change the regime (Akyol 1996a). One 

cited a French daily Le Soir's opinion that RP cannot make Turkey like Iran or Algeria 

(Mengi 1996b).
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Table 6: Pro-RP Framing (June 15 -21,1996)

------- --------------- News Columns
Frames Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage

Positive economic program 3 14 3 18
RP is part of the system 4 18
RP Will Not Harm Foreign 
Relations

2 12

Positive to Refah-Yol 15 68 12 70
Total 22 100 17 100

Another pro-RP framing appeared in the media was that RP was a part of the system 

and regime, implying that it is a legal party and, therefore, must be treated as a normal, 

legitimate political actor. For example, a senior leader in DYP that opposed to RP 

government reportedly said, “I found it meaningless to discuss whether or not RP is a part 

of the system. RP is the most natural part of the democratic body” (Milliyet 1996b; for 

similar views see Hurriyet 1996d; Hurriyet 1996e; Barlas 1996b; Tacitly 1996a). Another 

columnist left the burden of proof on RP: “Now is the time for RP to clearly show that it 

is a part of democratic system and secular Turkey” (Civaoglu 1996a:19). Tamer (1996a) 

of Sabah was more direct in his support for RP’s government: “In a context where the 

weakest party is preparing for government, no one can see it as a favor to let the number 

one party to form a government... Everybody has to accept this nomination for 

government” (p.30). One columnist (Dogru 1996a) criticized both media and the state 

institutions for not accepting RP as legitimate actor of Turkish society:

Big press does not see RP a reality... it sees it as minor party. It was against its being part o f  the 
government... Dominant powers in Turkey do not accept the reality o f  RP. However, RP is a 
realty. Any maneuver that tries to keep this reality from power will strengthen RP even further 
(p.9).

Some public opinion leaders, including both media members and others, supported a 

somewhat cautious framing effort that aimed to incorporate RP and allow it to come to
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power claimed that RP would become stronger if it was prevented from sharing power at 

this time (see Akyol 1996b; Karsli 1996a). Following the elections, as main 

representative of the big bourgeoisie in Turkey, the Turkish Association of Industrialist 

Businessmen (TUSIAD) posted advertisements in the media inviting the two secular 

center rights to cooperate against RP (Ozel 1997). Unlike the first nomination, the 

bourgeoisie is said to be more tolerant RP government. Trade unions also shared this 

view (Sabah 1996a). For example, one of the big businessman (Ishak Alaton) said, “we 

must try and experience an RP government. Perhaps it would not lead to a disaster and 

would come out better” (Milliyet 1996c: 11). Even a anonymous military officer is quoted 

saying: “They must come to power this time because their vote is continuously 

increasing. Otherwise, their vote would boom in the next elections” (Milliyet 1996p: 15). 

Even the military was less oppositional to an RP government, there was no official 

military statement that opposed the RP government. Moreover, in the previous period, the 

association of big business (TUSIAD) supported the exclusion of RP from government 

by calling for other secular parties to cooperate against RP. However, the TUSIAD 

seemed to remain silent about the prospect of RP’s coming to power.

Democracy Frame: Both RP and its sympathetic audience regarded the party as a 

part of democratic system which, therefore, must be allowed to come to power. They 

opposed the idea that the military might prevent RP from coming to power. The RP 

leader said, “We are not against pluralistic democracy. In fact, we are the real defenders 

of democracy” (Mengi 1996b:3). Vice chairman of RP committee, Abdullatif Sener, said 

the former chief of staff, Dogan Gures, is not against a government with RP (Hurriyet 

1996f). The RP leader, Erbakan, himself expressed a similar view that the military is the
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main part of society just like the majority of society supports RP (Milliyet 1996d). One 

columnist criticized some people’s hopes that military should intervene against RP and 

said: “Those who see military intervention as a solution to this political impasse will 

damage the future of their children and grandchildren” (Tamer 1996a:8). One criticized a 

foreign rating company (American Risk Services) and its coverage in the media that 

claimed that military might prevent RP from government: “How can you be a democrat if 

you do not mind the word of military coup” (Altan 1996a: 18).

Against the charges of anti-Westernism and anti-modernity, RP seemed to be more 

accommodative in this period and softened its discourse toward European Union and 

Customs Union. Going one step further, Erbakan claimed that the RP were the real 

supporters of Customs Union (Hurriyet 1996e). He was reported as saying that he 

supported Turkey’s membership in NATO and the Customs Union (Mengi 1996b). Of 

course, not only RP’s responses to various charges are as important as their sympathetic 

coverage in the media.
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CHAPTER IV: FRAMING AND COUNTERFRAMING 
DURING REFAH-YOL GOVERNMENT

SECTION I: The Establishment of the Refah-Yol Government 

(June 29 -  July 5)

The dominance of neutral attitude continued to be the main character of the news 

coverage in this period, constituting more than half of the news accounts with 56 percent 

(see Table 7). However, compared to the previous period, the contrast between the anti- 

and pro-RP attitudes was reversed in the coverage of this period. In other words, the anti- 

RP attitude (27 percent) became more frequent than the pro-RP ones (17 percent) in the 

news accounts. Unlike the previous period when the neutral and opposing attitudes were 

almost even in the opinion columns (42 and 40 percent), the anti-RP attitude was very 

dominant in this period, constituting about two-thirds of the columns (61 percent). On the 

other hand, the neutral attitude constituted only a small portion of the opinion columns 

(27 percent). Moreover, the pro-RP attitude is even less than the previous period, 

constituting a minor portion of the opinion columns (12 percent).

The main difference in coverage Erbakan’s first nomination and this time was an 

overall negative attitude in the latter. This attitude was more obvious in the opinion 

columns. I attribute this change to the fact that the prospect of RP’s coming to power was 

higher this time and it was seen as a potential threat to both ideological and material 

interests of the Turkish media. The difference between the level of opposition to
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Table 7: Media Attitude toward RP (June 29 -  July 5,1996)

NEWS COLUMNS
# % # %

Anti-RP 71 27 107 61
Neutral 148 56 48 27
Pro-RP 43 17 20 12

Total 262 100 175 100
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Figure 7: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, Figure 8: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, 
and Negative Depiction of RP over Time: News and Negative Depiction of RP over Time:

Accounts Opinion Columns

RP government in news accounts and opinion columns can be explained partly by the 

way the news coverage and opinion columns operate. The news coverage generally 

allows both sides to voice their opinions as to the establishment of the RP government. 

However, the main concern of the opinion columns is to help shape the public opinion 

along with their perspective on the issue. Due to their visible anti-clerical bias, the 

columns mostly opposed the possibility of a religious-based political party coming to 

power.
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Framing and Counterframing:

Counterframing strategies that took place in the media were analyzed with respect to 

each other. As anticipated from the general attitude of the media toward RP, the 

counterframing against RP was dominant with respect to its sympathetic framing. As 

shown in Table 8, eighty-six occurrences of counterframing in the news accounts and 131 

occurrences in the opinion columns were identified in the week before the establishment 

of the Refah-Yol government (June 29 to July 5, 1996). On the other hand, the 

sympathetic framing displayed only 18 occurrences in the news and 29 occurrences in the 

columns. In the news accounts, the most common counterframing strategy employed by 

the secular groups and its coverage in the mainstream Turkish press was mainly based on 

the strategy of attacking the character of the opponents.

The first three most common strategies were based on this counterframing strategy, 

i.e., attack on character of opponent. The most common framing strategy was about the 

threat that RP government might pose to the secular regime. About 23 percent of the 

opposing frames in the news coverage claimed that RP had an anti-secular agenda and, 

therefore, is a threat to the current secular regime. For example, what RP did not do was 

defined as a problem for the daily Hurriyet. It criticized RP leader’s not mentioning the 

secularism and the principles of Ataturk in his note he wrote in the notebook of the 

memorial during his visit to Ataturk’s graveyard (Hurriyet 1996m). Several columnists 

defined as a problem the RP leader’s not mentioning the secularism in his visit to 

Ataturk’s grave (e.g. Eksi 1996a; Asik 1996a; Pulur 1996a). Many others blamed the 

leader of the secular DYP for compromising from secularism in her partnership with the 

RP. Parallel to many others, a columnist said,
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Table 8: Anti-RP Framing (June 29 -  July 5,1996)

___ _______ — — — ----------- News C olum ns

Anti-RP Frames # % # %
RP is anti-secular 19 23 16 12
Refah-Yol is an escape from corruption charges 11 13 42 32
RP will occupy the state posts 10 12 2 1
Foreign Public is negative to Refah-Yol 
government

10 12

RP has a hidden agenda 6 7 13 10
Civil society is against Refah-Yol government 6 7 1 1
RP is a minority 5 6 4 3
Negative economic program 4 5 17 14
Reminding old bad words by RP and DYP about 
each other

4 5 4 3

RP is radical 3 4 2 1
RP is anti-Western 3 4 1 1
Bourgeoisie is negative to Refah-Yol 
government

1 1

Refah-Yol will Harm Foreign Relations 9 8
Objections to Refah-Yol from within DYP 7 5
Negative to Refah-Yol 7 5
Blame Ciller & Yilmaz 3 2
Refah-Yol will take Turkey into darkness 2 1
Blame Media 1 1

Total 86 100 131 100

Coming to power is every political party’s right. However, RP stole the post of prime 

minister by an unethical bargain to cover up Mrs. Ciller’s corruptions. They will cover up 

the corruptions. Ciller will surprisingly be indemnified by RP that exploit religion 

everyday by talking about such sacred concepts as religion, faith and Allah, prophet 

(Colasan 1996a: 5).

Another one criticized the RP’s secular coalition partner, DYP, for compromising 

from secularism when they did not nominate Turhan Tayan, who was seen as the symbol 

of eight-year continuous education9 for the ministry of education (Hurriyet 19961). In 

opinion columns, this framing strategy (i.e., RP’s anti-secularism) was the third most
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common one behind the charges of corruption and negative economic program. Peksen of 

Hurriyet put it in very stark terms:

I would not believe that Erbakan would be a prime minister even if I saw it in my dream.
However, this has happened. So, what will happen next? The gentleman [Erbakan] is pro-sharia, it 
is known that he praised the sharia regimes such as in Iran and Saudi Arabia. Therefore, he might 
try to destroy democracy and bring sharia after he came to power through democratic methods 
(Peksen 1996a: 15).10

A major part of the counterframing strategies was to question the ethical quality of 

the Refah-Yol government. This moral charge was expressed in various forms: from 

questioning the moral basis for coalition government, to the charges of hidden agenda, or 

representing a minority interest as well as reminding the coalition partners of their 

negative words about each other in the past. The claim that the RP government represents 

a minority government can also be seen a moral charge against the coalition partners.

The second most common form of counterframing strategies in the news accounts 

was also a moral charge to both the RP and its coalition partner in that both parties trying 

to avoid corruption charges in their establishing a coalition government. This constituted 

13 percent of the opposing frames in the news. However, this strategy was the most 

dominant one among the opinion columns, constituting about one-third of the opinion 

columns (32 percent). Many of the corruption charges went along with the charges of 

compromising from secularism, blaming Mrs. Ciller for allowing the so-called anti

secular RP to come to power as a result of her efforts to avoid corruption charges.

A major newspaper, Hurriyet, reported, “in the negotiations of coalition by the RP 

and DYP, it is foreseen that both sides will disregard the commission to investigate 

corruptions” (Hurriyet 1996k:22). Some columnists summarized the general attitude in 

the media toward the Refah-Yol government: “This government does not have a moral 

basis” (Ozkok 1996a:25), covering up two dark issues (the corruption charges against
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both RP and DYP) by an understanding of saving each other (Akbal 1996a). Others 

defined the formation of this government in more stark terms: blackmail (Toker 1996b), a 

partnership of shame (Cemal 1996b) and an immoral alliance (Colasan 1996b).

The third most common framing strategy in the news accounts was the concern that 

RP will invade state offices (kadrosma), implying that RP will challenge the secular 

regime by replacing the secular officials with religious ones. Even though this claim took 

place several of times in the opinion columns, it was the third most common framing in 

the news accounts (12 percent). One news account cites a secular leftist party, DSP: “the 

members of DSP expressed their concern about the organization (mobilization) of pro

sharia movement in the state posts” (Milliyet 1996n:14). Another leftist secular party 

CHP’s leader, Baykal, expressed a similar claim: “When I said the state is under siege, 

some were uncertain about what we mean. We have seen that the state is under 

occupation, not under siege” (Hurriyet 1996j:25; Sabah 1996e:l; Milliyet 1996n:14).n

A very common frame in the news accounts (12 percent) but did not find any 

coverage in the opinion columns was the negative view of the RP by the foreign press 

and countries. Of course, not all of them would be negative to the RP but some negative 

ones were cited in the Turkish press. As to the negative ones, a general frame was that RP 

might pose a threat to the secular regime in Turkey. For example, the daily Hurriyet 

(1996f) reported that Europe was worried about the Refah-Yol government. The other 

daily Milliyet (1996m) claimed the same for the USA. Some news accounts pointed to 

the risk that the Refah-Yol might damage Turkey’s relations with the West. For example, 

the daily Sabah (1996b) cited, “the French news agency’s (AFP) reminded that Erbakan 

saw the European Union as a Christian Club and said that Mr. Erbakan wants an Islamic
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Union from Kazakhstan to Morocco” p.l 1). One version of this framing strategy suggests 

that the RP can cause problems with Turkey’s neighbors. One columnist argued “the duo 

of Hoja [Erbakan] and Ciller may take the country into dangerous waters, first in 

economy and then in foreign relations... Especially in the Aegean Sea, they may provoke 

Greece willingly and intentionally” (Cemal 1996a: 19).

One of the most effective counterframing strategies to disqualify the RP as a 

legitimate actor and claims-maker was to accuse it of a hidden agenda. The main 

implication of this claim is the charge that RP will seek to change the secular regime into 

a more religious one. With this charge, even the most sincere statements of loyalty to the 

democratic regime become irrelevant. Both news accounts and opinion columns provided 

significant coverage for this frame, constituting seven percent and 10 percent of 

counterframes respectively. As explained earlier, the charge of hidden-agenda is an 

ambiguous but an effective strategy in condemning a challenger even though the actor 

may or may not have a hidden agenda. The secretary of the secular CHP is reported in a 

news account, as saying “the parliament should not allow Erbakan and Ciller’s 

partnership of concealment in order to avoid the trial in the Constitutional Court”

(Milliyet 19961:19). The leader of another secular party, DSP, described the RP leader, 

Erbakan, as the master of concealment and tried to establish the connection between the 

charge of hidden-agenda and the threat to the regime: “The biggest danger of a coalition 

government formed by RP is the possibility that a religious organization will take over 

the state posts” (Hurriyet 1996g:25). Several columnists were in disbelief about 

Erbakan’s compromising and constructive attitude in establishing government (e.g.

Neftci 1996c; Sazak 1996b; Colasan 1996a; Sirmen 1996a). Another columnist reminded
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RP’s earlier statements and explained his suspicion: “He no longer opposes to NATO and 

European Union... A coalition government is, of course, a reconciliation but isn’t this too 

much?” (Mengi 1996a:3).

Another counterffaming strategy aimed at depicting RP’s demands as not very 

important ones, implying that (a) RP represents only a minority and (b) civil society is 

against the RP government. The minority frame underscores RP’s electoral victory as it 

represents only 21 percent of the population. This claim positions against RP the rest of 

electorates that voted for other parties. The claim that civil society is against RP and its 

coming to power constituted seven percent of the counterframes against the RP 

government in the news accounts and only one percent of the columns. The minority 

frame also made up the seven percent of the counterframes in the news accounts and 

three percent of the opinion columns.

Due to the strong state tradition in Turkey, civil society organizations are weak 

(Karaman and Aras 2000). In many events, the secular elites mobilize the civil society 

organizations for their goals and many different religious organizations whose 

counterparts can be considered civil society organizations in the West are not recognized 

and excluded from public discourse. Therefore, those organizations that join the public 

discourse share the same with official ideology. However, the press cites various secular 

civil society organizations to disqualify RP’s framing. A news account reported, “Some 

civil society organizations called for opposing deputies within DYP and demanded that 

they vote ‘no’ to the establishment of Refah-Yol... In the call, ‘you have a historical 

opportunity. Do not take the country into darkness” (Sabah 1996c: 11). The daily Milliyet
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(1996e:13) went a step further: “Women organizations stated that they would sue Mrs. 

Ciller for making a coalition government with RP”.

As for the minority frame that was apparent through various periods under study, the

fact that RP won the election with 21 percent was framed as an insignificant issue

because it was seen only a fraction of society. For example, the leader of the DSP said

that the majority of the nation that did not vote for RP sees “this party as a serious threat

to the secular democratic Republic” (Hurriyet 1996g:25). Columnists cited similar

opinions from other secular groups and expressed similar views of their own. Neglecting

the DYP’s 19 percent electoral support part of the coalition government (see Table 2

above), a columnist (Bila 1996a) mentioned that the 80 percent of the public does not

want RP government. A columnist claimed:

The 75 percent o f  Turkey does not share RP policies. They are against its world-view, 
economic policies and way o f  life. H alf o f  this 75 percent is deeply suspicious about RP.
The believe that RP is a w olf in a lamb-mask... that it will change Turkey from a secular 
and democratic country into a theocratic state based on religious principles (Birand 
1996a: 16).

Another common anti-RP attitude was that the Refah-Yol government would have a 

negative effect on economy, constituting five percent of counterframing in the news 

coverage and 14 percent in the opinion columns. One news account expressed its 

suspicion about the RP’s economic program: “It is still unknown how the RP’s program 

called ‘Just Order’ program that is impossible to apply will affect the markets during 

policy implementations” (Milliyet 1996f:7). Many news accounts reported that the stock 

exchange and other markets was shocked by the Refah-Yol government (Milliyet 1996g). 

Another column pointed to the negative developments in the tourism sector: “Tour 

operators said that there were early cancellations of reservation due to RP’s radical 

image” (Hurriyet 1996h:7). Similarly, some columnists displayed negative attitudes
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toward RP’s economic plan. One columnist on economic issues claimed: “[Economic] 

professionals agree on one thing. If the Refah-Yol government is established, it will be 

more difficult for Turkey to find loans in foreign markets” (Neftci 1996b:7). A similar 

view was as follows: “Mr. Erbakan’s opinions may cause economy to falter that is 

already fragile and may disrupt financial markets... To find foreign loans may become 

more difficult... it is not likely for this government to make the reforms” (Ulagay 

1996a:9). One was worried about RP’s early election project, thinking that an election 

policy may have negative consequences in economy (Soysal 1996a). Of course, not all 

media accounts attributed a negative impact of RP to the economy. I will analyze the 

frames that RP will have a positive effect on economy later on in the pro-RP framing 

section.

Another counterframing strategy used by the media to show a moral flaw in the 

partners of coalition government was to remind their audience about the partners’ 

negative words toward each other. Both news accounts and opinion columns cited these 

earlier negative utterances (see Milliyet 1996o).

Pro-RP Framing and Reframing Strategies:

Not all of the columnists opposed RP’s coming to power, several of them supported 

this idea. They saw RP as a legitimate political actor. They saw RP’s coming to power as 

an opportunity to integrate it into conventional politics: “If [RP] comes to power in a 

coalition, then it cannot keep its promises. Therefore, it is better to let RP come to power 

partially and integrate it with the regime” (Civaoglu 1996c: 17). Some others wanted to 

see this happening to demystify RP’s popularity. Cemal (1996b) of daily Sabah argued
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that RP must win the confidence vote so that it does not become a hero. One columnist 

(Alpay 1996b) seemed even more optimistic about RP: “I think, as an Islamic party, RP 

plays a significant role worldwide in rejecting violence and radicalism” while he warned 

about negative aspects of RP’s discourses. Others did not think RP was a radical party, 

praising RP’s lenient approach to the issues it previous opposed such as customs union 

with Europe and relations with Israel (Kohen 1996a). The positive attitude was generally 

expressed that RP is seen positively in the Islamic world.

Against the charges of threat to secularism, some columnists criticized the media’s 

and some secular groups’ propaganda that secularism is threatened (Barlas 1996c). 

Gokmen (1996a) of Hurriyet said, “I believed that RP as a part of the government could 

advance Turkey and modernize it, rather than taking it backward. I screamed the futility 

of fearing about sharia and separationism” (p.22). Similarly, some criticized the 

exclusionary attitude by the secular groups and the media toward RP: “We must 

definitely cure the RP syndrome that darkens Turkey’s political horizons. RP is also a 

product of our society. We must integrate RP into the system and power-sharing” (Barlas 

1996d:15). One of the big businessmen saw RP as a guarantee for secularism rather than 

being a threat to secularism (Milliyet 1996i).

Similarly, some argued that RP started the process of integrating into the system:

“RP’s change of attitude for the sake of government must not be excluded and, in fact, 

must be encouraged. Both RP and its opponents must avoid provocative actions against 

each other” (Akyol 1996a). A secular journalist, Dogru (1996a) of Sabah, argued that all 

the negative speculations about the RP must be put in a test. Therefore, RP must win the 

confidence from the parliament even though he thinks that most of the negative thinking
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Table 9: Pro-RP Framing (June 29-June 5,1996)

___ ____ — — — News Columns

Pro-RP Framing Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage

Bourgeoisie is positive to 
Refah-Yol

7 39 0 0

RP is a part of society 1 6 5 17
Positive economic program 2 11 1 3
Foreign press is neutral 8 44
RP would not Change the 
Regime

0 0 3 11

Refah-Yol will Not Harm 
Foreign Relations

0 0 4 14

Positive to Refah-Yol 0 0 16 55
Total 18 100 29 100

about RP is probably correct. One columnist even idealizes the Refah-Yol coalition for 

Turkish democracy: “The RP-DYP coalition is a historical opportunity for 

reconciliation... If this coalition succeeds, we will see that an Islamic party can be 

democrat and compromising like Christian democratic parties” (Barlas 1996c: 15).

As for the RP’s economic program, some (e.g. Civaoglu 1996b) found useful the fact 

that the coalition government program involved the issues of European Union and 

customs union along with banking institutions, interest and convertibility. One news 

account reported that foreign investors did not panic because of RP government (Milliyet 

1996j). The business sector is reported to be “positive to RP government, provided it 

remains loyal to a market economy” (Sabah 1996g:7). Moreover, labor sectors were also 

reported to be sympathetic to RP government since one of the former leader of a trade 

union (Necati Celik) became a minister of labor (Sabah 1996f).12 Similarly, denying the 

charges of anti-Westernism, RP leader said, “USA is a country that is both ally and friend 

for us” (Sabah 1996d:19; Milliyet 1996k: 15).
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SECTION II: The Sincan Affair (Feb 2-14,1997)

One of the critical events that led to the escalation of framing and counterframing 

was the Sincan Affair. It involved disputes about various issues concerning the relations 

between religion and politics, media and democracy, and democracy and military. In a 

sense, the consequence of this event and its coverage in the media was seen as a 

forerunner of a stronger military involvement in the claims-making process.

In Feb. 1, 1997, an annual meeting was held by a RP municipal leaders in Sincan, a 

small town close to Ankara, to express the RP’s support for Palestinian intifada. The 

Iranian ambassador was invited to make a speech for Palestine and pictures of the 

guerillas that fought against Israel were displayed on the walls. The speeches made by 

both the RP’s municipal leader and Iranian ambassador framed as the biggest problem of 

the day and the event was also sensationally covered in headlines. The next day, when the 

reporters flooded Sincan to report the municipal activities, a female reporter was beaten 

by a religious fanatic. As a result of the tension, the tanks rolled in the streets of the city 

two days later (February 4, 1997). From this date on, the military influence in Turkish 

politics increased and even forced the dissolution of RP government 4 months later. This 

process marked a significant change in the relationship between politics and religion at 

the expense of the latter. The author thinks that the event led to a well known military 

reaction witnessed in the February 28 National Security Council Meeting, which I will 

elaborate in the next section.

I established two levels of analysis represented by different statistics: (1) the overall 

distribution of media attitude toward the RP agenda as positive, negative and neutral, (2) 

the distribution of media frames in the news accounts about RP. This calculation is
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Table 10: Media Attitude toward RP during the Sincan Affair (February 2-14,1997)

^ News Columns
Frames # % # %

Anti-RP 109 55 114 75
Neutral 63 32 27 17
Pro-RP 26 13 12 8

Total 198 100 153 100

independent of each other because some columns do not have a discernible frame as 

some columns have multiple frames. When calculating the sympathetic (positive), 

negative or neutral media coverage, each article is reduced to one of the attitudes. When 

both positive and negative frames are quoted or the text does not present any manifest 

preference over the subject, the text was coded as neutral. When the text support or cover 

a single frame, it was coded as positive or negative respectively. However, any frame that 

took place in a newspaper account was counted and sometimes a newspaper account 

consists of multiple frames, supportive and critical of the RP agenda.

General Attitude in the News Accounts and Opinion Columns

Of course, compared to opinions columns, the news accounts are expected to respect 

the journalistic principles of balance, fairness and minimizing harm. I considered neutral 

any news account that respects the principles of balance and fairness between both sides 

of disputes. However, the Turkish press shows a significant deviation from these 

principles. The neutral framing of certain issues would be the majority but it is not the 

case in this period. The anti-RP and neutral news coverage more or less reversed since 

the previous period where 27 percent anti-RP and 56 percent neutral attitudes in the 

media (see Table 10 and Figure 1). The rate of anti-RP claims with 55 percent is almost
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■ A n ti-R P  □  Neutral ■  P ro-RP

News Accounts

■ A n ti-R P  □  Neutral IIP ro -R P

Opinion Columns

Figure 9: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, Figure 10: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, 
and Negative Depiction of RP over Time: News and Negative Depiction of RP over Time:

Accounts Opinion Columns

twice more than the neutral news coverage with 32 percent. The mainstream media 

supported a certain type of frame even though it provides room for some other frames. 

That is, the news coverage of the Turkish press mainly supported oppositional frames 

against the RP government. Compared to the anti-RP attitude in the news, the number 

and rate of the frames supporting RP were a mere minority with 13 percent, similar to the 

previous period period’s 17 percent. This led to the conclusion that the fair and balanced 

news coverage was not a common practice in this period. In fact, this supports my thesis 

that the press assumed an oppositional (countermovement) role against RP.

The same can be said of the columns overall attitudes toward RP (see Table 10 and 

Figure 2). However, the columns display more anti-RP attitude (75 percent) than the 

news accounts (55 percent). In other words, even though both news accounts and opinion 

columns showed an anti-RP attitude, this opposition was more dominant among the 

columns. This can be easily attributed to the relative effect of journalistic norms of 

balance, fairness in the news coverage. Similarly, the fact that neutral news was (32 

percent) was almost twice more than the neutral columns (17 percent can be attributed to
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the same effect of journalistic principles. Like the news coverage, the pro-RP attitude was 

still a minority (eight percent) in this period and did not change much since the previous 

period.

Framing and Counterframing:

The frames analyzed in this period covered all the news and opinion columns 

(including editorials) that addressed any of the RP agenda. Since both the government 

and the media saw each other as an uncompromising opponent, the frame disputes did not 

focus on the validity of the frames but on the total acceptability of each other as 

acceptable claims-makers. One thing can be said in advance: the mainstream press 

seemed to ignore the framing of the real actors (i.e., the Iranian Ambassador and 

municipal leader). That is why my initial plan to analyze framing struggles in a dialectic 

way was not realized completely. In a way the frames on each side were related only 

superficially. Despite all, there were significant framing efforts to disqualify each other’s 

claims in and through the media.

As a second level of analysis, I elaborated the distribution of particular frames about 

the RP and its agenda. This meant finding relevant frames in the news accounts and 

opinion columns. Some news about RP covered an event about RP without carrying any 

frame visible to the author. As a result the total number of news accounts and that of 

opinion columns came out to be different from the total number of frames in these texts. 

For example, since some news accounts did not carry any visible frame and some 

contained a few frames, the number is not much different among the news accounts and 

the frames in these accounts, 198 and 206 respectively (see Table 11). However, the
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Table 11: Anti-RP Framing During the Sincan Event (February 2-14,1997)

_______ — --------------------------- News Accounts Columns
Opposing Frames # % # %

Planned Action by RP 2 5 3 13
Revealed RP’s Hidden Agenda 4 11 0 0
Call for Sharia 9 24 11 42
Praising Terrorist Organizations 1 3 2 7
Minority Domination over Majority 0 0 2 7
Provocation for Hatred & Enmity 3 8 0 0
Disgrace (Rezalet) 5 14 6 26

Subtotal 24 74 22 85

Table 12: Pro-RP Framing During the Sincan Affair (February 2-14,1997)

News Accounts Columns
Pro-RP Framing # % # %

An Ordinary Meeting Media 
Exaggerated

7 19 2 7

Provocation 4 11 1 4
No call for sharia 2 6 1 4

Total 13 36 4 15

opinion columns generally contain multiple frames, as its goal is to express the writer’s 

opinion. In that sense, columns involved at least one frame about the RP and its agenda. 

Therefore, the total number of frames in the columns almost doubled the number of 

opinion columns about RP with 153 and 283, respectively.

Unlike the general classification of the news accounts and columns as anti-, pro-RP 

or neutral coverage, the frames were classified as anti-, pro-RP and democratic. Since 

there are obviously democratic ideas between pro- and anti-RP frames, democratic 

frames, of course, are not limited to these frames. However, I preferred the “democratic’ 

over “neutral” since the common focus of these frames was to maintain the democratic 

process that seemed to blur out during the struggle between the RP and secularist groups. 

The authors of these frames (e.g., Cengiz Candar, Mehmet Barlas, Taha Akyol and
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Table 13: Pro-RP Framing during the Sincan Affair (February 2-14,1997)

News Accounts Columns
Pro-RP Frames # % # %

RP is equal to Turkey 2 13 4 17
RP supports democracy 3 19 13 54
State’s pressure on religion 7 43 2 8
Secular Groups Provoked 4 25 5 21

Subtotal 15 100 24 100

Mehmet Ali Birand) cannot be easily classified other than democratic. However, their 

frames varied between opposition and support, depending on specific issues. Each frame 

was classified according to whether it supported RP or opposed it. When it does neither 

support nor oppose RP and if it criticizes both RP and its secular opponents, it was 

classified as ‘democratic’.

As to particular frames that took place in the Turkish press, I analyzed the news 

accounts and opinion columns for each particular frame. Even though there were frames 

about female students’ headscarves in the universities, analysis of these frames will be 

combined with the frames about the same issue in other periods and analyzed in an 

independent section below. Besides, for this period I singled out the frames about the 

Sincan Affair in this period, about the mosque construction project, about the tanks 

roaming the streets of the city of Sincan. In analyzing the specific frame concerning the 

RP’s agenda for certain issues, all of these frames were counted both separately and in 

conjunction with general RP agenda. As a result, the number of specific frames related to 

RP and its agenda were predominantly negative to the RP, rather than being supportive. 

In addition, I identified twelve of what I called democratic frames that are critical of both 

the media and RP but supported the maintenance of democratic process.
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Table 14: Anti-RP Framing During the Sincan Affair (February 2-14,1997)

News Accounts Columns
O pposing Fram es # % # %

Social Conflict (Struggle, tension) 15 17 33 24
Regime Change 21 25 19 14
Foreign States (Iran, Algeria 9, Libya 2) 11 13 17 13
Misuses religion (or religious feelings) 11 13 14 11
RP is minority + Majority against RP 9 10 12 9
Hidden Agenda 7 8 10 8
Discrimination of secular and religious 6 7 7 5
RP not Democratic 3 3 7 5
RP Oppressive 0 5 4
RP must go 0 4 3
Call for Civil Society 2 2 3 2
Turkey has the most freedom of religion 2 2 2 2

Total 87 100 133 100

Anti-Regime Frames: Among the opposing frames about RP, the most common one 

was what I call the anti-regime frame. It consists of various parallel frames (e.g. RP is 

compromising from democracy or secularism) and it is seeking a hidden agenda. The 

combined rate of the regime change frames is about one-third (36 percent) of eighty- 

seven general frames opposing RP. Most of these frames focus on the perceived threats 

posed by RP to the secular regime. Many news and columns framed the increasing 

religious appearances and demands as a clear and present danger to the secular regime. 

Along with direct statements about the increasing threats, some argued that RP itself was 

a sign (or a result) of increasing religious movement. Some others argued that Islamic 

movement had a negative connotation and sometimes it covered the whole religious 

people and any demand for religious rights and freedom. The main representative of 

regime change frames, for the author, was the irtija frame. As it will be explained in the 

irtija section below, this frame sees religion solely as a private matter and opposed any of 

its public manifestations. Depending on the degree of anti-clericalism, the term irtija is 

used by some for only radical groups and for all religious community by others to claim
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that there is a danger of a sharia regime taking over. Many also used this term to define 

RP and its related groups. A significant media framing presented the Sincan affair as the 

resurgence of irtija and called for an action to prevent it from getting more serious. A 

columnist expressed his sense of threat as follows:

Turkey is pushed toward being a country o f  Sufi orders and sheikhs and both the parliament and 
the regime are left powerless in the face o f  this development. So much that Iran increased its 
activities to export its counterrevolution to Turkey, its representative in Turkey dared to make 
open provocations. The government watches [Iran’s] intervention in our domestic affairs without 
any reaction. This itself is not surprising. What is surprising is that the main elements o f  the 
regime outside the government is displaying the same inaction (lack o f  reaction)... Turkey is 
driven toward being a state o f  sharia first, then toward being a state o f  tarikat (Sufism). This effort 
continues without any resistance” (Sirmen 1997a).13

Hidden Agenda Frame (Takiyye14): Some frames state that RP has a hidden agenda 

and disguise its real intentions. Therefore, the blame for hidden agenda implies that 1) RP 

uses democratic opportunities to advance its hidden religious agenda and 2) it aims at 

destroying democratic system if they are allowed. This frame was effective in 

disqualifying RP as a legitimate claims-maker because it did not focus on what they 

really said and meant but it questioned its motives. This was one of the frames that attack 

the character of others, it tried to focus on the morality of the claims-maker rather 

focusing on the validity of its opponents’ claims. For example, Mesut Yilmaz, the leader 

of the secular right party (ANAP), interpreted the Sincan event as revealing RP’s hidden 

agenda (Sabah 1997d). One columnist asked: “How quickly the screams of ‘religion is in 

danger’ quickly left its place for the screams of ‘secular regime is in danger’? The RP 

with a hidden agenda revealed its real face very early” Mengi 1997). A news account 

quoted the chief-of-staff: “Here is their real face. I do not know what to say. Their goal is 

to make modern Turkey like Iran” (Hurriyet 1997a:25). Like the term irtija, the charge of
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hidden agenda was instrumental in condemning the pro-RP framing. I will analyze the 

various uses of takiyye over different periods in its independent section below.

Threat to Democracy Frame: A few of the opposing frames emphasized that RP is 

also a threat to the democratic system. This frame is closely related to each other because 

democracy is part of the official ideology although secularism seems to have priority over 

democracy (Tamer 1997a). The claim that RP is a threat to democracy implies that RP 

will probably change the democratic system into a theocratic one. Therefore, both hidden 

agenda and democracy frames display distrust against RP’s sincerity about democracy.

To conclude, all of the frames that state that RP is a threat to the secular or democratic 

regime, that it has a hidden agenda shows a deep distrust against the RP government as 

this distrust was already common among the journalists even before RP came to power 

within a coalition government. For example, a columnist argued that "RP's democracy 

works only for itself and RP wants democracy only for itself' (Sever 1997).

Social Conflict Frame: The next most common anti-RP frame was that RP wants a 

social conflict (17 percent). This main frame comes in different forms. One is that RP 

encourages violence. Seven out of fifteen social conflict frames were about RP’s support 

or encouragement of violence. This claim was especially attributed to RP since an RP 

sympathizer physically attacked a female journalist during the coverage of Sincan events. 

Even though RP condemned the incident and distanced itself from other radical groups 

(Heper 2001), the opposition led by the media did not stop blaming RP for encouraging 

or supporting violence. This strategy was very successful to disqualify RP as a legitimate 

claims-maker in the democratic system. There were significant efforts by its opponents to 

relate RP with radical religious groups and this effort received an ample space in the
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press, as well. Other frames that focus on social conflict claim that RP wants tension, or 

RP seeks polarization among its followers and others. These ‘social conflict frames’ can 

also be related to discrimination frame. With six percent overall, the discrimination frame 

argues that RP wants to divide Turkish people as religious vs. seculars, believers vs. non

believers and discriminate against others.

Considered with the previous groups of frames suggesting that RP was a danger to 

the secular and democratic regime, the frames whose main goal was to disqualify RP as a 

claims-maker rather than to challenge the validity of RP frames. Their combined 

appearance constituted about half of all anti-RP frames with 49 percent. As far as my 

research is concerned, none of the RP members were convicted committing religious 

violence. However, the media and other secular groups were eager to depict RP as a 

radical group. RP is criticized in the media for radicalizing and the Sincan affair is taken 

as the proof for this radicalization. The chief columnist of the biggest newspaper claimed, 

“The latest events including the Sincan affair disprove those who said RP had been 

domesticated in power and that there was nothing to fear about RP. This event shows 

their stupidity... Perhaps we needed such events to show the reality to those stupid ones” 

(Eksi 1997a:23). Another columnist saw this event as a forerunner of more serious threats 

materializing (Colasan 1997a). A news account presented the event as a rehearsal for a 

rebellion (Hurriyet 1997b).

Exploitation o f Religion: The two other important frames are misuse of religion and 

foreign conspiracy with 10 percent each. The misuse of religion is the second most 

common of single frames as the others are combined frames. This frame was as effective 

as it was ambiguous due to the high cultural resonance of foreign conspiracy. The misuse
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of religion has different emphases. Some mentioned the misuse of religion or Islam, some 

mentioned the misuse of people’s religious feelings and beliefs. Some involved 

condemning some simple demands for freedom of religion and individual practices. Each 

aspect carried slightly different implications, depending on the strategic needs of its 

users. All showed a great distaste toward any public appearance or public role of religion. 

This frame was expressed in various normative terms such as exploitation of religion (din 

somurusu), misuse of religious feelings (dini duygularin istismari), misuse of mosque, 

Ramadan, headscarf, etc. For example, one columnist condemned the RP’s defending 

certain religious practices: "Headscarf? It is for vote. Ritual sacrifice of animals? For 

money. Mosque? For but a political turnout and big revenues" (Halman 1997). These 

frames see these practices as strictly private issues and any demand for their public 

function was condemned as a misuse of religion. This attitude can be easily seen in the 

media frames about the headscarf. A collective demand for the removal of ban over 

headscarf in the universities was framed as a misuse and politicization of headscarf.

Foreign Conspiracy Frame: The framing that related RP with foreign government 

makes a significant portion of anti-RP frames with 10 percent. I call this frame a “foreign 

connection frame”. Foreign connection frame is popular in the media because its direct 

function is to disqualify the opponent (i.e., RP) as a valid claims-maker. Most of the 

frames of this kind focus on Iran not only because the Iranian Ambassador made a 

provocative speech in the controversial event but also because Iran has been a major 

concern for secular elites after the Iranian Islamic Revolution in 1979. One of the fears of 

official Ideology in Turkey is thought to be a reactionary Islam (Yavuz 2000). Kemal 

Ataturk established modern Turkey on a secularist principle that limits religion only to
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private sphere (Mardin 1991). This was realized by state force in the face of resistance 

coming from traditional religious institutions and societal groups.

Transition to democracy in Turkey increased the visibility of public role of religion. 

The tension between church and state relatively decreased with democratic process but it 

remains a source of conflict in Turkey. Similarly, the joining of RP in a coalition- 

govemment caused heightened concerns on the part of secular elites and secular groups. 

The Iranian conspiracy was an effective framing strategy in condemning a local 

movement as an undue movement both in the eyes of general public and especially 

secular elites. Historically, due to the sectarian differences, Iranian Shiite regime and 

Sunni Islamic movement of Turkey are disconnected. Because RP chose to operate 

within the principle of democratic system in Turkey, RP distanced its organization and its 

ideology from radicalism that Iran bolstered. However, the Iranian conspiracy makes a 

great sense for the secular elite and secular groups. This frame easily condemns the 

Islamic movement as a foreign element rather than considering its democratic demands as 

part of democratic process. It also implies that RP is a radical movement and its 

repression is justified. This strategy is especially useful considering the RP frames were 

not far off from the conservative majority. For example, a journalist argued: “"Iran sends 

militants to Ankara instead of diplomats" (Dogan 1997b). The leader of the Democratic 

Left Party, Ecevit said, “Iran displayed the extradition of its revolution to Turkey” 

(Milliyet 1997e). On the other hand, the Algerian connection frame had different 

implications. Because of a bloody conflict that started after the prevention of Islamic 

Salvation Front from coming to power in Algeria, Algerian example implied that RP’s
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efforts will lead Turkey to a chaos and bloodshed, as happened in Algeria. The RP’s 

response to these charges was that RP will never be like Iran and Algeria.

Minority Frame: The minority frame claims that RP represents a minor portion of 

society but is over-represented in the government. Even though RP established a legal 

coalition with a secular party (DYP) and ruled as a coalition. RP’s actions and claims 

were framed as a minority that unjustly rules over majority. This frame consisted of eight 

percent of anti-RP frames that appeared in the news accounts and six percent in the 

columns. For example, one columnist argued that: “It is not possible to find that a 21 

percent minority government tries to change the fate of a nation, especially when 80 

percent of voters are against it. However, this 80 percent surrendered to the 20 percent" 

(Akbal 1997a).

There were two other less frequent frames with two percent each. One calls for civil 

society to take action against the RP government. Another journalist and former 

diplomat, Sukru Elekdag, called for secular parties to cooperate against RP and 

mentioned the passive nature of civil society, saying "we [civil society] must make the 

coup" (Elekdag 1997a). This frame distanced itself from a common expectation in the 

press that only military can oust RP. Instead, it invited civil society to participate in the 

political process and show a civil resistance to RP government. This frame also shares the 

same assumption with previous frame that RP is a minority. Other minor frame was that 

Turkey had the most freedom of religion. This was to counter RP’s claim that religious 

freedom is not sufficient in Turkey.

One frame that was not seen in the news accounts but was spelled out in the columns 

was that RP coalition must leave the government. These are more direct frames that saw
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RP as a clear danger to the political system and publicly demanded the collapse of RP 

government. For example, a columnist argued that “the scenes in Sincan probably prove 

that Refah-Yol government must quit” (Cemal 1997a). All these findings support my 

hypothesis that there is a strong anti-clerical (secularist) tendency in Turkish media.

Pro-RP’s Framing:

My review of Islamic press’s coverage of RP framing revealed that RP responded to 

most of the anti-RP frames. However, its responses did not find enough coverage in the 

mainstream media. Only sixteen RP frames were covered in the mainstream media (eight 

percent of total frames). The most prominent RP frame covered in the media was that the 

state oppressed religion in Turkey (four percent). This frame stressed the insufficient 

level of religious freedom in Turkey. Next, RP blamed the media for the tension in the 

public opinion as a result of some of RP projects, implying that these actions were usual 

and normal demands of democratic process. One of the columnists, Mehmet Barlas 

(1997a) criticized the media for provocation. He argued that the prime minister, Mr. 

Erbakan, did not follow his religious agenda during his government but the media still 

finds simple issues to cause tension. Emphasizing that military is more democratic than 

the civilian opposition to their government, Ahmet Bilgin, RP’s municipal leader in 

Diyabakir, said “if the civilians had tanks, they would crush us” (Milliyet 1997a). RP’s 

associate speaker of the parliament, Oguzhan Asilturk, said “some part of the media and 

interest groups seek help from the tank palettes and military boots” (Milliyet 1997b). A 

columnist of daily Hurriyet found the accusations that RP is radical:

“We may not like Mr. Erbakan and RP leadership’s policies and may suspect their commitment to 
democratic rules. However, we do not have any evidence for that RP leadership wants to commit
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to arms by looking at their past and present... It would be unfair that RP leadership seeks a 
method similar to the radical Islamic movement in Algeria” (Neftci 1997:7).

According to my review of the Islamic media, this counter-attribution was a common

strategy used by both media and RP. Similarly, the Islamic media blamed mainstream

media for creating an artificial conflict. As a response the charges that RP is a threat to

democracy, RP claimed that it defended democracy and it represented a major part of

Turkey. While the first claim implies that RP is part of democratic process and, therefore,

should be considered as a legitimate political actor, the second claim stresses that RP

represents a dominant perspective of Turkish people. In a sense, this view carries a

totalitarian implication that may threaten other types of opinion.

Sevket Kazan, Minister of Justice of RP, said “we will clean up the media” (1997c).

As a response to Kazan’s statements, media’s hostility became even more negative and

caused worries among democratic journalists. This was taken as a sign of RP’s

unrelenting war against the media. For example, Ziya Sonay, a former president of

Journalists’ Trade Union in Turkey, warned RP with a latent threat:

The fate o f  the governments is well known who struggled with the press. The Refah-Yol 
government must devote its energy to solve the country’s problem, instead o f  struggling with the 
press. They must fulfill their promises prior to elections instead o f  displaying an attitude contrary 
to the principle o f  secular republic in Ataturk’s Turkey” (Milliyet 1997f).

Democratic Frames:

These are the frames that do support either side by rejecting RP’s religious agenda and 

media’s anti-democratic tendency. They constitute about one-tenth of total frames (11 

percent) in the news accounts and 16 percent in the opinion columns (see Table 15).

These frames focus on provocation. For example, one of the prominent democrat
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Table 15: Democratic Framing during the Sincan Affair (February 2-14,1997)

____________ _________— News Accounts Columns
Democracy Frames # % # %

Both Sides Provoked 5 41 9 31
Civil Opposition Needed 0 - 7 24
Media Exaggerates 3 25 6 21
Military was Provoked 2 17 5 17
Returning Turkey back to the 1930s 2 17 2 7

Total 12 100 29 100

journalists that opposed the media’s support for military intervention criticized RP for 

helping the polarization even though he thinks RP should be a major actor in Turkish 

democratic system: “Why do RP members seem to expect good result from 

polarization?... Confusing their 20 percent electoral support with majority support, they 

become involved with unnecessary conflicts

with the press” (Candar 1997a). About half of the democratic frames blamed both media 

and RP for increasing tension between the religious and secular groups (four to five 

percent average).

Others claim that military is provoked by media (two percent), and that media 

exaggerated an ordinary meeting in Sincan (three percent). These three frames pointed to 

an unnecessary exaggeration and tension created after a simple event (nine percent 

combined). "Yes, there are some disturbing actions by RP but the media and opposition 

exaggerates" (Akyol 1997b). Democratic frames emphasized that those who opposed RP 

created a crisis out of simple event, aiming at returning the nation to the 1930s where the 

single party rule prevailed and people’s attitudes and habits were forced to modernize by 

state power. "In Turkey, it is a necessity to overcome this conflict through the adoption of 

republic by the Islamists and the recognition of democratic rights of Islamists by the 

Republic" (Akyol 1997a). A columnist condemned the attack on a journalist but also
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criticized the media's attack on RP upon this single incident: "However, we try to blame 

the whole RP and RP community, instead... By doing that, we invoke enmities and 

deepen the polarization" (Midilli 1997). On the one hand, the media showed a “take no 

prisoner” approach to the RP government. On the other hand, they complained about the 

government’s insensitivity to the media demands and criticisms. Even the democratic 

journalists joined this criticism (e.g. Alpay 1997a).

While the RP’s winning plurality of votes did not mean a clear victory and what I 

called democratic journalists generally maintained a democratic stance. Therefore, as to 

democracy, all the frames in the press emphasize RP’s perceived threats to democratic 

system. In society, there were some frames that RP must be incorporated into democratic 

system and even few of the columnists defended that RP should not be forced outside the 

democratic process and their incorporation to the system would strengthen Turkish 

democracy, as well. Those journalists were later on expelled from the mainstream media 

as a result of a combined efforts of the media ownership and the National Security 

Council. For a detailed explanation of this operation see the Andie affair on page 130 

below.

The Sincan Meeting 

Anti-RP Frames:

The media attitude to the Sincan affair was oppositional in character (65 percent). As 

it was overall considered by the press as a sign of clear and present danger to the secular 

regime, the press attitude toward the Sincan Affair was sensational in tone and expressed 

a clear anti-clerical bias in its coverage. More than half of the anti-RP frames about the
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Sincan affair deemed it to be a sign of regime change (35 percent of opposing frames). 

Regime change was explained in two different ways. One, the Sincan event was framed 

as a call for Sharia (constituting 24 percent of the frames about Sincan Meeting). Even 

though the Islamic press, RP and even the local municipal leader that organized the event 

did not accept this claim, the mainstream press was very persistent about the call for 

sharia. Call for sharia seemed to serve a double purpose. As it was difficult to find a 

direct evidence between the event and sharia, its ambiguous statement as a call for sharia 

helped to condemn both the event and the groups that were related with it. Two, this 

event revealed the hidden agenda pursued by RP (11 percent). Secular groups generally 

worried about RP’s sincerity for democracy. There were three other anti-RP frames that 

appeared in the news accounts. 14 percent of the anti-RP frames described the event as a 

disgrace (rezalet). Two, the Sincan event was a provocation for hatred and enmity among 

population. This claim is similar to a common claim that RP wants tension in society.

Last and least, it praised terrorist organizations with three percent of the opposing frames. 

However, among all of these frames not even one news account or opinion column 

mentioned the event’s reason for gathering, that is, the Palestinian problem.

Pro-RP Framing:

Most of the pro-RP frames came from RP itself. The most common RP frame was that 

the event was an ordinary event that has no anti-regime message. However, the secular 

media exaggerated the event and framed it as serious problem that ended up with 

marching of tanks in the city streets. Riza Ulucak, one of the associate chairmen of the 

RP, defended their municipal leader as follows:
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Yildiz is a very successful municipal leader... For me, he did not commit any crime. I believe 
that the justice will be served and he will return to his job after proven not guilty. After 
reminding that there was no reaction about the same event the previous year, Ulucak said that 
the State Security Tribune asked 12 years o f  prison due to the lack o f  Ataturk’s poster...
Yildiz, the municipal leader, is not responsible for the speech by the Iranian ambassador 
(Milliyet 1997g).

Most of the RP frames were focused on this frame with 19 percent. The Islamic media 

shared this opinion as well. My study of the liberal religious newspaper, Zaman, revealed 

that most of the frames agreed on that the mainstream press exaggerated the simple event 

while warning RP not to create excuses for such an exaggeration. Related to the previous 

one, the other common frame supporting RP’s position was that the media was trying to 

provoke the military against the RP government (11 percent). Even though this frame 

agrees with the previous one in exaggeration of the event, it differs in that the former 

does not imply any reason for exaggeration but the latter sees the provocation of the 

military as a motive. The least commonly covered RP frame was that the event did not 

mean a call for sharia. Even though this fame was the most common frame backed by RP 

and the Islamic media, it was the least covered one in the mainstream media.

Tanks Roaming the Streets of Sincan:

As a sign of showing military’s attitude toward the incident on February 4, the 

military marched the tanks in the city of Sincan where the pro-Palestine meeting held. All 

the newspapers reported the incident in their headlines. Sabah reported the event as 

’’Protest with Tanks”. In Milliyet, the event was headlined as “the military passed from 

Sincan”. I classified the frames about tanks roaming the streets as democratic and pro

military frames. There were several reasons for this preference. Firstly, the limited 

number of democratic frames as opposed to pro-military frames in the media. In the 

coverage of the tanks’ march, only six of the frames in news account opposed military 

involvement in politics (23 percent). Secondly, only democratic journalists agreed that
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Table 16: Pro-RP and Democratic Framing: Tanks Roaming The Streets

_____________________ — ----- --------- - News Accounts Columns
Pro-RP Frames # % # %

A sign of Military Intervention 4 15 11 34
RP is not afraid of military 
intervention

1 4 2 6

You cannot distance RP and 
military

1 4 2 6

There was no need for tanks - 1 4 12
Subtotal 6 23 19 59

Democratic Frames
Usual Action (NOT Intervention) 17 62 9 28
Democratic (Civil) Expression 4 15 4 13

Subtotal 21 77 13 41
Total 27 100% 32 100%

this was a military warning and a sign of military intervention in civil politics. Four of the 

democratic frames emphasized that the tanks signified a military intervention. For 

example, one of the secular journalists tried to reconcile both sides: “It is necessary to 

overcome this conflict through Islamists accepting the Republic and the Republic’s 

recognizing the democratic rights of the Islamists. Therefore, both sides, especially RP 

that is responsible in government, must avoid provoking behaviors” (Akyol 1997a). 

Another columnist blamed RP for provoking secular groups:
[RP] provokes both the military and DYP (its secular partner) by bringing into agenda the critical 

issues such as Mosque in Cankaya, Taksim, headscarf issues... However, in this context, 
especially the military must remain calm. Yesterday's tank protest in Sincan was wrong" (Asik 
1997a).

The other two frames were represented by only one account each. First, RP is not 

afraid of military intervention. For example, Erbakan is reported saying, Tanks’ 

roaming Sincan is not related to our agenda. In the Republican day, 240 tanks march” 

(Hurriyet 1997c:23). Second, that nobody can come in between RP and military, 

implying that the media is trying to cause a tension between the two. For example, 

implying a provocation by the media, RP leader (Erbakan) is

reported to say “it is useless to try to damage the love between us and the courageous 

military and our harmony with our coalition partner” (Sabah 1997e).
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Pro-military frames were dominant in the mainstream press with a total of 77 percent 

of the related frames. I identified two complementary frames in this camp. One, tanks’ 

march was an ordinary action, implying that it was not a sign of intervention (62 percent). 

A columnist supported the tanks’ march in the city of Sincan while he was surprised by 

the fact that the journalists that were physically attacked did not want a military coup 

(Coskun 1997b). For example, a democratic journalist, Rauf Tamer, explained the 

media’s preference of secularism over democracy as follows:

Our principle o f  secularism is bigger than our love for democracy... We are pleased even by the tank 
sound. The reason why we give compromises from democracy is that we can find democracy again 
but we cannot find secularism once we loose it (Tamer 1997a).

Similarly, another journalist argued that women worried more about “sharia’s sound” 

than “tanks’ sound”: [W]omen’s ears hear more of sharia sounds than tank sounds. 

Because they feel threatened directly. Because they think that an authoritarian regime like 

Iran may one day force them into black burkas, slavery, inferior class. Are those women 

wrong? No, our women are right from heaven to earth” (Cemal 1997c).15 Another 

journalist blamed RP’s secular partner DYP, for the increasing role of military:

However, if the civilians, especially some hundred members of True Way Party 

(DYP).. .follow a woman [Tansu Ciller] and trying to cover up the mistakes in question, 

those who love this country involuntarily find solution in the blocking of these 

developments by the Turkish Armed Forces” (Akbal 1997b).

The other framing claimed that the tanks in the streets reflected a democratic and 

civil expression by the military (15 percent). For example, one columnist blamed the civil 

government for military’s actions: “Tank is not a solution to civil blindness.. .If tanks 

come, it is not because of the military officers but because of those who came out of 

elections. The tanks’ protest in Sincan must be seen as a military’s democratic
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expression” (Dogru 1997a).16 A columnist cited his talk with an army general that 

admitted that the tanks passing the streets of Sincan is an intervention but not a military 

coup, saying that military intervention does not always have to be a coup:

There are degrees o f  intervention: Implying, cautioning, oral warning, written warning, ultimatum, 
coup and revolution. In military, gradualism is a principle. It does not have to be a coup. The 12 
March, for example, was an ultimatum. Before the 12 September, there was an oral warning first, 
then a written warning. Tanks’ roaming the streets o f  Sincan fits which degree? It fits in-between 
oral warning and written warning. Warning with tanks is an intervention but it is not a military 
coup (Coskun 1997a:3).

CONCLUSION

My initial plan to analyze the framing and counterframing in a dialectic perspective 

and to relate one’s success over the other was not fully realized because of the biased 

nature of Turkish press. This was because weak democratic orientation among the 

journalists and the regulated market-place of ideas17 makes it difficult to realize a 

relatively free exchange of ideas. Therefore, in Turkish political context, the success or 

failure of a certain movement frame does depend on its resonance with the common 

culture. I attribute the failure of pro-RP framing to the gap between the secular elite 

culture and a religious culture of the populace. In this context, the power structure 

determines which frames gets accepted or rejected. The ideological proximity between 

the media sector and the secular ruling elite determined whose frames are accepted and 

publicized. From another aspect, RP’s religious orientation caused significant credibility 

problems for RP’s democratic frames. RP’s indecision to define the problems of 

headscarf and religious education between democratic rights and religious rights 

prevented a sound framing that appeals to the populace and that can find acceptance 

among the secular elite. The indecision in RP’s framing strategies caused additional
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suspicion on the part of secular groups, i.e., that RP is not sincere about democracy but it 

uses a democratic framing only when they help to realize its goals.

The parallel between the news accounts and opinion columns is clear in that both 

show a strong anti-RP attitude. However, this attitude is stronger in the news accounts 

than in the opinion columns. This relatively small difference can be attributed to the fact 

that the news accounts are more subject to editorial control than columns in Turkish 

media. This media campaign against the RP government was affected by the existence of 

some democratic columnists’ resistance. Even though those columnists were minorities, 

their open resistance cost them their jobs in the newspapers later on.

When there is not a master frame that is resonant to both sides, the framing conflict 

aims at disqualifying others as a legitimate claims-maker more often than disproving the 

validity of the opponents’ claims. In this process the strategy of attacking on the character 

of opponents become very instrumental. In addition, RP's framing strategies were 

counterproductive. Supporting my thesis that RP government caused the unification of 

the secular elites as well as groups against itself, a journalist states: "No other force other 

than REFAH-YOL government would be able to save the universities out of pacifism, 

inability, carelessness and mindlessness. They would care less if the world collapses. 

However, the duo of Mr. Erbakan and Mrs. Ciller became the maker of tremendous unity 

yesterday" (Guclu 1997).
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SECTION III: The February 28th Process

Introduction:

When RP obtained the plurality of vote in July 1996, the military did not prevent it 

from taking power by adopting a wait-and-see approach. This wait-and-see period lasted 

until December 1996 (Heper and Guney 2000) marked by an intelligence report 

submitted to the National Security Council (NSC) about the increasing threat of religious 

plot to bring a sharia regime (Milliyet 1997av). The next month the NSC gave a briefing 

to the president about increasing security threats posed by some Islamic activities. Three 

weeks after the Sincan Affair where the tanks marched in the streets of Sincan (February 

4th, 1997), the National Security Council held a controversial meeting and announced a 

statement that aimed to reinstate the priorities of the regime about the issues of religion 

and politics. In turn, this statement affected the Refah-Yol government’s ability to govern 

the country. In 1982, the current Turkish constitution was drafted by the military that 

took over the government through a military coup in 1980. The public approved the 

constitution in a referendum. It gives a privileged status to the military within the 

establishment through the institution of National Security Council where the military 

members outnumber their civilian counterparts four to five led under the leadership of the 

president.

In relation to the civilian authority, the constitution prescribes a privileged status for 

military by placing it somewhat above the civilian government. According to the 

constitution (Article 117), the chief-of-staff is nominated by the government and 

appointed by the president. He is accountable to the prime minister, unlike many Western 

states where the military is responsible to the ministry of defense. The article 118 of the
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Constitution institutionalized the National Security Council that involves five military 

members and four civilian members and the president. Before it was amended in 2001, 

the article said that the National Security Council ‘informs’ the cabinet of ministries 

about the decisions of the Council and the cabinet considers them as a priority. The actual 

wording in Turkish was ‘bildirir’ meaning ‘making known’, had a sense of both dictating 

and informing. It was clear that the military officers and some of their civilian supporters 

wanted to read it as ‘dictating’. Many others understood it as a recommendation. As I will 

analyze below in detail, the media was split between these two readings. However, the 

declaration of National Security Council implied it meant a dictation as it included 

‘sanctions’ in its text. The last article in the official NSC declaration says, “it was 

assessed that actions that contradict with these principles will lead to new tensions and 

sanctions by disrupting the peace and trust in society” (Milliyet 1997h).

Due to its critical implications, Erbakan hesitated to sign the declaration for five 

days. In the meantime he tried to reject the existence of a NSC decision and of any 

controversy between the military and civil members of the NSC, saying there was a full 

agreement at the NSC meeting (Sabah 1997e; Hurriyet 1997i). However, this was denied 

by the armed forces, saying that the armed forces will agree only with those who commit 

to the principle of Ataturk (Sabah 1997f). Then, the RP leadership argued that the NSC 

couldn’t dictate to the government. Erbakan said that NSC was a counseling organ, 

refusing the NSC decisions and blaming the media for making up news (Sabah 1997g; 

1997h). As the pressure mounted, Erbakan tried to soften the declaration but this was 

rejected by the military (Sabah 1997i). Similarly, his efforts to gamer support from other 

political parties were also proven unsuccessful. Erbakan chose to sign the decisions
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probably to extend his stay in power and to diffuse the crisis over time, rejecting the 

existence of any crisis as well (Sabah 1997j).

As to the status of military in Turkish politics, a brief background would be useful. 

Since the Ottoman society the military class was a privileged one since the Empire was 

built on conquests. During the demise of the Empire, the military institution was the main 

target of the modernization efforts that opened it to the Western influence. Especially, the 

French Enlightenment project affected the late Ottoman elites, especially the military.

This positivist military elite founded the nation-state of modern Turkish Republic out of 

the ashes of the Ottoman Empire. As the founding father, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk 

promoted a revolutionary project of cultural modernization based on secular nationalism. 

Both principles of nationalism and secularism contradicted the old Islamic view of the 

Ummah (reliogio-political community). After a single party-rule till the end of the World 

War II, the ruling elite voluntarily agreed to introduce a multi-party system. However, 

this transition was not very smooth, as the ruling elite did not want to submit to the 

political leaders as the state elites saw popular demands about religion as a threat to 

secular regime. The state-elites led by the military assigned themselves the authority to 

intervene the political process and leave after they secured the necessary changes in the 

system.

In 1960, the military took over the government by a coup d’etat. It left the power to 

civilian after redesigning the rules of politics in Turkey. In 1970, the military again 

intervened in politics by giving a memorandum to the civilian government that, in turn, 

resigned and a new government of technocrats was established. Then, it left power to a 

real democratic process. Due to a political turmoil and increasing armed conflicts
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between the leftist and right wing factions of society, the military took over the 

government in 1980, made a new constitution and remained in power for three years. The 

military coup came as a result of the Leftist movements in Turkey and fears of Soviet 

influence. Therefore, state-sponsored religious education was introduced to neutralize the 

leftist and socialist influence of the Soviet Unions. However, as an unintended 

consequence, it gave rise to an increased manifestation of religious activities in society 

(Rouleau 1996). The secular elite grew unhappy about the increasing religious feelings 

and practices and its public manifestation in the late 1980s and the 1990s. The Islamic 

Welfare Party (RP) was a significant sign of the increasing Islamic movement and 

managed to secure the number one seat in the parliamentary election of 1995. RP’s 

coming to power in 1996 caused additional concerns among the secular elites and secular 

groups. During the RP coalition government with a secular party, DYP, the concerns 

about the secularism increased in media and the military send a very strong message that 

led to the resignation of the RP leader from government four months later. The period 

studied in this section is mostly about how this message is communicated by various 

political actors through various layers of political culture in Turkey.

Media and Military in the February 28 Process:

Starting with the Sincan affair where the tanks marched in the streets of Sincan, what 

is called ‘the process of February 28’ was thought to be a type of a military intervention 

even though there was not a full agreement on the nature of this intervention (Coskun 

1997a:3). The event was called a ‘postmodern coup’ (Alkan 2001; Candar 1997), a 

transparent coup (Cerrahoglu 1997), soft coup (Kamrava 1998), a modem coup (Cemal 

1997g), a warning (Milliyet 1997z) and a military ultimatum (Dogan 1997c; Civaoglu
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1997b; Sabah 1997ac)18. The reason for this confusion was its unique nature, i.e., 

realizing the goal of dispelling a legitimate government through mobilizing a public 

opinion backed up by a threat of a military coup. Many researchers agreed that there was 

a parallel between the media and military in this process (Erdogan 1999; Ozkok 2002; 

Akman 2002b; Ergin 2001). Political parties, the president, the Constitutional Court, 

academia and professional organizations provided their support for the process (Erdogan 

1999).

For the subject matter of my project, I will focus on the relation between the media 

and military. Considering the fact that the new RP government threatened the ideological 

and material interests of the secular elites, both military and the media had strong interest 

in maintaining the status quo and the establishment. While the material interests of the 

corporate media demanded that their strong interest in the state subsides and contracts are 

maintained (Finkel 2000), the ideological status of secular Kemalism provided the 

military with the role of guardianship of the Republic and an excuse to get involved in 

politics. That is because “Kemalism that constitutes the world-view of the Turkish Armed 

Forces represents a civilizational rupture: the Republic that represents the West and 

Modernity versus Ottomanism that represents the East and Islam” (Bozdemir 1985:

2653). The RP’s coming to power represented a significant shift from these economic and 

ideological priorities from big businesses toward small businesses, from radical 

secularism toward an establishment of religion. Similar to the military framing that 

blamed the democratic process, some journalists had a similar view, “since politics could 

not topple a government that caused a trouble for Turkey, we have experienced a 

‘postmodern’ process” (Gonensin 2001).
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As we will see below, the media did not questioned the validity of the military 

framing and generally chose to report the news from a military perspective. In this 

process, it was a very common practice in the media that a anonymous general expressed 

his dislike against the policies of the RP government in a threatening mode. The then 

secretary of general staff, Erol Ozkasnak, admitted that these statements were organized 

by his office after being approved by the second chief of general staff (Cevizoglu 

2001)19. Similarly, the office of NSC later on admitted that it was in control of the 

statements to the media (Milliyet 2001a). Nevertheless, the media mostly chose to follow 

the military lead. Neither the proponents nor the opponents of the military rejected this 

proximity between the media and military. Some journalists even admitted that they 

supported the February 28 process (Ergin 2001; Ozkok 2002; Akman 2002b)20. The 

military, too, admitted that the journalist were trying to please the military in this process 

(Milliyet 2001a).

However, the situation was even more controversial for the journalists who opposed 

military intervention against the civilian government. The military seemed to have 

launched a psychological operation against those democratic journalists, along with RP, 

some members of the parliament, some civil society organizations and businessmen 

(Ilicak 2000a). The andic (reminder) affair provided a live example for such an operation. 

Signed by the second chief of general staff and its secretary, a military document 

suggested the manipulation of the confessions by a recently captured terrorist leader of 

PKK, a separatist Kurdish terrorist organization in order to show democratic groups as 

supporters of the terrorist organization (Ilicak 2000a; Yeni Safak 2000a) . The chief of 

general staff publicly admitted the document was genuine but claimed that it was only a
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draft work but not applied (Milliyet 2000). The military document even suggested filing 

charges against these journalists in the state security courts. The targeted journalists said 

that those action plans were carried out (Yeni Safak 2000b) because they were fired after 

the document was released to the public. This provides a clear example of the close 

relation between the media and military in the February 28 process against the RP 

government. The journalist who was among the targeted journalists argued that the 

second chief of general staff, Cevik Bir, forced the media to fire some of these journalists 

(Birand 2001)22. Aydin Dogan, the majority owner of Turkish media outlets, also 

admitted that the military pressured them to fire some journalists who opposed to the 

February 28 process (Bayer 2001; Akman 2002d23).

Media Framing and the RP

General media attitude of the media toward RP can be summarized as an increased 

polarization between anti-RP attitudes and pro-RP ones. The neutral attitude in the news 

coverage decreased five percent since the previous period (see). As shown in Table 17, 

the anti-RP attitude was a little less than two thirds of the total news accounts (57 

percent) and the pro-RP attitude was about one-fifth of total news coverage (16 percent). 

The former was the dominant one among both the news accounts and opinion columns. A 

slight increase in the pro-RP coverage (from 13 percent to 16 percent) since the previous 

period can be attributed to a small groups of purely democratic tendency among 

journalists.
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Table 17: Media Attitude to RP: National Security Meeting (February 27 - Mar 12,1997)

NEWS COLUMNS
# % # %

Anti-RP 219 57 183 67
Neutral 102 27 67 24
Pro-RP 59 16 26 9

380 100 276 100

The opinion columns represented a different trend in this period: while the pro-RP 

attitude was similar, the neutral attitude and the anti-RP changed significantly. The 

neutral attitude increased to 24 percent from 17 percent in the previous period. On the 

other hand, the anti-RP attitude decreased to 67 percent from 75 percent in the previous 

period. This difference can be attributed to the attitude of some columnists that distancing 

themselves equally from both RP and the pro-military solutions. Since the prospect of a 

military coup became more apparent, some journalist publicly disapproved of any 

military intervention. However, this type of journalism was still minority, constituting 

less than a quarter of the opinion columns (24 four percent). On the other hand, anti-RP 

columnists showed a strong anti-RP attitude and generally appreciative of the military’s 

taking initiative. They even blamed other secular parties for failing to cooperate against 

RP. Some of the columns with an anti-RP attitude were belong to some democratic 

journalists. When their column criticized solely RP, they were coded as anti-RP. When 

they criticized both RP and pro-military interventions, they were coded neutral and when 

they defended RP against its opponents, they were coded as pro-RP.

The main characteristic of this period was a continuing trend of decline in the neutral 

news coverage (from 32 percent to 27 percent), which is under a higher editorial pressure 

compared to the opinion columns (Finkel 2000). Neutral coverage in the news accounts
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lost its ground to both pro-RP and anti-RP attitudes in this period. This constitutes a 

contrast to the trend in the opinion columns. That is, the dominant anti-RP attitude in the 

opinion columns lost some of its strength even though it represented their main character, 

declining from 75 percent in the previous period to 67 percent. The reason for this reverse 

trend in the opinion columns is that some democratic columnists that previously used to 

criticize RP governments policies in the previous periods started to adopt a more neutral 

attitude in this period. In other words, the journalists who frequently criticized RP 

government before chose to criticize both RP and its opponents equally and sometimes 

defended RP’s positive role in Turkish democracy against the proponents of a military 

intervention against the RP government. However, despite this reverse trend between the 

news coverage and opinion columns, the anti-RP attitude in the former was still higher 

than the anti-RP attitude in the latter (57 percent and 67 percent respectively).
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Framing And Counterframing During The 28 February Process

I conducted an analysis of what some intellectuals called a ‘postmodern coup’24 

(Candar 1997e; Alkan 2001; Cevizoglu 2001) for a period of two weeks, starting two 

days prior to the event (February 27) until March 12, 1997. In this period, my associate 

and I identified 193 instances of framing in the news coverage and 152 instances in the 

opinion columns. Unlike the news accounts, the instances of framing in the news 

coverage were higher than the opinion columns. This was probably because of the 

increased framing battles between the actors of the conflict. In other words, both RP and 

its secular opponents including the military made numerous explanations that took in the 

press and responses to these statements also took place in the media. The media joined 

these framing battles in the form of a biased news coverage and opinion columns. As I 

explained earlier, the neutral news coverage lost its strength compared to the previous 

periods. However, there was a reverse trend in the opinion columns as the instances of 

neutral framing increased in this period because some columns that were opposed to both 

the Refah-Yol government and a military intervention. Even though the anti-RP framing 

was parallel in the news coverage and in the opinion columns, it was not the case for pro- 

RP framing. As we will see below, the emphasis in the news coverage differed from the 

one in the opinion columns.

Military and Politics: RP Government and NSC

The coverage of the NSC meeting of February 28 in the Turkish media displayed a 

great sympathy toward the military and distaste toward the RP government. Overall this 

was apparent in both the style and content of the media coverage. The news coverage
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allowed the anti-RP camp to speak for itself and the columns mostly did not question the 

validity of the agenda that was pushed forward by the military in the NSC meeting. The 

media readily accepted the decisions forced by the military members of the NSC that 

were reluctantly signed by the prime minister. For example, a columnist argued that by 

resisting the NSC decisions, RP was trying to weaken the image of military officers 

(Tokatli 1997a), ignoring the possibility that the military officers might be using the same 

strategy. Another one did not mind the military talking about politics in a country where 

the exploitation of religion is considered normal (Gureli 1997a). Another columnist 

wanted RP to back down from the crisis because he thought it would be difficult for 

military to do so (Akyol 1997c). The NSC decisions involved various restrictions on 

religious activities that were seen as a sign of increasing threats to the secular regime in 

Turkey. These decisions suggested the banning of traditional religious gear, the closing of 

private Koran seminaries, the pursuit of antisecular speeches, protests, pro-irtija 

movements, the adoption of compulsory education along with other decisions.

The main focus of the debates in the media was whether the NSC can force (or 

dictate) the government to carry out its decisions. The pro-military camp argued that the 

constitution authorized the NSC to dictate its decisions to the government. The other 

camp thought the NSC could only recommend to the government. However, this group 

was not homogenous. Some of them showed a support for the RP government while the 

others equally distanced themselves from both RP and military’s supporters. The latter 

can be described as a democratic group that opposed any military intervention to politics 

even though they did not necessarily supported RP’s agenda. What I can call ‘pro
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dictation’ frame received more coverage (12 percent combined) in both news and opinion 

columns than the ‘recommendation’ frame (nine percent combined).

On the pro-military camp, some news coverage reported that a former chief-of-staff 

and a current member of DYP said that the decisions of NSC are dictations rather than 

‘recommendations’ (Milliyet 19971). The leader of CHP, Deniz Baykal, said “anybody 

can oppose to those decisions but the prime minister and vice prime minister cannot” 

(Milliyet 1997m). Another news account reported the opinion of the military as explained 

by an anonymous military officer: “we do not deal with the parliament working as a 

legislator but with the administration, we have problems with the execution (Sabah 

19971). The leader of another secular party (Yilmaz of ANAP) criticized RP for 

submitting to the NSC (Sabah 1997m). Similarly, several columnists argued that the 

government could not ignore the NSC decisions (Mengi 1997e; Dogru 1997b).

As for the recommendation frame, some democrats and RP members supported this 

frame. One columnist argued that NSC is not above the government and the parliament 

(Cemal 1997e). Some others criticized the word ‘sanctions’ in the NSC declaration 

because the constitution does not require any sanctions for NSC decisions (Candar 

1997b; Hurriyet 1997f; Hurriyet 1997g). Candar of Sabah even criticized the argument 

that RP must step down in order to prevent a military coup, saying that this argument 

itself latently threatens the RP government with a military intervention (Candar 1997c). 

The leader of ANAP argued that the NSC could only recommend (Milliyet 1997n). RP, 

too, did not accept that NSC was authorized to dictate on the government. One of the 

spokesmen for RP said, “the job of NSC is different, that of government is different.

Even if they call it a statement, its content is a recommendation. Demanding the things in
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the constitution does not change anything” (Sabah 1997k). Similarly, some of the big 

businessmen supported the recommendation frame. “NSC is a high institution where they 

offer reasonable, useful recommendations about the country. What is important are the 

applications” (Hurriyet 1997e). RP members also thought that the NSC could only 

recommend to the government and the government is not obligated to carry out these 

recommendations. For example, a prominent minister of RP government, Abdullah Gul, 

said that the government does not have to apply the NSC decisions because he thought 

that the constitution gives the government the authority to apply or reject it (Milliyet 

1997n). Other RP members, including its leader, shared this opinion (Milliyet 1997p; 

Milliyet 1997r; Milliyet 1997s).

Anti-RP Framing:

Anti-Regime Framing: Two of the most common anti-RP framings were apparent in 

both news coverage and opinion columns: (1) RP poses a threat to the regime in Turkey; 

(2) RP is against secularism because it seeks a sharia regime. In terms of their emphasis, 

they are closely related. While the first one implies a general problem, the second one 

specifies the direction of the threat, i.e., secularism. These two frames combined 

constituted a major part of the news accounts with 40 percent and constituted about 28 

percent of the framing in opinion columns (see Table 18). Most of the news accounts 

covered anti-RP framing through third parties. For example, the leader of secular leftist 

party, Mr. Ecevit is reported saying that in the eight-month period of RP government, it 

was seen that RP was positioned outside the regime (Milliyet 1997i). It was obvious that 

the military was uncomfortable with the RP government and its policies. One event that
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Table 18: Anti-RP Framing: NSC Meeting (February 27 - Mar 12,1997)

News Accounts Columns
Opposing Frames # % # %

RP wants sharia and is anti-secular 38 19 23 16
RP Threat to the regime 42 21 19 12
RP (or Refah-Yol) is minority 2 1 17 11
RP Must leave the government 6 3 12 8
NSC dictates 11 6 10 6
RP Dishonest 7 4 10 6
RP Exploits Religion 15 8 8 5
Refah-Yol -  Corruption 10 5 8 5
Neither Coup d’Etat nor Sharia 8 4 8 5
RP with fascistic and oppressive tendency 2 1 8 5
Occupying the State Posts 20 10 7 5
RP has a hidden agenda 7 4 7 5
NSC recommends 9 5 6 4
Civil Society against RP (or Refah-Yol) 7 4 6 4
RP Creates Tension 1 1 3 2
RP provokes military 2 1
8 Year Continuous Compulsory Education 9 5 - -

Total 193 100 152 100

caused a controversy was Erbakan’s invitation of Sufi leaders to an official Ramadan 

dinner in his office. This event was seen in the media not only as recognition of Sufi 

orders but also as a favoritism toward them. Both of these actions were not a legitimate 

actors in political culture of Turkey. A former secretary general of NSC is reported 

saying,

“Anybody can be invited to the office o f  prime minister and they can be a member o f  a Sufi order 
but if  they publicly says ‘they are inviting the Sufi leaders [to a dinner in the office o f  the Prime 
Minister], it means drawing a sword against secularism. Such steps puts those who are responsible 
for protecting national security and the character o f  the Republic into a delicate position (Milliyet 
1997o).

An MP from another secular left party, CHP, was cited saying that the mosque 

project in Taksim Square, wearing headscarf in government offices and Sufi orders 

invading state posts all constituted a danger to democracy (Milliyet 1997j). One 

columnist established a connection between the threat to secularism and to regime: 

“Everybody knows that this government will end soon because the NSC decision means 

filing charges against RP about irtija that is a threat to the regime” (Mengi 1997b).
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As for the specific anti-secularism frames, there press showed a great interest in the 

subject-matter. Many opponents of RP found themselves a favorable reception in the 

media. For example, one of the members of secular DYP, I§ilay Saygin was reported to 

blame RP for exploiting the ban on women’s headscarf for its political gain: “they try to 

create the impression that as if those who wear headscarf are Muslim and those who do 

not wear it are not Muslims” (Milliyet 1997k). All of the irtija frames that took place in 

the media implied that it posed a threat to the secularism the way it was applied in Turkey 

(see the irtija section below). One columnist of Sabah warned RP to control the 

fundamentalist groups at one time (Birand 1997a) and wanted RP to exclude its radical 

elements at other time (Birand 1997b). Related to the minority frame below with an 

emphasis on secularism, a columnist said, 95 percent of Turkey would not approve 

compromising from the regime of a secular democratic republic” (Sertoglu 1997a; see 

Asik 1997c). Questioning its sincerity, another columnist criticized RP’s claim that they 

want a secularism similar to the West, “As if they want a secular system, as if they 

defend equality between men and women, as if they adopt a secular legal system, as if 

they care about secular education and as if they support compulsory religious education. 

No, none of the above. They do not even care about secularism” (Cemal 1997d). Another 

columnist was more direct on blaming RP for the increasing threats to the secular regime, 

“encouraged by RP’s coming to power, Irtija (reactionary Islam) boomed, ... RP sees 

irtija as a relative rather than an opponent” (Mengi 1997c).

Exploitation o f Religion: Related to the anti-regime and secularist frames, the 

exploitation of religion frame was also a significant one with a 13 percent combined in
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both news accounts and opinion columns. Considered with other frames of ‘threats to 

regime’, we can easily conclude that the media focused on protecting the secular 

character of the regime among other possible elements of the regime such as democracy, 

nationalism, etc. A female member of secular DYP, Isilay Saygin, said that RP was 

exploiting the issue of headscarf for political gain (Milliyet 1997k). A columnist 

mentions what he thinks RP exploits such as religious schools, Koran seminaries, Sufi 

orders, headscarf (Mengi 1997d; see Altan 1997a). The other one claims that RP 

represents the exploitation of religion, “RP’s coming to government replaced the 

economic-based demands with the demands of exploiting religion” (Mengi 1997f).

Hidden Agenda: The hidden agenda received a significant amount of coverage in the 

media constituting nine percent of the frames in the news and opinion columns combined. 

The hidden agenda frame is a strategy to attack on the character of the opponents 

(Benford and Hunt 2001; Iberra and Kitsuse 19993), blaming the RP for hiding its real 

intentions to change the regime. In that sense, this framing strategy is also closely related 

to previous anti-RP frames because it does not think RP is sincere about democracy.

Ergin of Hurriyet argued that Erbakan was hiding his real agenda by saying that he 

agreed with the military officers and the president about their concerns about secularism 

(Ergin 1997). A columnist mentioned that the military sees Erbakan’s conciliatory actions 

as a takiyye (dissimulation or hidden agenda) (Akyol 1997c). See the takiyye section 

below.

RP Represents a Minority. The minority frame was little covered in the news 

accounts (one percent) but constituted the third most common frame in the opinion 

columns (11 percent). This framing strategy mainly aimed to depict RP in particular
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and/or Refah-Yol government in general as a minority and, therefore, it is not entitled to 

rule the country. This framing effort even ignored the fact that RP ruled the country with 

its secular partner, securing a parliamentary majority’s vote of confidence (about 40 

percent of popular votes and 53 percent of the parliamentary seats (for the details of 

election results and parliamentary distribution of deputies, see Table 2 above). For 

example, one columnist put it very straightforward; “The problem in Turkey today is that 

RP practically in a third place wants to rule the country as if it constitutes a majority by 

itself’ (Ozkok 1997a). Another columnist argued that RP and its supporters want to make 

Turkey a state of religion but Turkish people would not accept this with an overwhelming 

majority (Atakli 1997a; 1007b). The editor-in-chief of Hurriyet said in his column, “We 

need to avoid seeing as an artificial agenda the reactions after the S incan Affair and the 

surprising actions by the minister of justice... This reaction is not an artificial agenda but 

is an expression of self-defense forced upon the 80 percent against this radical core 

[within RP]” (Ozkok 1997a). Some others even described the RP leader as a dictator that 

is based on a minority support (Sirmen 1997b; Livaneli 1997a).

Occupying State Posts: One of the common anti-RP framing was that the RP uses its 

power to invade the state offices with its supporters. This was used in two senses: (1) RP 

government does not follow a common good for majority but immorally seeks a minority 

and partisan interests and (2) under the assumption that RP members do not respect 

secularism, the act of occupying state posts poses a threat to the secular regime. Most of 

the framings on the issue involved the second sense. One columnist interpreted Erbakan 

agreeing with the NSC decisions as a sign for an effort to extent its stay in power (Sirmen 

1997b). Another one argued that the NSC decision of 28 February was to control RP’s
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occupation of state posts along with its other activities (Mengi 1997d). Some argued that 

his action also took place in the municipalities under RP control (Hurriyet 1997d).

Other anti-RP framings also took place in the media but with a lesser degree. For 

example, there were the claims that RP was dishonest (10 percent combined), that RP 

must leave the government (11 percent), that Refah-Yol government is plagued with 

corruption (10 percent), that civil society is against the Refah-Yol government (eight 

percent) and others that I omitted from analysis due to space limitations (see Table 18 for 

details).

Pro-RP Framing in the Media

The parallel between the news and opinion in anti-RP framing, the pro-RP framing 

does not involve the same emphasis between the news accounts and opinion columns. In 

general, the news seemed to provide a direct coverage of what RP said while the opinion 

columns wanted to defend RP’s status and role in a democratic system. That is why we 

see many frames that expressed in the news and not in the columns, and vice versa. 

However, the two most common pro-RP framings found coverage both in the news and 

columns.28 The first one was that the NSC could only recommend to government, 

constituting 38 percent of the pro-RP news and 20 percent of the columns (see Table 19). 

The other one blamed the media for creating, exaggerating, and provoking state 

institutions for a crisis, constituting 23 percent of the pro-RP news coverage and 40 

percent of the pro-RP columns. One interesting finding was that the news accounts 

covered RP’s complaint about oppressive policies toward religion in Turkey (19 percent) 

while the columnist totally ignored such framings by RP.
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Table 19: Pro-RP Framing: NSC Meeting (February 27 - Mar 12,1997)

News Columns
Pro-RP Frames Occurrence Percentage Occurrence Percentage

Media exaggerates, provokes 6 23 6 40
MGK can only recommend 10 38 3 20
Bourgeoisie not sincere about 
Democracy

3 20

Secular Elite is suspicious about 
people

2 2

Secularism is not the Sole Problem 1 1
Secularism Like in the West 2 8
Religion is Oppressed 5 19
No Controversy in the NSC Meeting 2 8
We appointed to state offices very little 1 4
Total 26 100 15 100

Secularism: Many RP framing efforts emphasized that religious freedom was not 

sufficient in Turkey due to an oppressive official state policies toward religion. The 

leader of RP, Erbakan, asked some mercy and understanding for Muslims and demanded 

a clear definition of secularism, “secularism is not anti-religion... It is an ignorance to 

position secularism against religion” (Milliyet 1997u). At another time, Erbakan said that 

there is a system of secularist fascism in Turkey (Hurriyet 1997h; Hurriyet 1997 An RP 

municipal leader was reported saying that, “Those who say RP is against secularism are 

the ones that lost their economic interest due to RP government. Secularism is a regime 

that will collapse due to building a mosque in Taksim square, headscarf...” (Milliyet 

1997v).

Another aspect of RP’s countering the charges of antisecularism was that RP wanted 

secularism the way it was in the West. They demanded a secularism in Turkey to at least 

similar to the ones in the West. A prominent minister of the RP government said,
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“Americans understand secularism better than the conditioned ones in Turkey”, arguing 

that RP is more tolerant than the secularists in Turkey (Milliyet 1997x). One RP member 

went even further by claiming, “the application is not secularism but atheism in Turkey” 

(Sabah 1997n; see Sabah 1997o). RP did not accept the charge of threat to the regime, 

“Turkey is a democratic country. There is no problem with the regime. We left behind all 

of the problems artificially created” (Hurriyet 1997j).

RP blamed the media for creating a tension and crisis against the government. The 

RP leader blamed the media for making up news to damage the government, especially 

exaggerating the NSC meeting (Sabah 1997p; Candar 1997d; Cemal 1997). Several 

columnists argued that the secular intellectuals for not recognizing RP as a part of 

society, “we see a dirty provocation of intellectuals. Like religious bigots, there are 

secularist bigots that would sacrifice democracy for secularism” (Tamer 1997b; Candar 

1997d).

RP did not accept the charges that RP members occupying the state post, an RP 

spokesman said that they did the least occupation of state posts (Milliyet 1997t). There 

were some minor coverage of other pro-RP framings such as blaming the bourgeoisie for 

not supporting democracy (Ozsever 1997).
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CHAPTER V: TOWARD THE END OF RP

SECTION I: Media, Military and the RP Government

In this chapter, I will look at two critical events that brought about the end of the RP. 

One was the suit filed against RP (May 21, 1997) and the other was the military briefing 

to the members of judiciary (June 10, 1997). Both of these events were critical for the 

future of Refah-Yol government. While the first one was a sign of the state to disqualify 

as a legitimate political actor, the second one was thought to send an ultimatum to the 

Refah-Yol government by defining irtija and RP government as the number one threat. In 

the second section, I will analyze the suit against RP. I will analyze the briefing and the 

suit by conducting a content analysis on the texts of the briefing and suit from a framing 

perspective. Then, I will analyze the media coverage of each event independently.

The Refah-Yol government was founded on a slim parliamentary majority 

constituted by RP and secular DYP led by Mrs. Ciller that agreed with Erbakan on the 

rotation of the premiership. Under mounting pressure by military and the media, the 

Refah-Yol government started to loose some of its parliamentary support as some 

deputies from DYP began to withdraw their support from the government. To avoid 

further trouble within the parliament and to prevent a military intervention, the Refah-Yol 

government decided to make a change. That is, Mrs. Ciller would be the new prime 

minister of Refah-Yol government after Erbakan’s resignation. Erbakan submitted his 

resignation to the president Suleyman Demirel on June 18, 1997 and demanded that Mrs. 

Ciller should take over the office by declaring the support of a parliamentary majority 

from three parties (RP, DYP and BBP). Erbakan even called the event “refueling in the
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air” (Milliyet 1997as), suggesting the Refah-Yol government would continue the same 

way under the leadership of Mrs. Ciller. However, it seems that during this period the 

coalition partners underestimated the executive opposition to the coalition, or more 

accurately to RP’s presence in the coalition (see Zaman 1997c). When explaining why he 

resigned from the premiership, Erbakan said “[His] resignation was not as a result of the 

tension but aimed to exchange the premiership with the DYP” (Zaman 1997d). However, 

the president did not share this claim by saying that “I have difficulty to understand how 

the government that resigned as a result of the tension in the country will solve the 

controversies by maintaining the same government under a different formula” (Zaman 

1997d).

Since the beginning, the coalition partners did not think that the there was any reason 

for a discomfort among the state elites, claiming that the crisis is made up by the media 

and special interest groups (Milliyet 1997as). However, they were aware of the mounting 

pressure signaled by the military briefing and suit against RP, they thought they could 

avoid a crisis if the leader of secular DYP (i.e., Ciller) took over the government. 

However, the president had a different agenda especially after the military defined irtija 

(reactionary Islam) as the number one threat and saw RP as the center of irtija29 In other 

words, Erbakan’s resignation followed a military briefing that was seen as an ultimatum 

to the Refah-Yol government, accusing it supporting and encouraging irtija (June 10,

1997). The media covered this event with a strong pro-military attitude as the daily 

Sabah headlined the event “Turkey is proud of you” (Sabah 1997r). Below I will analyze 

the military framing and its coverage in the media in detail. Many argued that the days of 

the government were numbered because the military seemed determined to take over.
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After Erbakan’s resignation under the mounting pressure, the president chose Mesut 

Yilmaz, leader of center right ANAP, that was the third party in the parliament to head a 

coalition government instead of Erbakan’s partner, Mrs. Ciller, signaling the end of the 

Refah-Yol government. The daily Milliyet (1997au) reported that the military is against 

Ciller’s premiership. Many saw this a type of a military intervention: a ‘postmodern 

coup’ (Alkan 2001; Candar 1997e), a transparent coup (Cerrahoglu 1997), a modern coup 

(Cemal 1997g), a warning (Milliyet 1997z) and a military ultimatum (Dogan 1997c; 

Civaoglu 1997b; Sabah 1997ac). The media agreed on the seriousness of the event. 

Politically, this event resembled a military coup because the government resigned due to 

an unconventional political process (i.e., under the threat of a military coup), rather than 

loosing its parliamentary support. This crisis led to the breakup of secular DYP as to 

whether to support a new government or not, causing a split in the party and resignations, 

signaling the end of Refah-Yol government.

I argued throughout my work that the indirect military intervention in Turkish 

politics that resulted in the resignation of the prime minister Erbakan on June 18, 1997 

was mainly a result of the cooperation between the media and military. Other state 

institutions and civil society organizations also joined this campaign when needed. The 

addresses chosen for military briefings easily show the aspects of cooperation and 

agreement between them. The military briefings were given to the president, to the 

members of the judiciary, media and academia as a sympathetic audience and possibly 

cooperators with their agenda. In addition, the military did not invite the Islamic media
-5 1

and secular democratic journalists that opposed military intervention. The president 

Demirel prevented the continuation of the Refah-Yol government by not allowing Ciller
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to head the coalition government. Ciller called any coalition formula that prevents her 

premiership as a president’s government (Zaman 1997a). Academia expressed their 

discomfort against the RP government, too (Milliyet 1997at; Zaman 1997r; Heper 

1997c). The judiciary showed its support to the briefing by participating in the event 

despite the ban to do so by the minister of justice, Sevket Kazan. As can be seen 

throughout this work, the media’s sympathetic coverage of the military was easy to detect 

and below I will provide a content analysis of the media coverage of the military briefing 

as well. The military’s preference among the media was also an important sign of the 

cooperation of between the two institutions. The military’s choice to invite what media 

also has a great implication for what the military sees as legitimate and illegitimate 

media. The latter included all of the religious media plus the secular democratic media 

that directly opposed any military intervention in politics32. The legal campaign that 

resulted in the banning of RP can provide a clear perspective on the degree of 

cooperation between the media and military against RP (for details on the legal campaign 

against RP, see the section on the suit against RP below p.l30ff). The chief office of the 

general staff even opened suits against the religious media that it thought was damaging 

the military’s image33 and even applied to the High Council of Radio and Television to 

shut down Kanal 7, an Islamic-oriented TV channel (see Sabah 1997v).

Military’s Briefing to the Members of Judiciary:

The military briefing is the structured process through which military elites articulate 

the beliefs and desires of the military. They represented the official perspective of the 

military institution. These briefings are dramatized events, and are carefully scripted and
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delivered to audiences perceived to be sympathetic to the military’s interpretation of 

events. This strategy allows the military to set the agenda of the debate, to begin the 

framing process regarding a critical event that they themselves were intending to create. 

Other actors, particularly RP, were required to counterframe the situation under the terms 

set by the briefing.

The Secretariat of the National Security Council (NSC) held a briefing for members 

of judiciary (i.e., justices and prosecutors) on June 10, 1997. As the decisions of NSC in 

February 1997 were mentioned eleven times in the NSC briefing, we can easily infer that 

the briefing was a follow-up on the NSC decisions. In this briefing, the military defined 

irtija as the number one problem in Turkey. As I will analyze its coverage in the media 

below, the briefing was mostly interpreted as the last warning to the Refah-Yol 

government34. The fact that the Prime Minister Erbakan resigned a week later clearly 

shows the importance of the message. I conducted a content analysis of this briefing text 

as it was presented to its audience. Then, I analyzed its coverage in the media. In other 

words, the first analysis was about how it was presented to the elite audience (judiciary) 

and the second analysis deciphered how it was communicated to general population 

through media.

What is irtijal As usual, the number one problem called irtija was used very casually 

and ambiguously in the briefing, ranging from radical groups to all religious activity. 

Before explaining who were thought to be irtijaic groups, the text starts with defining 

goals of irtijaic groups: “the ultimate goal for irtijaic and radical elements is to establish 

political Islam and to restructure the state administration of Turkish Republic according 

to Islamic principles” (Sabah 1997s). The term irtija was used in various senses and
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Table 20: Various Uses of Irtija in the Military Briefing of June 1997

Irtijaic Agents Occurrences Irtijaic Actions Occurrences
irtijaic camp 34 irtijaic activities 11
proponents of irtija 8 irtijaic threats 2
irtijaic elements 6 irtijaic tendency 1
irtijaic movements 1 irtijaic view 1
irtijaic organizations 1 irtija card 1

irtijaic symbol 1
Total SO Total 17

interchanged with other terms such as political Islam, fundamentalism and Islamic terror. 

In the briefing, there were 66 occurrences of irtija in its noun and adjective forms along 

with four uses of radical Islamism, two religious fundamentalisms and two political 

Islam, being used more or less interchangeably. We can easily group the uses of irtija as 

actions and actors (see Table 20). The irtijaic actions were mentioned in the form of 

irtijaic activities (11 occurrences), irtijaic threats (two occurrences), irtija card, irtijaic 

tendency and irtijaic view. The irtijaic actors involved proponents of irtija37 (eight 

occurrences), irtijaic camp (34 occurrences), irtijaic elements (six occurrences), irtijaic 

symbol, irtijaic movements and irtijaic organizations.

Despite the ambiguous use of the tern irtija, the military briefing involved various 

clues about the nature and extent of the irtijaic threat that was declared to be the number 

one security threat in the country and declared the RP government responsible for such 

developments. The linking of RP to irtija was clear in the briefing even though RP’s 

name was not publicly mentioned. Two uses of the political Islam in the briefing clearly 

pointed to the RP government as it was the sole political party based on a religious 

agenda. Moreover, the briefing stated that in the last 11 months, the irtijaic threat 

increased, disrupting peace and confidence in society. The eleven month period 

mentioned in there clearly overlapped with the time period of RP government. Moreover,
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“Irtijaic activities that gained a momentum toward civil rebellion are trying to be 

camouflaged by the rhetoric of ‘artificial agenda’ (Sabah 1997s). As previous analyses 

revealed, ‘artificial agenda promoted by the media’ was a main framing strategy used by 

the RP government to underplay the discomfort on the part of the secular groups against 

the government. Similarly, this statement was to counter RP’s artificial agenda frame to 

underplay the crisis. As we have shown above, RP expressed this view in many occasions 

(see the tables 19 and 24 for pro-RP framing in various critical events we studied in this 

project; see also Akyol 1997b; Milliyet 1997ac; Birand 1997c; Birand 1997d).

The Briefing’s Message Unveiled:

I tried to break down the messages embedded in the briefing text using framing 

perspective in social movements. This event fits well to a social movement perspective 

even though the military is a main state institution. In other words, the military devoted 

its energy to shape the public opinion in order to make a case for making irtija as the 

number one and most urgent problem. Of course, the strength of the message is related to 

the power of its sender, as well. That is, the military’s message was used under the 

impression that it was determined to show that it meant what it said. The framing theory 

looks at how a social problem is defined, what causal relation it establishes and what kind 

of solutions it suggests (Benford and Snow 2000).

Diagnostic Framing: What Snow et al (1986) called “diagnostic frame” involves two 

dimensions (Benford 1993a): (1) what the problem is, and (2) what and who caused the 

problem. As the briefing defined the nature of the ‘irtija’ problem, its definition involved 

various things and activities. For example, the increasing social support for Sufi orders,
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religious groups becoming involved in with politics, a de facto change in the management 

of religious affairs by the state, headscarf issue at schools and other state offices, 

increasing number of religious communication tools (e.g. newspapers, magazines, radio 

and TV), propaganda against the military and regime, religious financial power, 

approaching the Kurdish problem with a religious (ummah) perspective, irtijaic camps’ 

alleged contact with Kurdish terrorist organization (PKK), foreign support for irtija (from 

Iran, Libya, Saudi Arabia, Sudan), occupying state institutions, an increase in the number 

of students attending the registered Koran seminaries as well as unregistered
i n

seminaries , the graduates of religious schools choosing non-religious professions, 

exploiting religious feelings. As we can see the clear majority of these activities are not 

radical or violent activities and can be easily seen as normal religious activities by 

Western standards. The briefing does not provide any specific evidence for the 

radicalization of religious groups in Turkey.

Agents'. The briefing identified the agents of this social problem as follows: separatist 

movements, the RP government, members of the National View sympathetic to RP, some 

members of the parliament, some religious leaders (i.e., imams working as a state 

officer), some municipalities under RP control, the graduate of religious high schools, 

Islamic businessmen, 30 radical organizations tied to irtija, municipal leaders (e.g. that of 

Kayseri and Sincan), religious leaders, and local party administrators. Especially, the last 

three agents point to the members of RP that was a part of a coalition government. For 

examples, the speeches by the RP members were mention as an example of RP threat to 

the regime (Sabah 1997s). The military framed the current number of religious schools 

{Imam Hatip Liseleri or IHL) as a problem because 51 thousand graduated from these
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high schools were mentioned as surplus and they prefer to go to the professions other 

than religious goals (Sabah 1997s). While these religious high schools (IHL) were framed 

as a problem due to its inflated number, the briefing blamed what it called ‘irtijaic camp’ 

for criticizing the military for banning the religious (IHL) high schools and for depicting 

the military institution as anti-religious (Sabah 1997s).

Causality: The causes attributed to the emergence of the irtija problem were also 

expressed in various forms in the briefing. It blamed the transition to democracy for 

providing an opportunity for fundamentalism to gain a mass character, for encouraging 

disrespect for Ataturk and his regime . For example, the briefing stated, “Ataturk’s 

policies of education and culture was quitted in the multi-party period due to political 

gains. Then, the consequent void was filled well by the irtijaic camp that currently 

focused on the activities of propaganda, organization and leaking to state institutions in 

order to create an political Islamist movement that opposes secularism as antireligion” 

(Sabah 1997s). Another reason for the rise of irtija was seen as the insufficient state 

control over religious affairs and insufficient state surveillance of religious activities. 

Moreover, the RP government was accused of encouraging and helping irtijaic activities 

and the state laws are said to be insufficient to stop irtijaic activities.

Severity o f Problem'. What Benford (1993a) called ‘severity of problem’ emphasizes 

the seriousness of the problem. The severity of what the NSC briefing called ‘irtija threat’ 

was expressed in various forms. The examples of the claims to show the severity of 

problem were as follows. The democratic, secular and social rule of law system is in 

dander of falling. The country and nation are taken into darkness. Fanatical and
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chauvinist fundamentalists have spread unexpectedly. Sufi orders and organizations like 

National View have taken control of some parts of society. There is an increased number 

of activities to destroy the secular Republic. Therefore, the Turkish nation is about to 

dismantle. The democratic, secular and rule of law is in danger of falling. The political 

Islam spread throughout society with its media power, its economic and civil society 

organizations. The irtijaic threat reached very serious levels. The government allows its 

members to occupy the state posts. As can be seen easily, these claims were mostly 

abstract and general rather than being very specific.

Urgency o f Solution: Social movements not only define what the problem is but also 

what the solutions should be (Benford 1993a). In other words, the collective action 

frames consist of claims about how urgently a solution is needed to fix a problematic 

situation. The general implication of the briefing was that the regime was in danger of 

falling and, therefore, it called for action to solve this problem. As a conservative 

movement, the military called for stopping what it thought dangerous developments. 

However, the following developments seemed to be emphasized as a priority: Irtija is 

widespread, that media, economy and government is dominated by them. It is highly 

probable that radical Islam will commit terrorist activities. Most importantly, the briefing 

defined irtija to be the number one threat, even greater than the Kurdish separatist PKK 

that plagued the country politically and economically and led to 30 thousand deaths in 

terrorist and counterterrorist clashes in the last two decades. The briefing concludes that 

the problem is very clear and urgent:

To conclude, with regard to the current activities o f  the irtijaic camp, it is clear that the irtijaic 
camp aims to destroy the state o f  Turkish Republic established by Ataturk and described in the 
constitution by deviating from the idea o f  democratic, secular and ‘rule o f  law’. Also, it is 
assessed that the irtijaic threat reached very serious levels as it emerged to realize ‘political 
Islam’ in our country” (Sabah 1997s).
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The briefing also cautioned about the rising economic power of the religious businesses 

and the Iranian conspiracy to promote a sharia regime in Turkey (Sabah 1997s).

Efficacy o f Taking Action: Efficacy of taking action are the kind of frames that focus 

on the effectiveness of taking action about certain problems. These actions are thought to 

help solve the problem. In the NSC briefing such frames suggested banning various 

irtijaic activities by the state. The NSC meeting of February 28 suggested various 

actions40 against the rising threat of irtija. The frames about taking action against the 

perceived threats were defined as follows. In the Turkish Armed Forces Internal Service 

Code, the duty of the Turkish Armed Forces is defined as “protecting and defending the 

Turkish land and the Turkish Republic as defined by the constitution” (Yargitay 2003). 

The Turkish armed forces justified its military coup of 1980 by this law. To protect the 

Republic against the internal and external threats, even by force. Internal threats were 

also seen under the main duties of the Turkish Armed Forces according to the Internal 

Service Statute (Sabah 1997s).

Propriety o f Taking Action: The propriety of taking action are the frames that 

emphasizes The military’s assuming leading role to fight against a perceived threat. 

Ousting a democratically elected government was, of course, problematic in a democratic 

system. The military tried to find a legal and moral justification for such an action. It was 

argued in the briefing that the military institution assumes a duty out of the situation and 

takes on the job of reevaluating the threat to the regime according the Turkish Armed 

Forces Internal Service Code’s article 35. As a result of the military’s definition of irtija 

as the prime threat, the armed forces is to take on the duty of intelligence, in addition to 

National Intelligence Organization (MIT), in order to take a picture of this nation-wide
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event. 139 The West Study Group take on this job. Another frame asked the civil society 

to join the campaign:

The fact that the Turkish republic is a state based on democracy, secularism and social law is a moral 
contract between the state and the nation... Therefore, The main duty for every democratic and 
secular citizen, who loves the country founded by Ataturk, is to carefully survey, not to remain 
impartial, and to act against, the irtijaic threat’s this aspect that aims to destroy TC and to explain it 
to all sections o f  society” (Sabah 1997s).

GENERAL MEDIA ATTITUDE

While being predominantly an anti-RP in character, the general media attitude toward 

RP seems to have stabilized in this period, maintaining about the same attitude since the 

last period (i.e., the process of February 28), it did not change more than two percent. It 

can be summarized as an overwhelmingly anti-RP attitude in the media. As Table 21 

shows, the anti-RP attitude in both news coverage and opinion columns continued to be 

dominant (57 and 66 percent respectively). The anti-RP attitude even led to an editorial 

distortion of an otherwise a balanced news reporting. The daily Sabah titled a “RP’s 

Minister Admitted”, claiming that RP admitted its wrongdoing. The content of the news 

objectively report what the minister said and does not imply any wrong-doing, except the 

title’s implication for that.

The exact coverage was as follows: “The minister Sacit Gunbey that is responsible for 

the fund of social cooperation and solidarity that is known as Fak-Fuk Fon said that they 

paid ‘the poor’ [emphasis original] 20 trillion Turkish liras and gave the unemployed 2.5 

trillion liras since they came to power” (Sabah 1997u). Even though the minister’s words

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

157

Table 21: Media Attitude toward RP: The End of Coalition (June 12 -  18,1997)

News Columns
# % # %

Anti-RP 159 57 102 66
Neutral 80 28 40 26
Pro-RP 42 15 13 8

Total 281 100 155 100

do not imply any partisanship, the title claims that it is by depicting a welfare policy as a 

wrong-doing. At least, the report does not include any other proof than the minister’s 

speech that cannot be taken an admission of guilt. The neutral attitude was a little more 

than a quarter in both news and columns (28 and 26 percent, respectively). Like before, 

pro-RP attitude was limited in this period, constituting only 15 percent of the news 

accounts and eight percent of the opinion columns. Anti-RP Framing:

RP Government Must End: Anti-RP framing was the dominant framing strategy in the 

Turkish media. As shown in Table 22, the most common theme in both news and 

columns was that RP government must end soon (13 percent in the news and 21 percent 

in the columns). They blamed the Refah-Yol government for the tension and crisis in 

Turkey and argued that their leaving power would lead to a better environment. From 

various sectors of society, those who say that RP government must end were reported in 

both news accounts and opinion columns. For example, the leader of secular leftist DSP, 

Ecevit, called other parties to form an alternative government: “For such a government, 

all the parties outside RP must urgently come together before the regime and state is 

damaged further” (Sabah 1997y). A columnist argued that after the military briefing’s 

strong message, it is a priority that the RP government must leave power (Cemal 1997h). 

Many of the media accounts also shared this view both in the news and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

158

■  Anti-RP □  Neutral □  Pro-RP

News Accounts

I  Anti-RP □  Neutral O  Pro-RP

■
Opinion Columns

Figure 13: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, Figure 14: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, 
and Negative Depiction of RP over Time: News and Negative Depiction of RP over Time:

Accounts Opinion Columns

columns (see Sabah 1997z; Akyol 1997d). Another columnist argued that the majority of 

Turkey was against the continuation of Refah-Yol government in another form (Heper 

1997c).

Irtija Threat: The most common thread throughout my research was that irtija threat 

was real and eminent and that RP was responsible for this threat directly or indirectly.

The ‘irtija threat’ constituted the second most common framing (nine percent of the anti- 

RP news coverage and 19 percent of the columns). The media seems to have readily 

accepted a redefinition of irtija as the number one threat along with an ethnic separatist 

threat. Various journalists accused RP government of encouraging irtijaic activities. One 

argued, “after the government falls, the irtija threat will be expelled from the decision 

making mechanisms and the country will pass this critical threshold” (Livaneli 1997b). 

Another columnist argued, “In the military briefing, irtija and RP was used 

interchangeably. In other words, there emerged an equation that RP is working to destroy 

the secular and democratic Republic” (Dogan 1997c).
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Table 22: Anti-RP Framing: Toward the End of Coalition (June 12 -  18,1997)

News Columns
Anti-RP Framing Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage

Refah-Yol Must End 14 13 21 21
Irtija Threat 9 9 18 19
Military vs. RP Government 18 16 9 10
Support for Briefing 17 16 5 5
New RP Gov. Will Not Reduce 
the Tension

10 10

Against the Minister of Justice 5 5 9 10
D-8’e negative 3 3 10 11
Exploiting Religion 4 4 8 9
Blame Ciller 2 2 10 11
RP antidemocratic 7 7 4 4
RP Must Not Join New Gov. 8 8
Occupying State Posts 6 6 1 1

Total 104 100 94 100

Military Against RP: The third most common framing in the Turkish media was that 

the military was unhappy with the Refah-Yol government (16 percent of the anti-RP 

news and 10 percent of the columns). These framings emphasized various aspects of the 

last warning to the Refah-Yol government. Military wants civilian opposition to take an 

initiative against the RP government. Several columnists argued that the tension between 

the military and the RP government reached to a level of crisis (Gureli 1997b; Heper 

1997c). This view that the military holds the RP government responsible for the rise of 

irtija (Heper 1997b; Cekirge 1997a). A columnist explained the nature of the tension 

between the military and the government:

The military accuses Erbakan o f  supporting the activities that aim to base the societal and political 
system on an Islamic foundation and, therefore, o f  betraying secular and democratic Turkish 
Republic... Turkey is experiencing the worst crisis o f  its history. The military declared that it 
would perform its duty o f  protecting the Republic by force if  needed. It is obvious that the armed 
forces started a process o f  intervention (Elekdag 1997b).
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Pro-Military Framing:

The fourth most common framing effort was the ones that supported the military 

briefing to the members of judiciary (16 percent in the news and five percent in the 

columns). This support displayed itself in a direct support for the agenda in the briefing 

and praising the judiciary’s participation in the event despite the ban by the ministry of 

justice. The day after the briefing the daily newspaper Sabah chose a headline that 

showed a full-hearted support for the briefing: “Turkey is proud of you” (Sahah 1997r). 

After the briefing, a columnist thought that it confirmed his concerns about the RP 

government and reminded his earlier warnings, “we have the same response of ‘artificial 

agenda’ [emphasis original] when we expressed these concerns about this tension and 

even their efforts to occupy state posts for four months” (Cegirge 1997a). The leader of 

the secular CHP, Deniz Baykal, was reported that he was happy with the briefing by 

saying that “the military helped to unmask RP by working like a democratic mass 

organization. This result was realized by creating a public opinion pressure without 

interrupting the democratic regime” (Sabah 1997aa; see also Sabah 1997ab). Another 

columnist supported the military reaction to the RP government by arguing that the 

chiefdom of the general staff started to work as a civil society organization in a military 

uniform (Dogru 1997c).

Exploiting Religion: Exploitation of religion frame was also common in this period, 

constituting four percent of the anti-RP framing in the news and nine percent in the 

columns. The claim that RP is exploiting religion was a common theme among the 

secular politicians and journalists (see Gogus 1997). The chief columnist of the daily 

Hurriyet argued that the meaning of the messages by the Turkish Armed Forces is clear,
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“the source of the problem are politicians that asked votes from people by exploiting 

religion” (Eksi 1997b).

RP vs. Democracy: Like the previous periods, RP’s unparallel with democracy found 

a significant coverage in this period (seven percent of the anti-RP frames and four percent 

of the opinion columns). Confirming Heper’s (2002) thesis that the journalists in Turkey 

adopted a views of ‘rational democracy’, the exploitation of religion was twice as 

common in the opinion columns than the news accounts. One columnist criticized 

intellectuals that thought RP was a part of democratic system, arguing that RP was not 

sincere about democracy and seek a hidden agenda (Uluc 1997b). Another columnist was 

even more blatant in his attack on those who see RP as a democratic party, “to seek a 

democratic element in RP, you must be either blind or ignorant about what democracy 

and freedom means...” (Sirmen 1997c).

There were other frames that targeted both RP and its secular coalition partners. 

Those blaming Mrs. Ciller, a political associated with political corruption, for helping RP 

to realize its agenda constituted two percent of the anti RP news frames and 11 percent of 

the opinion columns (see Cerrahoglu 1997; Milliyet 1997y). It was even argued that RP 

government showed favoritism toward the religious businesses (Milliyet 1997aa). Several 

accounts criticized the minister of justice, Sevket Kazan, for banning the high justices 

from participating the military briefing (five percent in the news and 10 percent in the 

columns) while others criticized Erbakan’s D-8 project, a project of increasing 

cooperation between developing Muslim countries. Like the previous periods, there were 

several criticisms that RP was trying to occupy the state posts (see the Table 22 for 

details).
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Democratic Framing: What I call ‘democratic framing’ did not belong to either anti- 

or pro-RP camp as it opposed any military intervention into politics without necessarily 

supporting the RP agenda. The main concern of democratic framing was to maintain the 

democratic process and protect it from military intervention. The number of democratic 

framing was only 15 both in the news and columns combined, compared to 198 anti-RP 

framings in the same period. As the Table 23 shows, the main focus of the democratic 

framing was that the West would not support a military coup in Turkey (see Candar 

1997f; Cerrahoglu 1997; Kohen 1997; Sazak 1997b). While it was previously covered in 

the media that the West did not want a military intervention in Turkey, the day after the 

military briefing the media only covered the foreign support to RP government from the 

countries that are considered radical and dangerous by the secular elite (Milliyet 1997ab). 

The other democratic framings criticized the proponents of a military intervention as well 

as criticizing the RP government. Barlas of Sabah summarized this view: “Society does 

not want fighting and instability. Society wants neither a sharia state nor a military 

regime. Society wants a renewal of the state and a reform realized by the compromising 

politicians” (Barlas 1997b; see also Altan 1997c; Cemal 1997k). Another columnist 

criticized the distinction made in the briefing as ‘secular capital’ and ‘religious capital’ 

(Karsli 1997).

Pro-RP Framing:

Similar to previous period, the pro-RP framing in the news accounts and opinion 

columns was somewhat disconnected. That is, the focus of the pro-RP framing in the 

opinion columns was different from the one in the news coverage. The number of pro-RP
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Table 23: Democratic/Neutral Framing: Toward the End of the Coalition Government

News Accounts Opinion Columns
Democratic Framing Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage

West is Against a Coup 2 100 7 54
Must Not Sacrifice from 
Democracy

5 38

Boycotting Islamic 
Businesses is Wrong

1 8

Total 2 100 13 100

Table 24: Pro-RP Framing: Toward the End of the Coalition Government

News Accounts Opinion Columns
Pro-RP Framing Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage

Military Must Not Be Provoked 5 27 2 15
Party Must not be Banned 3 17
No to Military Coup 3 17
No Problem with Military 3 17
Media exaggerates 2 11
RP is a legal Party 2 11 2 15
D-8 Useful 4 31
RP Must Not Be Excluded 5 39

Total 18 100 13 100

frames was a lot less than the anti RP frames (31 pro-RP framing vs. 198 anti-RP 

framing). Only two frames were shared in both news and columns as the others pointed to 

a different aspect of the controversy (see Table 24). One, RP was a legal party was (11 

percent of the pro-RP news coverage and 15 percent of the columns). Two, the military 

must not be provoked. This frame was also parallel to the frame that RP must not be 

excluded and that RP must not be banned. Considered together, the majority of pro-RP 

framing seemingly focused on keeping RP as part of the institutional politics. For 

example, Alpay (1997b; 1997c) of daily Milliyet argued that legal arrangements (i.e., 

banning RP) couldn’t destroy a social movement. Another columnist said that democracy 

is sacrificed for the sake of secularism (Altan 1997d; Akyol 1997e). The RP leader,
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Erbakan, was reported saying that, with more than four million members, RP could not 

be banned from politics41 (Sabah 1997ad; see also Alpay 1997d).

The pro-RP framing strategy focused on dispelling military shadow from politics (27 

percent of the pro-RP framing in the columns). Therefore, there was a conscious effort 

calling for civilian groups not invoke military by bringing up the issues to which military 

was sensitive. For example, Arif Emre from the RP leadership argued that the opposition 

is provoking the military, “the opposition parties in the parliament did not adhere to 

democracy and provoked military for a coup... I wish they adhere to democracy at least 

as much as the US president’s spokesman” (Miliyet 1997ad; see also Sabah 1997ae). The 

leader of a minor secular party YDP, Hasan Celal Guzel, called for an end to provoking 

military by the civilians (Milliyet 1997ac). The secular partner of the coalition 

government also had the same concerns; “nobody should try to bring the military into 

politics. Our military belongs to all of us” (Milliyet 1997ae). Similar views were also 

found coverage in the opinion columns. For example, a columnist argued “we provoked 

the military each time. Sometimes, the right wing forced the military for intervention and 

at other times the left wing. Depending on its tendency, the media gave support for such a 

campaign and sometimes even led the campaign” (Birand 1997c; see also Birand 1997d). 

Similarly, some of the pro-RP framing accused the media of creating tension between the 

government and military, constituting 11 percent of the news coverage. The RP leader, 

Erbakan, blamed the opposition for creating unrest by cooperating the media, as well 

(Milliyet 1997af; Sabah 1997ae).

The other pro-RP framing involved disapproving a military coup (see Milliyet 

1997ag; Milliyet 1997ah), that RP must not be banned (Milliyet 1997af). Moreover, there
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was a support for Erbakan’s D-8 project that aimed an increased cooperation among the 

eight developing Muslim countries. Several columnists found the project very beneficial 

for Turkey’s foreign relations (Birand 1997e).

SECTION II. Filing the Suit against the RP:

Similar to the Attorney General in the United State, the Chief Republican Prosecutor, 

Vural Savas, opened a suit against RP on May 21, 1997. The Turkish constitution gives 

the president more authority in state affairs “than those normally provided in 

parliamentary regimes” (Heper and Guney 2000) as the president appoints the 

Republican Prosecutor from among the candidates nominated by the judiciary council 

and functions as the watchdog of the regime. The suit against RP was a result of the 

state’s efforts to protect the regime from the attempts to change it through democratic 

means. The secular elites did not see RP as a part of the mainstream politics and wanted 

to eliminate it by legal action. Of course, the journalists were also a significant part of 

this secular elite. Consistent with other periods, the media was again at the center of the 

debate as the prosecutor chose to publicize the case in a press conference. It was the only 

case that targeted a party in government. The Chief Republican Prosecutor Savas 

described the basis for the suit as follows:

RP has become the center for the activities that target the secular republic principles whose change 
cannot even be suggested according to our constitution. It is obvious that it increasingly drives our 
country into a civil war... Trust the legal system, the Turkish Republic founded by Ataturk will 
ever live as long as we have our president, judiciary, soldiers, police and, most o f  all, citizens that 
appreciate the importance o f  secularism. I ask God to help those who serve such a cause as this 
(Milliyet 1997ai).

Some journalists saw the event as a legal coup against the RP government (Barlas 

1997c). Other journalists viewed the suit as an operation to remove RP from power,
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rather than to avoid a military coup, as it survived a vote of confidence in the parliament 

(Birand 1997f). Similarly, several journalists saw the suit as politically motivated rather 

than being purely a legal one (Livaneli 1997c). Initially, the RP did not seem to be 

worried about the suit and they framed the suit as a baseless and politically motivated 

attack. Further, RP initially expressed its confidence in the justice system. The RP also 

tried to in an attempt to avoid punishment by trying to change the laws used as the basis 

of the prosecutors’ allegations. RP sought support from other political parties in the 

parliament to change the laws that were used against it in the suit. However, the 

opposition parties refused to change the laws that were used as a basis to outlaw RP 

(Milliyet 1997aj).

I analyzed the suit against RP in two periods because of a major change in the 

political context. The first one covers the three-day period following the filing of the suit 

against RP on May 21, 1997. In this period, the RP was still in government and its leader 

Erbakan was the prime minister. For that reason, media framing included the issues both 

about the RP government and the suit against RP. The media displayed a mixed attitude 

in this period. While overall anti-RP attitude was still evident, their attitude toward the 

suit was relatively less antagonistic toward RP. In other words, the media did not seem to 

welcome the banning of RP as much as they welcomed the removal of RP from the 

government position. The second period covers the closing of RP by the constitutional 

court. I started two days prior to the result of the suit and five days after the suit (i.e., 

January 14-20, 1998). This period marks a more relaxed attitude in the media toward the 

RP after it was already expelled from power and ceased to pose a direct threat to the 

material interests of the media sector.
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The Analysis of the Militant Democracy:

Ataturk founded the Republic of Turkey on two modem principles of secularism and 

nationalism. This was a cultural revolution of Westernization (Gulalp 1999; Duzdag 

1996) as it was a major break from the Ottoman tradition that was based on Islam and the 

notion of ummah (religio-political community). The term irtija was used by the secular 

elites to describe the threat of a counterrevolution against the principles of secularism and 

republic (Duzdag 1996). However, due to the strict interpretation of secularism (Hiro 

1995; Yavuz 2000), the term irtija has been used to describe about any public 

manifestation of religious activities (Heper and Toktas 2003; Gole 1998, 2002).

Similarly, the notion of democracy was incorporated to the official ideology with the 

transition to democracy after the World War II. However, the notion of democracy was 

seen secondary to, and dependent on, secularism. As the main feature of the official 

ideology in Turkey, the strict interpretation of secularism was also used against RP, a 

religious-based political party in Turkey. Vural Savas, the chief Republican prosecutor, 

filed a suit on May 21, 1997 to ban RP from politics on the basis that RP became a center 

for irtijaic activities. As a prosecutor, Savas (2001) gathered his arguments for banning 

RP and its successor FP (Fazilet Partisi) in a collection called Militant Democracy 

(Militan Demokrasi in Turkish). These were the official versions of the files charged in 

the Constitutional Court against RP. In fact, the sections included in analysis represents 

the actual framing during the conflict against RP, rather than its retrospective 

reconstmction at a later time. In short, the book represented the official framing efforts of 

the state elites
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I conducted both a quantitative and qualitative analysis of the book that covered the 

suit, that is, the part between the pages 35 and 384, excluding the rest of the book that 

focus on the suits against its successor FP and individual suits. The excluded first 34 

pages of the book consist of a short preface and third party writings supportive of 

Militant Democracy and are not analyzed. Therefore, the term ‘book’ mentioned here on 

will refer to the analyzed part of the book only. In addition, the remaining two sections of 

the book I excluded from my analysis consist of an appendix section about British Penal 

Code Against Terrorism and an article by Sulhi Donmezer on Freedom of Religion, 

Conscience and Opinion.

I conducted a quantitative analysis of the book by breaking down its message into 

statistical data. I used both manual and computerized methods to identify the critical 

elements in the text. For example, I manually identified the citations/quotations and 

whether they were used as examples of targeted and unapproved opinions as examples of 

militant democracy to justify the banning of RP. The computer-aided methods involved 

scanning the whole book into graphics files and converting them to text file by an optical 

character recognition software (Textbridge) and by a keyword search through Microsoft 

Word for Windows.

I have identified in the 210 citations and quotations used by the Chief Republican 

Prosecutor Savas in the book -  169 of them were used to support his thesis and 41 of 

them were used to give the examples of RP’s problematic views and actions. Most of the 

citations and quotations were taken from the scholars, national and international 

intellectuals about banning the political parties that were seen as dangerous to the regime. 

They were used to argue the dangers of RP and the necessity of banning it. Even though
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the Chief Republican Prosecutor Savas blamed the media for giving an opportunity for 

irtijaic propaganda, a significant portion of the anti-RP citations/quotations in the book 

came from the media. 48 of 169 anti-RP quotes came from the media (28 percent), 

constituting slightly less than a third of the Savas’ supportive quotations/citations. This 

can imply that media was more sympathetic Savas’s ‘militant democracy’ approach than 

seeing RP as part of the democratic system. Of course, this is to provide a sense of the 

media attitude in the conflict between the media and the sate, rather than proving the 

nature of cooperation. As will see below, the analysis of media coverage of the suit of 

banning RP will reveal a true picture of how the Turkish press treated the question of 

banning RP.

My keyword searches also revealed some interesting results. The most common 

keywords was RP (in both full and abbreviated form) with 204 occurrences; Ataturk and 

Ataturkculuk (i.e., Kemalism) with 157 occurrences; the terms secular and secularism 

occurred 151 times total. Irtija was also commonly used in both noun and adjective forms 

(113 times). Erbakan occurred 47 times and Sufi orders 34 times.

What is irtija? As the title and the purpose of the book shows, the Prosecutor Savas 

defined irtija as the number one problem42. However, the term was used ambiguously in 

the book, referring to liberal religious groups (e.g. Fethullah Gulen) and to radical ones 

(Hizbullah). The term irtija was used in various senses and interchangeably with other 

terms such as political Islam, fundamentalism, Islamic terror and RP. In the book, there 

were a total of 113 occurrences of irtija’s noun and adjective forms along with four uses 

of radical Islamism, two religious fundamentalisms and two political Islam, being used
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more or less interchangeably. Its adjective form was used in relation to irtijaic camp, 

irtijaic activities, proponents of irtija, irtijaic elements and irtijaic threats and single uses 

of irtijaic symbol, irtijaic tendency, irtija card, irtijaic view, irtijaic movements and 

irtijaic organizations.

The Message Unveiled: The messages articulated in the book can be examined by 

using framing perspective in social movements as its author, Savas, aims at defining RP 

as a social problem and offers a cure for the problem, that is, banning it. In addition to the 

framing effort that defines a political party as a problem, it also draws a boundary of 

political opportunity structure for a social movement. As a prosecutor, Savas had 

provided a legal base for solving the problem. In that sense, he explained the bases for 

RP’s repression. The framing theory looks at how a social problem is defined, what 

causal relation it establishes and what kind of solutions it suggests (Benford and Snow 

2000).

The nature and scope o f the problem: What Snow et al called “diagnostic framing” 

involves two dimensions (Benford 1993a): (1) what the problem is, and (2) what and who 

causes the problem. In the official ideology, irtija was seen as a counterrevolution 

(Duzdag 1996; Gulalp 1999; Gulalp 1995) against Mustafa Kemal Ataturk’s wholesale 

cultural Westernization project (Hiro 1995; Yavuz 2000; Atasoy 2000; Kadioglu 1998).

In that sense, irtija represented a negative value for Turkish society and, therefore, must 

be avoided. The Chief Republican Prosecutor Savas (2001) defined irtija as ‘defending a 

project of state and society that is based on religion’ (p.95). Implying that the irtija is not 

limited to RP, he described irtija as an old problem (p.46). However, it was obvious that 

his main purpose was to prove that RP was the center for irtija by arguing that Turkey
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surrendered to irtija and exploitation of religion43 (p. 157) and that irtija is the number one 

enemy (p.322). The prosecutor’s examples of irtija consisted of various personalities and 

actions. For example, RP’s occupation of state post (p.71) and headscarf issue (pp. 159- 

60) were even defined as irtija.

Agents: As for the personalities, The Prosecutor Savas depicted the religious leaders 

(e.g. Fethullah Gulen, M. Esat Cosan, Said Nursi) and political figures (e.g. Erbakan and 

RP ministers) as the examples of irtija (2001). Radical groups such as Hizbullah and 

IBDA-C were mentioned as the main examples of religious fundamentalism. In addition, 

the Islamic businesses and media outlets were described as part of the problem. Of 

course, the main focus of the book was to show RP leadership and members as a threat to 

the regime.

Causality: The causes attributed to the emergence of the irtija problem were also 

expressed in various forms in the book. It blamed the transition to multi-party democracy 

for providing an opportunity for the emergence of religious elite (p.243). The Prosecutor 

Savas argued that democratic system allowed the dissemination of the irtijaic messages to 

the masses (p.244). He thought the legal arrangements were not sufficient to dispel the 

irtijaic threat because, for him, the distribution of political parties in the parliament did 

not allow the necessary changes (pp.209-10). In addition, Savas included the media 

(p.99), and international charitable foundations and foreign countries (e.g. the USA, 

Germany and Europe) as a facilitators of irtijaic movement.

Severity o f Problem: What Benford (1993a) called ‘severity of problem’ emphasizes 

the seriousness of the problem. The Prosecutor Savas (2001) expressed his concerns 

about the severity of irtija in various forms. For example, he said that the religious
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community led by Fethullah Gulen would secretly take over the state institutions (p.48) 

with its biggest share of business potential in Turkey (p.57). He depicted the protests 

against the ban of headscarf as aiming at disabling the laws and the state (p. 157). Foreign 

states are said to divide the Republic of Turkey by supporting irtija and separatism in 

Turkey (p. 189). The Prosecutor Savas also argued that the irtija threat had never been so 

threatening to the Turkish Republic (p.307).

Urgency o f Solution: Social movements not only define what the problem is but also 

offer a cure for it. In other words, the collective action frames consist of claims about 

how urgently a solution is needed to fix a problematic situation (Benford 1993). The 

book not only suggested solutions for general irtija problem in general but also about RP 

problem in particular. In general terms, Savas argued that the population demanded the 

establishment of a public order in Turkish Republic (p. 189) and demanded a legal system 

where the evidence could be gathered easily and the criminals were punished (p. 190). 

Talking about irtija threat and ethnic separatism in a press conference, the Prosecutor 

Savas said, “their purpose is to destroy the gains of our Republic, Dear fellow citizens, it 

is time to protect our Republic. If you do not act today, believe me it will be too late” 

(p.210). As to the threat RP posed to the regime, Savas (2001) said, “RP violated the 

Constitution more than any other political party banned by the Constitutional Court of 

democratic nations” (p.307), implying that RP’s ban was already overdue in the standards 

of democratic countries.

Efficacy and Propriety o f Taking Action: In terms of banning RP, the Prosecutor 

Savas did not have a clear argument how banning RP would reduce the irtija threat and 

whether or not similar parties would stop emerging. Naturally, as a prosecutor, his main
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focus was on the propriety of banning RP. The whole book, in a sense, was devoted to 

provide moral and legal justification for this action. Assigning a historical role for 

himself (p.206), the Prosecutor Savas showed the cases of banning radical parties in the 

West as examples of protecting democratic regimes (p.269). He thought that, like other 

democratic countries that faced terrorism, the current legal system must be made stricter 

to prevent the threats (p. 207). After outlining the constitutional basis for banning RP, the 

Prosecutor Savas suggested that the Constitutional Court must cancel the laws about 

political parties that make it difficult to ban the parties (p.288). Arguing that RP wants a 

sharia state, banning it would be a natural line of action to protect the regime (p.383).

Counterframing and Reframing:

Counterframing strategies labeled by Iberra and Kitsuse (1993) and Benford and Hunt 

(2001) can also be applied to the framing strategies used by the Prosecutor Savas, as well. 

Savas used the strategy of what is called problem denial. For example, against the 

criticism that the prosecutor sees religious ideas as a crime, Savas countered the charge: 

what he sees as crime is propaganda and provocations to establish a state structure based 

on religion (Savas 2001:189). Similarly, he rejected the view of secularism and 

democracy supported by liberal intellectual, “there is no country that maintains a secular 

and democratic life the way they explained or suggested” (p.212).

Counter-attribution is a counterframing strategy that accepts the presence of the 

problem but does not accept the suggested solution to the problem (Iberra and Kitsuse 

1993; Benford and Hunt 2001). For example, against the demands that RP framing must 

be viewed as a freedom of conscience (see Belgenet 2003a for details of RP defense
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against the suit), the Chief Republican Prosecutor Savas (2001) argued that there was a 

boundary for expression of opinions as there were limits for each freedom (p. 193). He 

also mentioned that the Anglo-Saxon legal system prescribes the limitations on freedoms 

in the case of clear and present dangers (p. 193).

Attack on Character:

Attacking the character of opponents is an effective strategy used by both claims- 

makers and counterframers to disqualify the other’s agenda. This strategy represents a 

moral charge against the opponent, rather than debating the validity of their claims. In the 

case of a cultural disconnect between the framers and counterframers, the strategy of 

attacking on opponents’ character becomes an effective way of claims-making as each 

side of the debate probably advocate culturally disparate positions. As the prosecutor 

Savas and RP operate on culturally different premises (i.e., secularist and religious), the 

strategies involved various strategies of attack on character. What Benford and Hunt 

(2001) called treason (or taking enemy’s side), insincerity or hidden agenda (Benford and 

Hunt 2001; Iberra and Kitsuse 1993), naivety (Benford and Hunt 2001) and what I called 

‘dishonesty’ were widely used by the Prosecutor Savas.

Treason (Enemy’s Side): The Prosecutor Savas argued that foreign states were trying 

the meddle with Turkish affairs by supporting irtija and separatism in the country. As 

examples of foreign conspiracy, the Prosecutor Savas identified the United States of 

America (p.47, 132), Europe (p.145), Germany (p.63, 84), Iran (p.168), Arab states 

(p. 168), Saudi Arabia (p.317). For example, Savas argued that the United States was
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against Kemalism in Turkey (p. 132) and supported moderate Islam (p. 168). For example, 

he also argued that as a result of foreign support the followers of irtija and separatism 

cooperate with each other (p. 188, 236), “The followers of foreign conspiracy are hiding 

behind a discourse of democracy” (p. 195). Savas blamed Germany for conspiring against 

Turkey through her charitable foundations (p.63). However, his book included some 

inconsistent information, as well. At one time the Prosecutor Savas said that Germany 

saw the radical Islam as a threat (p.84). At another time, he said that Germany supported 

radical Islam in Turkey (p. 149). He also criticized the resolutions of the European Court 

of Human Rights against Turkey for being partial and intentional (p. 188).

Hidden Agenda (Insincerity): As we have seen before, the charge of hidden agenda 

was one of the most common charges against RP and Islamic groups. It was widely used 

by Savas, as well. He argued that Fethullah Gulen’s religious community would secretly 

take over the state institutions (p.48, 49) and they adopted a mask of tolerance until they 

reach a critical strength (58). The Prosecutor Savas commonly used the term takiyye 

(dissimulation) as implying that RP secretly seeks a religious agenda. He even saw a 

hidden agenda in the religious groups’ defense of headscarf issue: “their goal is neither 

freedom of religion nor human rights. The Prosecutor Savas describes their goal as 

destroying the bases of secular state and to conquer the state by exploiting people’s 

religious feeling under the mask of faith” (p. 159). He starkly described Erbakan as the 

master of the thousand years takiyye tradition (359-70). On the other hand, the Prosecutor 

Savas also used a tactic of “guilt by suspicion’ against RP as he said that a party never 

declared its real goals related to the Constitution (p.310)
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Naivety: Naivety is a counterframing strategy that is used to blame the opponent for 

being emotional and irrational (Benford and Hunt 2001). As to the acceptance of 

moderate religious movements, Savas (2001) said that naive Turkish people and small 

bourgeoisie believed in their brainwashing (p.58). As a result of ‘rational democracy’,

The Prosecutor Savas viewed liberal democracy and RP’s view of democracy as 

irrational, “Sevki Yilmaz is democrat, second republicans are democrat and collaborators 

of foreign countries are also democrat and show great solidarity” (p. 195). He even 

blamed RP’s secular coalition partner for being unconscious (p.284).

Dishonesty: The Prosecutor Savas also used what I call the strategy counterframing 

of dishonesty against RP. This strategy focuses on the immoral nature of the opponents 

that aim to deceive the targeted people. The difference between the strategies of 

insincerity and dishonesty is that the latter does not necessarily hide its real agenda.

While the former implies that the naivety of the opponents, the latter implies the naivety 

and irrationality of the targeted population, that is, the whole society. For example, the 

framing RP as exploiting religion implies the immorality of the RP members and the 

naivety of its targeted population. For example, Savas (2001) argued that Gulen’s 

religious community tries to convert the youth and teenagers (p.52). At another place, he 

mentioned the immorality of RP’s asking for democracy while they declared that they 

were not democratic themselves (282).

Media and Militant Democracy: Savas was not pleased with the media’s treatment of 

RP despite the media’s relatively sympathetic coverage of Vural Savas and his struggle 

against RP. Savas (2001) blamed the media for both the publicity that religious 

movements receive and the ability of religious groups to mobilize their own media. For
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example, he warns about the Gulen community’s success in using media outlets for its 

propaganda (p.49, 57). He also blames the general media, “as if there is an unnamed 

agreement between the media and terrorists. Terrorists provide the media with new 

readers and audience (pp.61-62, 99). The Prosecutor Savas criticized the media of their 

pro-European Union attitude in their support for democratic rights of liberal religious 

groups (p.l 17). He also criticized the media for using the words of terrorist, guerilla, 

commando, rebellion casually and interchangeably (p. 150). Similarly, he complained 

about insufficient media coverage of his efforts, “our press, writers and television stations 

did not give a due attention because they no longer like people that care about our 

Republic” (p. 195). As we found out before, the Prosecutor Savas himself used 

sympathetic media texts as evidence for his case. About one third of the 

citations/quotations in his book comes from the media that involved both mainstream 

media and special interest media.

As we will analyze the other types of particular framing about RP in the section 

below, the media framing that supported the suit against the RP was prominent in this 

period (nine percent of the news and 11 percent of the columns). A columnist appreciated 

that his wish came true (Altayli 1997a). Another columnist said RP deserved to be 

banned by listing what he described as RP’s mistakes, exploiting religion, discriminating 

people on the basis of religion, cursing Ataturk and Turkish military, disrupting the state 

mechanism (Colasan 1997b). This kind of direct support was visible among the 

columnists. However, the majority of the journalist did not directly support the banning 

of RP while they supported the removal of RP from power.
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Table 25: General Media Attitude: the Suit Filed (May 22-24,1997)

News Co umns
# % # %

Anti 32 38 22 38
Neutral 49 58 27 46
Pro 3 4 9 16

Total 84 100 58

oo

The Suit Opened: I analyzed the media attitude toward RP during a three-day period 

following the opening of the suit against RP on May 22, 1997. It was a prolific three-day 

period with an intense framing about the RP agenda, the suit against RP and the debates 

around Refah-Yol government. The overall attitude of the media in the first phase of the 

suit showed a distinctive anti-RP tone. As we will see below, most of the media texts 

were against the RP government though not many suggested the banning of RP. The 

filing of the suit against RP fell between the two stages of RP government that is, the start 

of an indirect intervention (the February 28th Process), and the collapse of the RP 

government.

This time period is unique in its tone with a huge gap between the pro- and anti-RP 

attitude in the news where the neutral coverage was dominant (58 percent) but the ratio of 

media coverage between the anti- and pro-RP attitude reached 9.5 times (38 percent vs. 

four percent). Similarly, as shown in the Table 25, the opinion columns also displayed a 

unique character with a major neutral attitude toward RP represented the major tone in 

the opinion columns (46 percent). However, there were substantial number of pro-RP 

columns (16 percent) and a relatively modest number of incidents showed an anti-RP 

tone (38 percent, the loWest anti-RP attitude among the periods I examined in my 

dissertation). I attribute this change to the rational democracy tendency among the
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columnists. In other words, they thought that banning RP would damage democracy even 

though they opposed to the kind of democracy RP defended. Their rational democracy 

approach did not welcome the banning of RP as much as it welcomed the end of RP 

government.

Framing and Counterframing in the Media: Filing the Suit against RP

The media framing about RP and its agenda also revealed a strong anti-RP tendency in 

the three-day period after filing the suit to ban RP. The anti-RP framing constituted about 

twice the pro-RP framing (45 vs. 24 in the news). As the Table 26 shows this anti-RP 

framing found even more room among the opinion columns, constituting a little less than 

three times the pro-RP framing (68 vs. 25). Even though the media framing is generally 

unsupportive of banning the RP, the negative approach to the RP was clearly detectable. 

In other words, even though the media saw the RP as a threat to the democratic system in 

Turkey, democratic mechanisms are seen as the appropriate way to disqualify RP.
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In this period media framing activities were intense which can be attributed to the 

critical nature of the suit for the Turkish political structure as the questions of removing 

RP from power and banning RP occupied the agenda. Media framing of the subject 

covered a great variety of issues about RP such as democracy, religion and politics. After 

describing the general nature of the media framing, the analysis below will focus on the 

framing efforts that addressed the suit against RP and the debates as to whether RP 

should be banned or incorporated into the democratic system. The controversial nature of 

the suit crystallizes a perspective of the journalists as to the relation between religion and 

politics as well as democracy.

Anti-RP Framing:

The most common anti-RP framing was that the RP was against the regime, 

constituting 33 percent of the news accounts and 15 percent of opinion columns (see 

Table 26). The journalists’ concerns about the regime are expressed concerns about 

secularism, democracy, Kemalist principles, etc. For example, RP was framed as a 

conflicting with the state (Milliyet 1997ak), is against the secular Republic (Hurriyet 

1997k), deviating from the principles of Ataturk (Milliyet 1997al), threatening the 

regime, threatening secularism. These charges are based on the amplification of various 

values in Turkish politics such as the state, secularism. Since the Ottoman period that had 

a strong state tradition (Heper 2000), the state carried a central position in society. The 

state led the modernization efforts during the Republican period. Ataturk’s reforms were 

realized by the state. Secularism was the main character of Ataturk’s reforms as he tried 

to build a secular nation-state based on the notion of secular nationalism. Therefore, the
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Table 26: Anti-RP Framing after the Suit Filed

________ — -----------— News Columns
Anti-RP Frames Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage

RP a Threat to Regime 15 33 10 15
Miscellaneous Negative 12 27 31 46
Refah-Yol Practically Ended 6 13 3 4
Refah-Yol Must End 4 9 6 9
Democratic Struggle Against RP 4 9 4 6
RP Must Be Banned 4 9 5 11
RP Inconsistent 0 0 6 9

Total 45 100 68 100

amplification of state and secularism in the media framing targeted to emphasize these 

values. There were other indirect implications that RP was a threat to the regime. For 

example several journalists implied that RP is challenging the regime even though they 

did not think banning RP was a solution by saying that it is necessary to protect the 

regime but not by banning political parties (Gureli 1997c).

As shown in Table 26, a stark opposition to the RP government can be seen in the 

media coverage of the demands for the dissolution of the RP government even though it 

survived the confidence vote in the parliament. The media frames that the RP government 

must end or that it is about to end were also dominant in the media. The first sense was 

used in direct opposition to the RP government but the second sense seemed to be less 

direct. Combined, the two framing devices were most common statements (22 percent of 

the news accounts and 13 percent of the opinion columns). Statements directly opposing 

the continuation of RP government were more common (see Dogan 1997d) than 

pronouncements amplifying that the RP government is practically over (see Milliyet 

1997am).
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Other anti-RP framings emphasized the factors about the RP government and RP 

agenda. Some called for a democratic struggle against RP (nine percent of the news and 

six percent of the columns). Even though it was not mentioned in the news accounts, 

some columnists emphasized the inconsistencies of RP framing (nine percent). A 

columnist reminded its readers of the RP’s inconsistencies about democracy, “RP 

members are describing the suit against RP as ‘anti-democratic’ but they ignored the 

questions about their silence during the banning of DEP” (Tine 1997; see also Eksi 

1997c) [i.e., an ethnic-based party banned on the basis of ethnic separatism]. There were 

miscellaneous specific framing efforts negative to the RP agenda such as the coverage of 

the negative words by other opposition parties against the RP government.

Democratic Frames:

As I have identified in the previous periods, there were other frames that I labeled as 

neutral. Even though they were related to the RP Agenda, they did not display a 

discernible preference for either side of the conflict, that is, the RP government and its 

secular opposition. These frames rejected any military intervention into politics while 

they did not approve the RP agenda. There were eleven distinct arguments total detected 

in this category. For example, some media accounts emphasized that the Constitutional 

Court will do what is necessary in its decision about banning RP (four occurrences).

These statements belonged to the head of the Constitutional Court that argued that the 

Court would do what is necessary about the suit (Sabah 1997aj). In these types opinions, 

media sources do not necessarily show a clear preference for either closing RP or 

allowing it to operate. Three columns expressed a dislike with the tension on both sides
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by expressing that they were against both a military coup and a sharia regime (3 

occurrences). For example, Livaneli (1997c; see also Altan 1997e) of Sabah argued that 

he opposed to the idea of preventing a sharia regime through a military coup. Several 

articles opposed to the idea of banning RP and suggesting to defeat RP through 

democratic methods (three occurrences). For example, it was argued that RP saw 

democracy as a tool rather than a goal but banning it should not be the method to deal 

with RP (Cemal 19971). One media source amplified the belief that the West is against a 

military coup (Candar 1997g).

Pro-RP Framing in the Media:

RP Must Not Banned: The most common pro-RP framing in the Turkish media was an 

unconditional opposition to banning RP, represented by the idea that democratic 

measures must be found to solve the problems with democracy. As shown in Table 27, it 

was the most common argument presented in both the news and opinion columns (28 

percent of both news accounts and opinion columns, as shown in Table 27). Combined 

with the conditional opposition to banning RP, we can say a significant portion of the 

media framing opposed to banning RP in this period. However, as we will see below, the 

conditional opposition to banning RP generally contained a negative tone against RP.

As I explained before, the rational democracy approach was widely shared among 

Turkey’s journalists and other secular elite groups that see democracy as mainly an elite 

enterprise and suspects about the popular demands and involvement in politics (Heper 

and Demirel 1996). This democracy perspective was the main reason for media’s general 

reluctance to outlaw the RP despite the fact that some journalists displayed a fierce
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Table 27: Pro-RP Framing after the Suit Filed

______ ____ — ----------------- News Columns
Pro-RP Frames Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage

RP Must Not Be Banned 7 28 7 28
The Accusations Irrelevant 6 25 2 8
RP Must Not Be Banned 
(Conditional)

4 17 5 20

Suit Politically Motivated 3 13 3 12
Other Positive 4 17 8 32

Total 24 100 25 100

opposition to the RP. The democratic value was amplified more clearly in the event of the 

suit against the RP. Both the news and columns contained the argument that political 

parties must not be banned. The news accounts generally covered RP’s own statements 

about the impropriety of banning political parties. For example, various RP’s members 

said that political parties must not be banned since the Constitution sees the political 

parties as the inseparable part of democratic system (Milliyet 1997an). They also 

condemned the suit as an anti-democratic operation, “those who could not twist RP’s arm 

are applying to these methods [i.e., banning it]” (Milliyet 1997an). Several members of 

the mainstream media expressed their opposition to banning political parties. After 

explaining the futility of previous actions of banning political parties, Tamer (1997c) of 

Sabah said that banning RP would be a mistake. Other columnists shared similar 

concerns by arguing that banning political parties would only worsen the problems (see 

Birand 1997f; Akyol 1997f; Asik 1997d).

Those who opposed the banning of RP conditionally also constituted a significant 

place on this camp (17 percent of the pro-RP news coverage and 20 percent of the pro-RP 

opinion columns). These conditions were that RP must obey the rules (Hurriyet 1997c), 

that RP must reconcile with the regime (Ozkok 1997c); that the regime must protect itself
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(Gureli 1997c; Dogan 1997d); that RP must protect democracy (Sabah 1997ag). For 

example, Bayram Meral, leader of a leading trade union, said, “we do not support any 

party to be banned but we want RP to change its perspective on the principles of secular, 

democratic and rule of law” (Hurriyet 19971). As the main focus of these arguments was 

an opposition to the banning, I considered this type of framing as part of the pro-RP 

framing rather than neutral (or democratic) framing.

A Politically Motivated Suit: Other pro-RP framing emphasized that the suit was 

politically motivated. Of course, a legal suit must be based on legal requirements but 

most of the pro-RP framing in the media saw the prosecutor and the suit as politically 

motivated. 13 percent of the pro-RP news coverage and 12 percent of the columns framed 

the suit and the prosecutor as politically motivated (see Table 27). An RP minister, 

Abdullah Gul, criticized the Prosecutor Savas for being politically motivated, “the 

prosecutor used the issues that were previously denied by RP, the issues that were proven 

not-guilty in the courts based on wrong information” (Milliyet 1997ap). Mr. Gul also 

criticized the civil society institutions for being ideologically motivated in their demand 

for ending RP government (Sabah 1997ah). Against these charges, the Prosecutor Savas 

had to defend his motive for such as suit by denying any political agenda, denying the 

claims that the suit was opened after the failure of parliamentary efforts to disable the 

Refah-Yol coalition within the parliament (Milliyet 1997a).

There were other miscellaneous pro-RP framings that were covered in both the news 

(17 percent) and the columns (32 percent). For example, one columnist criticized the 

legitimacy of the suit, saying that it might fit the law but would not fit the notion of
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justice (Barlas 1997d). Another columnist blamed the system for the problems, not RP, 

“The transition to a capable democracy that is based on direct election by the population 

is a solution for the problems of Turkey and democracy” (Akyol 1997g). Others blamed 

the media, as well. For example, a columnist condemned the univocal nature of the 

Turkish media (Oktay 1997). One media account cited an RP member saying that the 

court will do its due job in the trial (implying that it would not be banned), and this 

example was coded among the miscellaneous pro-RP frame.

SECTION III: The Banning o f the RP

RP was removed from power in June 1997. Six months later (January 16, 1998), the 

Constitutional Court reached a verdict by banning RP. The event became a milestone in 

the Turkish politics and marked the repression of a major social movement organization 

by redefining the rules of game for religion and politics. The banning of RP was a sign of 

a very strict interpretation of secularism by defining any public manifestation of religion 

as a threat to the secular nature of the regime (Heper and Toktas 2003). The verdict 

emerged parallel to the prosecutor’s claims whose analysis was provided in the previous 

section. Since the RP was removed from power earlier, RP no longer posed a direct threat 

to the material interests of the media in this period and the banning provided a clear 

perspective on the media commitment to democracy and the relation between religion 

and politics. I analyzed one week in the media coverage of the RP suit, starting two days 

prior to the Court resolution (i.e., January 14-20, 1998).

I compared the media coverage of the RP suit with the coverage of previous events 

and also compared the two phases of the suit within the initial filing suit against RP and
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the banning thereof. That is, I compared the media coverage of the initial filing of the suit 

against RP during the RP government (May 21, 1997) and the conclusion of the suit after 

the collapse of the RP government (January 15, 1998). The media coverage of the 

conclusion of the suit banning RP showed different tendencies in the news accounts and 

opinion columns. The general tone of the news coverage of RP suit was similar to the one 

during the electoral coverage of December 1995 elections. As the Figure 1 shows above, 

this period marked the most common neutral attitude of the periods in both the 

news accounts (66 percent) and opinion columns (46 percent). This can be explained with 

two main factors: (1) the RP was no longer in power and, therefore, not a threat, and (2) 

the media’s rational democracy approach that did not strongly support the banning of RP. 

However, the news coverage of RP in this period displayed a very limited pro-RP attitude 

(11 percent) and a low anti-RP attitude (23 percent). However, the general tone in the 

opinion columns was similar to the period where RP was getting ready for a coalition 

government in June 1996. This attitude can be characterized by a relatively higher pro-RP 

attitude (17 percent) by splitting the rest between the neutral and anti-RP attitude. While 

the neutral attitude marked one of the highest scores (41 percent), the anti- 

RP attitude was one of the loWest (42 percent) among the coverage of events (see 

Figures 1 and 2).

The major difference between the news accounts and opinion columns between the 

first and the last phases of the suit was that the news coverage had become more balanced 

(see Table 28 and Figure 1). The anti-RP attitude in the news accounts significantly 

dropped from 38 percent to 23 percent. As a result, both neutral news coverage and pro- 

RP attitude increased. The neutral attitude of the news coverage increased from 58
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Table 28: General Media Attitude: RP Banned (Jan 14-20,1998)

News Accounts Opinion Columns
# % # %

Anti 31 23 43 47
Neutral 88 66 32 35
Pro 15 11 17 18
Total 134 100 92 100
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Figure 17: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, Figure 18: Content Analysis of Positive, Neutral, 
and Negative Depiction of RP over Time: News and Negative Depiction of RP over Time:

Accounts Opinion Columns

percent to 66 percent while the pro-RP attitude increased from four percent to 11 percent. 

There was a similar trend at work in the opinion columns, as well (see Figure 2). While 

the pro-RP columns remained about the same, the even split between the neutral and 

negative coverage in the opinion columns replaced by the anti-RP columns in this period 

and vice versa. One possible explanation for this increase was the conclusion of a long- 

hauled conflict between a religious-based view of politics and secular democratic view 

forced the journalists to defend one position and they chose to defend the regime rather 

than RP. In other words, upon the conclusion of the suit as an unusual repression of the 

RP possibly led the journalist to the defend one of the two irreconcilable positions. Not
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Figure 20: Opinion Columns on RP Suit

surprisingly the columnists seemed to support the state position over that of RP. 

Supporting the previous studies (e.g. Heper and Demirel 1996), their preference of the 

state over civilian politicians confirms the journalists’ rational democracy approach.

Framing and Counterframing in the Media: RP Banned

The framing and counterframing showed a different emphasis in the news coverage 

and opinion columns. About half of the anti-RP framing that appeared in the opinion 

columns did not appear in the news accounts. This was probably because of the 

difference of orientation in political figures (e.g. politicians) covered in the news 

coverage and the columnists that have their own perspective on the event. The most 

common anti-RP theme in this period was that the Court’s decision must be respected 

(see Table 28). This theme constituted 38 percent of the news coverage and nine percent 

of the columns. They generally emphasized that it was a legal matter. Many civil society
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Table 29: Anti-RP Framing - Banning of RP

--------------— ------ News Columns
Anti-RP Framing # % # %

Must Respect the Decision 18 38 7 9
Decision is Correct 9 19 10 13
RP Exploited Religion 5 11 8 11
RP is against the Regime 4 9 8 11
RP led to this Decision 12 15
RP Inconsistent 12 16
Must Take a lesson from Decision 11 14
RP World-View Must Change 5 7
Other 11 23 9 4

Total 47 100 76 100

leaders emphasized that the decision must be respected (see Sabah 1998a; Milliyet 1998a; 

Heper 1998; Colasan 1998a).

Other anti-RP framings were more direct in their opposition to RP. The second most 

common anti-RP theme was that the decision by the Court to ban RP was correct (19 

percent of the news and 13 percent of the columns). Many columnists found the decision 

as a correct one (see Colasan 1998a; Ozkok 1998a; Mengi 1998a). Others (e.g. Sirmen 

1998; Akbal 1998) also blamed RP for the result of the suit (15 percent of the columns). 

RP was accused for exploiting religion (11 percent of the news and columns each) (see 

Altayli 1998; Colasan 1998b), for being against the secular regime (nine percent of news 

and 11 percent of the columns) (see Colasan 1998c; Heper 1998a) and for other reasons 

(23 percent of the columns) and for being inconsistent about democracy (16 percent of 

the columns) (see Sirmen 1998; Donat 1998). Some reminded the RP to take a lesson 

from this event (14 percent of the columns) (Ozkok 1998b; Mengi 1998a; Cemal 1998a), 

implying that RP caused to the problem. There were even some suggestions that RP must 

change its world-view to operate in Turkish political arena (Civaoglu 1998).
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Pro-RP Framing:

As the Table 30 shows, the most common pro-RP framing emphasized the impropriety 

of banning RP. Some defined the court decision that banned RP as antidemocratic (11 

percent of the news and 54 percent of the columns). The RP leadership framed the 

decision as an antidemocratic one (see Milliyet 1998b). Several journalists expressed the 

same view (see Alpay 1998; Akyol 1998; Livaneli 1998). The other most common pro- 

RP framing that mostly appeared in the news (25 percent) emphasized that the decision 

was not legitimate as it lacked a legal basis for such a decision. Many civil society 

leaders thought that the legal system was manipulated to ban RP (see Milliyet 1998c; 

Milliyet 1998d). Some columnists (e.g. Sazak 1998) also argued that the problems with 

political parties must be solved with democratic methods rather than policing (11 

percent).

Another pro-RP framing emphasized the futility of banning RP. It was claimed that 

it would not change anything (six percent in the news and seven percent in the columns) 

(See Hurriyet 1998a; Hurriyet 1998b). Some RP members argued that the result would 

not change their world-view (eight percent of the news) (see Hurriyet 1998c). Another 

pro-RP framing suggested that the banning might even have a reverse effect and 

strengthen RP support in the country (nine percent of the news) (see Cemal 1998b). For 

example, the RP leader, Erbakan, said, “The decision will not affect the RP that is the 

biggest community of Turkey... The RP mission will certainly grow and advance” 

(Milliyet 1998e).
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Table 30: Pro-RP Framing - Banning of RP

News Columns
Pro-RP Framing # % # %

Decision is not Legitimate 18 25 1 2
RP Must Not Be Banned 16 22
Decision is Anti-Democratic 8 11 25 54
Decision will not Change our World-View 6 8
Decision will Strengthen RP 5 7
Decision will not Change Anything 4 6 4 9
Must Not into Provocation 3 4 3 7
Must Solve Problems through Democracy 5 11
Other 12 17 8 17

Total 72 100 46 100
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CHAPTER VI: CONCLUSION

This project examines mainstream press framings of the Welfare Party (Refah 

Partisi -  RP) in Turkey during the three significant phases of its history. As a moderate 

political party (Heper 2001) with a religious agenda (Yildiz 2003), the RP won the 

plurality of votes in the 1995 parliamentary elections. At first, it was excluded from 

coalition formulas by the secular center-right parties (namely, Anavatan Partisi -  ANAP 

and Dogru Yol Partisi -  DYP). However, after the collapse of the ANAP-DYP coalition 

in July 1996, the RP managed to form a coalition with the secular DYP, marking the first 

religiously-oriented government in secular Turkey. I divided this period into three phases 

in terms of the status of the RP in Turkish political arena: (1) the RP’s electoral victory of 

1995, (2) its coming to power in July 1996, and (3) its repression by toppling its 

government (June 1997) and its banning (January 1998). These phases marked a critical 

period in the nature of Turkish politics with regard to the relations between religion and 

politics, between the civilian government and the military, and especially between the 

media and politics.

This project empirically tested several hypotheses about the ideological structuring 

of Turkish politics: (1) Appeals to a "rational democracy" master frame among state elites 

and journalists will lead to opposition to the RP-dominated coalition and to the 

RP’s political inclusion (Heper and Guney 1996; Heper and Demirel 1996). In addition, 

because of commercial settings or state-sponsorship, when the media arena is dominated, 

the media generally support the elite perspectives (Schudson 2002); (2) Compared to 

opinion columns, the news coverage in the Turkish media will be less negative in its 

portrayal of the RP across the events (Uysal 2001); (3) Editorial intervention will
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make news reporting more volatile than the opinion columns (Finkel 2001) -  swinging 

from neutral to negative across particular events in its portrayal of the RP.

To test these hypotheses I measured media and state elite framing about the RP 

across three periods of its history (i.e., before founding the government, during the 

government and toward the end of the RP government). I conducted a content analysis of 

the news accounts and opinion columns of three mainstream newspapers (namely, 

Hurriyet, Milliyet, and Sabah), along with military briefs and judicial briefs. These 

periods included nine critical events that led to the intensification of debates about the 

relations between the religion and politics in general and about the RP’s inclusion in 

particular. In each period three critical events were selected for analysis. The analysis 

was conducted on two levels. First, the general media orientation was measured by 

identifying media texts that addressed the issues related to the RP. This was done for the 

news accounts and opinion columns separately. To determine the overall tone of a news 

account or an opinion column, each text was reduced into one or two propositions about 

the RP agenda, and were coded neutral, negative or positive. Keywords were also used to 

identify its attitude toward the RP. The results are summarized as percentage for each 

event. I also examined specific framings about the RP-related issues. In this stage, I broke 

down each text into various propositions about the RP and its agenda. Then, I analyzed 

the relevance of each framing in its context by presenting their distribution during the 

coverage of the event analyzed.

With regard to the RP, the overall tone of news accounts showed substantial 

differences from that of opinion columns (see Figure 1). News accounts and opinion 

columns differed most substantially in that news accounts were more neutral and opinion
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columns were more negative in their treatment of the RP. In line with the second 

hypothesis, the high incidence of negative presentations of RP provided different insights 

for the news coverage and opinion columns in the Turkish media. In the news accounts 

the neutral coverage (48 percent) was considerable more common than negative coverage 

(37 percent) and pro-RP coverage (15 percent). Opinion columns displayed a 

substantially negative attitude toward RP in their coverage. More than one half of the 

opinion columns (55 percent) displayed a negative presentation of RP and only 13 

percent was supportive of it while one- third displayed an ideally neutral attitude (32 

percent). My analysis clearly showed that news coverage in the mainstream media in 

Turkey was more neutral.

In line with the first hypothesis, the fact that the anti-RP orientation across each 

period examined was higher than the pro-RP coverage can be explained by the 

ideological and material interests among the journalists (Heper and Demirel 1996) and 

perhaps their embrace of rational democracy master frame. Rational democracy can be 

defined as an elitist and idealist view of democracy, rather than simple majority rule 

represented by popular demands. In the Turkish case, rational democracy meant defining 

politics according to the modem ideals of nationalism and secularism. In cases where the 

ideal view of democracy conflicted with popular demands, it meant to prefer a top-down 

approach to politics and democracy. As the Turkish elites see religion contradictory with 

the ideals of nationalism and secularism, the popular religious demands are sacrificed for 

the sake of rational (or ideal) democracy. Of course, this approach is detectable in both 

news coverage and opinion columns, but columnists display a stronger commitment to
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this approach. In that respect, many columnists in the Turkish press clearly positioned 

themselves against RP.

Similar to the overall, tone, my analysis of specific framings about the RP displayed 

a predominantly anti-RP orientation. As shown in Table 31, the anti-RP framing was
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significantly higher than the pro-RP framing in both the news accounts (34 percent vs. 13 

percent) and opinion columns (42 percent vs. 11 percent). The anti-RP framing in the 

opinion columns quadrupled the pro-RP framing. However, this contrast was less than 

three times between the anti-RP framing and pro-RP framing in the news accounts.

I hypothesized that the Turkish media emerged as an oppositional force against the 

RP government. Similarly, the media attitudes toward the RP changed in relation to the 

perceived level of threat posed by the RP. The attitude of both news accounts and opinion 

columns changed during the course of nine critical events in relation the RP and its status 

in Turkey. As the Figure 1 shows, the ratio of negative coverage to neutral coverage was 

generally low, meaning that a balanced coverage outweighed the negative framing in the 

news accounts. This orientation in the news remained about the same even after RP came 

to power in July 1996. However, this changed during the escalation of the conflict that 

resulted in the removal of RP from power. As shown in the Figure 1, relative to the 

neutral coverage, the negative media coverage of RP increased during the Sincan affair 

and remained high until the RP was removed from government. The news coverage 

returns to a more balanced coverage during the filing and the conclusion of the RP suit.

A dominantly anti-RP attitude in the opinion columns showed a similar trend by 

increasing even further during the period of the ‘postmodern coup’. In other words, the 

opinion columns that were generally more negative toward the RP actually became more 

evenly distributed during the period where the RP was preparing for power, i.e., June 8 to 

15, 1996 (see Figure 2 for details). A relatively balanced treatment of RP in the opinion 

columns might imply a wait-and-see approach during this period. However, this neutral
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Table 31: Overall Distribution of Anti- and Pro-RP Framings by the News Accounts and Opinion
Columns

News (%)
f

Columns (%)
f

Subtotal (%)
f

Anti-RP Frames 34
610

42
747

76
1357

Pro-RP Framing 13
226

11
202

24
428

Subtotal
47

836

53
949

100
1785

framing of RP in opinion columns turned more negative when the RP founded a coalition 

government (July 1996) while the news coverage still remained mostly neutral.

The degree of opposition to RP in opinion columns remained higher than the news 

accounts throughout the periods. This implies that my thesis that the columnists of the 

Turkish media are more concerned with the ideological interests of the regime because 

their opposition to RP seemed to have increased as soon as RP came to power. Since the 

news accounts are subject to an editorial control more than the opinion columns (Finkel

2000), the news coverage turned against the RP government in the face of perceived 

threats posed by the RP government to the big bourgeoisie with whom the media were 

closely tied.

Another difference between the news and opinion columns was that anti-RP attitudes 

in the news accounts peaked during the National Security Council meeting (February 

28th, 1997) while the opinion columns peaked earlier, that is, during the Sincan Affair. 

The fact that both news coverage and opinion columns return to their usual approach to 

the RP during the coverage of the suit against the RP suggest that the mainstream Turkish
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media maintained a mixed attitude toward RP, changing between strong opposition to 

soft opposition.

Even though the mainstream media seems to welcome the RP’s removal from power, 

we do not witness the same enthusiasm in the media for the banning of RP. For several 

reasons expressed in the media, many journalists expressed opposition to the state action 

to ban RP as a political party. In fact, the negative toward the RP softened during both 

phases of the suit (i.e., its filing and conclusion). While the first phase took place during 

the heat of the opposition to the RP government, the second phase occurred six months 

after the RP government was removed from power. First, by amplifying the value of 

democracy, journalists typically argued that a democratic system is better off if it solves 

its problems within the rules of democratic process rather than through policing actions. 

This value was shared by both those who saw RP as part of the mainstream politics and 

those who saw it as a part of fundamentalism. As the chapter about the suit against RP 

revealed, many journalists emphasized the practical futility of banning a political party. 

This orientation is probably related to the journalists’ adherence to rational democracy 

master frame. They opposed RP’s coming to power as they saw it as a threat to their 

vision of secular and democratic regime. However, they also opposed the state’s 

repression of RP by banning it completely. A significant portion of specific framings 

defined the RP as a threat to democratic system out of their rational democracy approach. 

In other words, the journalists’ opposition to RP softened in face of state crackdown, 

confirming the rational democracy hypothesis as they opposed RP within the terms of 

rational democracy.
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Table 32: Fluctuation in the Attitudes of News Accounts and Opinion Columns toward the RP

Negative
(S)

Neutral
(S)

Positive
(S)

News Accounts 15.01 14.17 7.05
Opinion Columns 14.84 9.64 4.51

My third hypothesis expects editorial intervention will make the news coverage more 

volatile (Finkel 2000), swinging from its originally neutral position to a more negative 

approach to the RP. My findings supported this expectation, as I found the news accounts 

showed a greater change in its neutral, negative and positive approach to the RP. Even 

though the nature of our data does not allow us to make a full statistical analysis such as 

significance test, the fact that all three types of news coverage (i.e., neutral, negative and 

positive) higher standard deviation clearly imply that the news accounts were more 

volatile (see Table 32). The change of attitude was more visible in the news accounts than 

in the opinion columns, supporting my third hypothesis that the news reporting is subject 

to editorial intervention more than opinion columns.

The results of my study supported my hypothesis that the media opposed the RP-led 

government during the process of its toppling from power and even contributed to the 

campaign against the RP. Many popular journalists (Ozkok 2002; Akman 2002b; Ergin 

2001; Turgut 2003) later on admitted their support for this campaign against the RP 

government that is called the ‘postmodern coup’ (Candar 1997e; Alkan 2001; Cevizoglu 

2001). For example, the editor-in-chief of Hurriyet said “I will proudly defend our style 

of publication in the February 28 process throughout my life. However, I cannot say the 

same thing about the Andie affair” (Ozkok 2003) where the media was manipulated by 

the military to eliminate the journalists who publicly opposed the military intervention
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into politics (for details of the Andie affair, see page 130). Another journalist identified 

the media’s role in the campaign against the RP government in more stark words, “If 

there had not been the Turkish media, the process called February 28 would have never 

happened in Turkey... More importantly, if some newspapers had not been very open for 

cooperating practices [i.e., manipulation], the military could not carry out such a process 

even if they wanted” (Turgut 2003).

The level of media opposition to the RP depended on the level of perceived threat to 

the regime based on the interpretation of rational democracy44 perspective adopted by 

most of the journalists (Heper and Demirel 1996). The view of rational democracy was 

not limited to the media, the military also maintained its rational democracy approach 

(Heper and Guney 2000). The military and judiciary intervened in politics three times 

until 1980 as the coups of 1960 and 1980 physically dispelled the democratically elected 

governments from power while a military ultimatum led to the collapse of a democratic 

government in 1970. Some saw a similarity between the 1970 coup and the ‘postmodern 

coup’ of 1997 (Candar 1997e; Cevizoglu 2001). The latter was different in the use of 

media and public communication tools under the threat of a military take-over in order to 

remove a democratically established government from power. Therefore, the media’s role 

in this campaign served to magnify the messages of the secular groups while the RP’s 

messages are heavily filtered and sometimes distorted (for the examples of the pro-RP 

framing the mainstream media did not cover, see Zaman 1997f; 1997i; 1997j; 19971; 

1997m).

The analysis of the specific framings of the RP in the mainstream press revealed a 

clear picture of media orientation of the RP. In coverage of all events, anti-RP framing
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was more prevalent than pro-RP framing. Specifically, about half of the anti-RP framings 

emphasized that the RP posed a kind of threat to the secular democratic regime in 

Turkey. Negative framing of the RP took various forms: that RP is anti-secular, has a 

hidden agenda; will infiltrate state posts; is radical; exploits religion; causes conflict, 

and/or supports violence, and that RP coalition must end. Each of these framings 

emphasized a certain aspect of the perceived controversy between the RP and the regime, 

each also relates to counterframing and reframing.

Three Turkish terms (namely, irtija, takiyye and din istismari) were frequently used 

in the media to depict the RP and its followers as a threat to the secular nature of the 

regime. The most common one was the pejorative tern irtija that literally meant 

backwardism. It always carried a negative connotation and was used in the sense of 

religious fundamentalism, radicalism or religious movement. Its target varied 

considerably. In some occasions, irtija was used to imply the violent religious groups and 

sometimes less radical ones. It other cases, it was used to condemn any kind of religious 

group or activity. In parallel to the Iberra and Kitsuse’s (1993) counterframing strategy of 

‘irrationality’, secular actors that opposed public manifestations of religion, used irtija as 

a negative value to counterframe the rationality of the RP. Takiyye (or dissimulation) also 

carried a negative, implying that the RP has a hidden agenda to change the nature of the 

regime. This counterframing strategy noted by both Iberra and Kitsuse (1993) and 

Benford and Hunt (2001). Across the periods under study, the hidden agenda frame 

implied that RP sought a sharia regime and used the democratic system to reach its goal.

Both Iberra and Kitsuse (1993) and Benford and Hunt (2001) did not identify a 

counterframing strategy that implied a movement’s position was naive; and mislead the
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naive people. In my study, media and state counterframing argued that manipulative RP 

politically deceived a na'ive people. The Constitution bans exploiting religious beliefs and 

feelings, considering religion as a private matter (Erdogan 1999). However, din istismari 

implies that the movement elites are knowingly trying to mislead na'ive people. This 

frame was also frequently used against the RP in the media. In fact, the prosecutor and 

the Constitutional court based the banning of the RP mostly on this argument.

The frames that appeared in the media provide a picture of the media framing. 

However, as Gamson (1992) warned, not just the ones covered, but also the media’s 

noncoverage of RP attempts at counterframing and reframing is sociologically significant 

to understand media framing. My examination of the liberal religious newspaper Zaman 

revealed significant degree of missing frames in the mainstream press. Since I could not 

examine the whole Islamic press, one can assume that the frames that were not covered in 

the mainstream press are more than I identified here.

Along with unsympathetic media coverage of the RP I have analyzed so far, some of 

the RP-related framing did not find any coverage in the mainstream press. My brief 

examination of the liberal religious newspaper Zaman revealed various examples of 

noncoverage. For example, the RP’s responses to the charges it replaced 67,000 

ministerial offices were covered only in the daily Zaman. The RP’s minister of state 

denied the accusations that the RP government appointed 67,000 members to the state 

offices by saying that it only appointed about 20,000 personnel (Zaman 1997f). Another 

RP officer replied to such charges by arguing that it is normal that a political party place 

its representatives in administrative posts (Zaman 19971).
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Another example would be the Sincan Affair that received sensational coverage in 

the mainstream press did not allow the RP to sufficiently explain its view. It tried to make 

their case in Zaman. A state minister of the RP, Abdullah Gul, said, “we did not approve 

what happened in Sincan and we opened an investigation within the party but we could 

not get the press to listen to us” (Gulerce 1997g). Similarly, an RP officer denied any 

wrongdoing of the participants in the Sincan meeting, “Did the participants of Sincan 

event curse the flag, pointed arm to the police? No” (Zaman 1997i), implying that the 

event meant no harm.

There were other minor parties’ framings that supported the RP as a legitimate 

political actor. For example, upon the RP’s electoral victory in December 1995, the 

leader of the Grand Union Party (BBP), a minor party in the parliament, said that “the 

citizens’ message was to recognize the RP as a reality” (Zaman 1996b). Against the 

negative propaganda that implicitly suggested the military should expel the RP 

government. These minor parties expressed their concerns for such actions. A BBP 

official said that “there were some people calling for a military coup but their party will 

be against these demands” (Zaman 1997i). At another time, the BBP member said that 

some groups that failed within democracy are now trying to gain the same result that by 

using the military (Zaman 1997j). Similarly, Mustafa Kupeli, an officer from the National 

Action Party (MHP), said that it is treason the antidemocratic suggestions and 

implications to the Turkish nation (Zaman 1997k). An RP deputy was reported in the 

religious daily Zaman saying, “those who tolerated the Refah-Yol coalition now want to 

destroy it” (Zaman 1997f). None of these counterframings of these events by significant 

political actors in Turkey received coverage in the mainstream press.
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One of the controversial decisions imposed by the NSC (National Security Council) 

on the RP government was to make the compulsory education typical and continuous for 

an eight-year period, rather than making it diverse after the fifth year. This suggested the 

closing the middle parts of the religious high schools, rather than allowing the pupils to 

go to these schools after the fifth year. As the secular camp saw these religious schools as 

the source of the popular support for the Islamic movement in general and the RP in 

particular, they strongly supported the continuous education, as opposed to the optional 

eight-year. The Alumni Association for the religious (Imam-Hatip) high schools 

(ONDER) chairman said that they are not against the eight-year compulsory education 

but to make this education continuous is a conspiracy to close down the middle part of 

these religious high schools (Zaman 1997m). The framing of similar social movement 

organization such as AIMDER that were covered in the daily Zaman (1997o) was not 

covered in the mainstream media. The media coverage mostly ignored the framing by the 

supporters of these high schools, and I could only find these counterframings through the 

daily Zaman.

To better understand the media role in the repression of the RP by the state, the 

dominance of perceived threat in the media can provide a good perspective on the 

subject-matter. When a regime feels that cultural limits of dissident is challenged, 

repression is likely as a “means of reestablishing defined parameters of acceptable 

behavior” (Davenport 1995:689). The amplification of the threat posed by the RP 

constituted a major part of the media framing of the RP and its agenda throughout the 

periods. Forty seven percent of the anti-RP framing suggested that the RP’s thoughts, 

actions, and policies are a threat to the regime. All of these framings aim to condemn the
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RP government for undermining the bases of the secular democratic regime in Turkey.

For example, the framings in both the military briefing to the members of judiciary and 

the suit against RP and their coverage sympathetic to the elite framing revealed that the 

RP was perceived as a ‘serious threat’ to the nature of the regime.

The media’s contribution to the repression of RP can be analyzed at various levels:

(1) the media as a resource (Rohlinger 2002) or a part of the political opportunity 

structure (McAdam 1996b); (2) as part of the claims-making process (Gamson and 

Modigliani 1989; Gusfeld 1989; Best 1990); (3) as affecting the public discourse 

(Gamson 1992; Haller 2001; Callaghan and Schnell 2001) or representing the public 

itself (Mules 1998; Carpignano 1999; Mules 1998); (4) in terms of the proximity between 

the media and the elite groups as a result of the media’s attitude in controversial issues 

(Gitlin 1980; Ryan 1991), due to power relations (Spector and Kitsuse 1987; Paletz and 

Entman 1981), due to mutual dependence (Hess 1984), or as a mechanism where elite 

perspectives are shaded on the public (Jasperson and Watts 1998; Zaller and Chui 1996; 

Iyengar and Kinder 1987) or cultural hegemony (Exoo 1994).

Throughout this project I hypothesized that the media acted as a countermovement 

against the RP government, not because of negative media coverage of the RP but also by 

providing a platform for secular elite communications against the RP (Lang and Lang 

1980; Schudson 2002). Of course, the state elites hold the ultimate power of using force 

but, prior to repression, they focused on claims-making through media. As 

countermovements tend to focus their framing strategies on the construction of threat 

posed by a social movement (Isaac 2002), the threat frame was the focus of the media 

and elite framings.
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First, whether as a resource (Rohlinger 2002) or a part of the political opportunities 

(McAdam 1996b), media access is critical for the success of the social movements as it 

limits or supports the movement’s ability to reach the population. My findings revealed 

that the mainstream press in Turkey consistently displayed unsympathetic coverage of the 

RP, limiting its chances to affect public opinion. Second, the media’s active role in 

framing activities (Gamson and Modigliani 1989; Gusfeld 1989; Best 1990) also fits the 

RP case, as my research revealed that the RP-related framing was represented differently 

or insufficiently in the mainstream press. Third, some scholars viewed the media as (a) 

affecting the public discourse (Gamson 1992; Haller 2001; Callaghan and Schnell 2001) 

or (b) even representing the public itself (Mules 1998; Carpignano 1999). However, the 

second option (i.e., the media as the public) is not supported by our findings because, as a 

political party in government, the RP had its own public and more or less maintained its 

popular support even after it was banned by founding a successor political party (Fazilet 

Partisi -  FP). Fourth, my findings support the close proximity between the media and 

elites (Gitlin 1980; Ryan 1991; Spector and Kitsuse 1987; Paletz and Entman 1981; 

Jasperson and Watts 1998; Zaller and Chui 1996; Iyengar and Kinder 1987; Hess 1984). 

Accordingly, the elite groups and the media cooperated to oust the RP as its coalition 

government was perceived as a threat to the established political and economic system in 

Turkey.

Implications for Media Studies Field:

Various social science fields such as media studies, social problems and social 

movements address the critical importance of the media in mediating the messages
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between the creators of a meaning and its consumers. In my research, a social 

constructionist perspective was adopted to examine the effects of a conservative media 

framing on the fate of a challenging social movement (i.e., RP). In a context where both 

parties’ framing strategies are based on disparate cultural premises, the power relations 

are likely to determine whose framing will dominate the public sphere. I expected that 

my research contribute to the understanding of the role played by the media in shaping 

public debates.

Habermas (1996) defined public sphere as “a sphere in which the public as a vehicle 

of public opinion is formed” (p. 56). However, this view of public sphere is criticized for 

viewing the public sphere as a uniform one and for disregarding varieties of power 

relations and culture that shape the public sphere (Calhoun 1992; Curran 1991; Fraser 

1993). Similarly, Ku (2000) emphasized “the structural, institutional, and discursive 

levels of the public sphere” (p.216). My study implies support for the ‘multiple public 

sphere’ thesis because, as a political party in government, the RP had its own public and 

more or less maintained its popular support even after it was banned, and maintained 

popular support for its organizations operating under new names. In the elections, the 

RP’s successor, the Virtue Party (Fazilet Partisi - FP) garnered a 16 popular support 

when the winner of the election received only 21 percent of the votes cast.

Despite controversies over its extent, the effect of the media framing is well 

established in the previous literature (Joslyn and Haider-Markel 2002; Gamson and 

Meyer 1996; McAdam 1996; Entman 1993) by a function of agenda setting (Winter & 

Eyal 1981) and shaping public policy debates (Mules 1998). My research’s contribution 

lies in that the media help determine what is discussed in the public sphere even though
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the media may not have a strong direct effect on the perception of its audience (Hubbard 

et al 1975; Patterson and McClure 1976 cited in Nelson and Clawson 1997). In other 

words, the media help control the public discourse by determining what is debated in the 

public sphere. Even in a purely democratic context, what the population thinks does not 

perfectly translate into what is discussed in the public sphere. Especially in a semi

authoritarian context such as Turkey where the official ideology is protected by law, what 

is discussed in the public might well be different from what the actual public thinks (i.e., 

public opinion).

As a secondary claims-maker (Best 1990; Kuran 1995), the media play a gate-keeping 

role in this process by magnifying certain frames, ignoring, filtering and distorting others 

(see Ericson et al 1991). Paletz and Entman (1981) said that the US media “help preserve 

the legitimacy of America’s political, economic, and social system” (p.6). “It is not 

necessarily the relative merits of various arguments for and against a proposal that most 

influences its legislative fate. Rather, it is the relative success of proponents and 

opponents in framing the overall terms of the debate”(Menashe and Siegel 1998: 311).

The same can definitely be argued for the Turkish media that see themselves as the 

guardian of the secular and democratic regime as it successfully determine the terms of 

the debate as to the inclusion/exclusion of the RP into the institutional politics in Turkey.

My research partially supports a direct media effect when the audience shares the same 

cultural premises as the one endorsed by the media. While the RP ignored the media 

unsympathetic framings as an artificial agenda and a deliberate opposition (see tables 18 

and 20), the secular members of the Refah-Yol coalition (i.e., DYP’s) who initially 

supported the coalition government began to withdraw their support from the coalition
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under the influence of media framing, making the fate of the coalition uncertain.

Probably under the influence of the negative media coverage, more and more members of 

the DYP denied their support for the Refah-Yol government. In the last two months of 

the coalition government, five DYP ministers45 of the cabinet resigned from their posts. 

Moreover, including two deputies that were expelled from the party, around forty 

deputies left the DYP before and after the collapse of the coalition government. Along 

with one deputy expelled from the DYP, only four of these resignations happened before 

the collapse of the coalition and most of them followed the resignation of the Prime 

Minister Erbakan to maintain the coalition. However, after the President’s decision not to 

authorize the DYP leader, Mrs. Ciller, for prime minister, the resignations from DYP 

made the continuance of the RP coalition government impossible.

Similarly, following the media and military’s lead, secular elite groups that were 

previously of different views on the status of RP in Turkish politics came to an agreement 

in dispelling the RP from power. For example, the chairman of the Constitutional Court, 

Yekta G. Ozden publicly supported this decision by the President not to allow the RP 

coalition to continue on power (Zaman 1997c). In line with the fact that the resignations 

from the DYP came from the deputies that are affiliated with the establishment46 (Zaman 

1997e), the elite reaction to the RP coalition can be observed more clearly. Similarly, 

some civil society leaders (such as industrial capitalists and trade unions, see Milliyet 

1997av; Hurriyet 1997e; Sabah 1997ag) that previously tolerated the RP’s coming to 

power expressed their opinion for the removal of RP from power during the heightened 

debates between the RP and the secular camp led by the media.
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Implications for Social Movement Field:

The unity or division among the elite groups were defined as a sign of closure or 

openness of the political opportunity structure (Brockett 1991; Tarrow 1994; McAdam

1996). The disunity among the Turkish elites as to the inclusion and exclusion of the RP 

before their coming to power probably allowed the RP to take part in the coalition 

government. However, in the process that led to the end of the RP government the elite 

groups seemed to have united on the idea that the RP must go (for the examples of the 

opinion leaders support for the anti-RP camp, see Hurriyet 1997e; Sabah 1997ag;

Milliyet 1997av). Some secular elite groups that previously defended RP’s participation 

in government mostly became united against the RP government. For example, trade 

unions such as Turk-Is supported this idea (Sabah 1996a). Even some military generals 

reportedly thought that the RP government must be given a chance to show it was part of 

the system (Milliyet 1996p). In January 1997, the industrial bourgeoisie that supported 

giving a chance to the RP government even suggested the abolition of National Security 

Council (NSC) as a barrier before a complete democratization in a report endorsed the 

association of major industrial capitalists, TUSIAD (Tusiad 1997). However, the 

bourgeoisie later joined the secular opposition camp led by the media and military in 

condemning RP and requesting its removal from power.

The cooperation of secular groups against RP can also be related to the debate of 

countermobilization in social movements literature. A social movement’s unexpected 

success can cause a fast countermobilization that might neutralize the movement success 

(Voss 1996). As a result of a surprising coalition deal struck realized with DYP, RP’s 

surprising accession to power caused concerns among the secular groups. With a strict
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interpretation, the leader Erbakan’s association of RP with Islam was perceived as a sign 

of religious discrimination and a threat to the secular regime. For example, Erbakan said, 

“a just order will be established, peacefully or with bloodshed” (Belgenet 2003a), “God 

will not accept your prayers if you do not serve RP” (Belgenet 2003a), and “when the RP 

comes to power, the university administrators will salute the students with headscarf 

[rather than banning it]” (Belgenet 2003a). These words were repeatedly cited in the 

media and were widely perceived as a sign of RP’s religious agenda and, therefore, were 

criticized by many secular groups (see Mengi 1995a; Sabah 1997a; Mengi 1997g; Sabah 

1995d; Colasan 1997b; see also Table 14). Moreover, the Constitutional Court used these 

statements as a basis for banning the RP (Belgenet 2003a). Additionally, the two feuding 

social democratic parties began to cooperate against the RP government (Zaman 1997h). 

To sum up, social movements affect the nature of the countermovements, creating 

grievances and opportunities (Gamson 1990; Meyer and Staggenborg 1996; Zald and 

Useem 1987; Voss 1996). Similarly, RP’s quick success and provocative framing of 

cultural issues led to a decisive elite countermobilization.

The availability or lack of a creative master frame can be considered a part of the 

cultural opportunities for social movements (McAdam 1994). Accordingly, where an 

effective master frame is not accessible for a social movement (or the movement is not 

aware of it), the movement is not likely to make a successful case for its agenda. Since 

the beginning, the RP’s narrow religious agenda did not establish a strong connection 

with democracy. At the same, the RP did not see the media as sincere about democracy. 

Rather, it saw them as the puppets of interest group politics (Zaman 1997e). If the RP had
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understood the rational democracy framework that undergirded media and state 

opposition, it might have found more room to operate with a democratic discourse.

Various students of social movements (e.g. Tarrow 1994; Tilly 1978) emphasized 

that the political opportunities must be perceived before they can be effective. However, 

the perceived threat of repression is different from perceived political opportunities. The 

awareness of new political opportunities encourages collective action and the 

unawareness thereof will discourage it. However, the awareness of repression leads to 

similar results for a social movement, that is, an actual repression or a concession to 

repression by a social movement. That is because, as part of the political opportunity 

structure (Brockett 1991), repression is unpredictable (della Porta 1996), and emerges in 

a cultural context (Jasper 1997). Regardless the state’s intention for repression, a threat of 

repression brought about the same result, that is, accepting the defeat or being actually 

repressed. In both cases, the social movements face a failure voluntarily or by force. 

Erbakan’s untimely resignation under the increasing threat of a military coup implies that 

a perceived threat of repression is an important aspect of repression itself. That is, 

perceived political opportunities affect the strategies of social movements (Kurzman

1997).

The analysis of the relations between movement framing and counterframing is still 

underdeveloped in the social movement literature (see Ellingston 1997).. As Benford and 

Snow (2000) mentioned, the analysis of movement and countermovement success 

represented a tautological reasoning that attributes the success to mainly the most 

resonant framing used by either the social movement or its countermovement. My 

research supports the argument that the power background of the claims-maker has a
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major impact on the outcome of the framing struggles between competing groups. Even 

though the Islamic movement in general and the RP in particular reached a significant 

popular support in Turkey due to the failure of secularist cultural Westernization project 

(Gulalp 1995; Yavuz 2000; Atasoy 2000; Kadioglu 1998), the RP’s repression by the 

secular elites was mostly through counterframing methods that were enhanced by their 

power background as these elites control the public debate by controlling the media 

access and through a threat of ultimate use of force.

Even though the movement leadership might focus on moderate framing, the 

constituents of the movement might extend the framing to a level that cannot be 

acceptable to the leadership (Babb 1996). This was the case for RP as some of the RP 

members expressed more radical claims that were taken by the secular elite to justify 

their suspicion about the RP’s hidden agenda. As Heper (2000) said, the RP could not 

prevent provocative speech by some of its radical members. Combined with a radical 

discourse by other religious groups that were perceived as the RP’s allies, the outcome 

was very consequential for the RP. A negative radical flank effect occurs when the 

presence of radical groups weakens the bargaining power of moderates (Hains 1997). 

Similarly, the radical flank effect was negative for the RP as the radical religious groups 

weakened the bargaining power of the RP as a moderate social movement (Atasoy 2000).

Future Research and Limitations of this Research:

Current social movements literature emphasizes the impact of political opportunity 

structures on social movements’ framing (Noonan 1997; Benford and Snow 2000) but 

relatively little research has been done on the opposite direction of the relations, i.e., the
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effects of the framing and counterframing on the political opportunities. The banning of 

the RP definitely represented a repression and shrinking political opportunities for the 

Islamic movement in general and for the RP in particular. The RP’s framing might have 

contributed to the fact that secular groups perceived the RP as a threat, leading to its 

eventual repression. This study provides a background for a future research that 

investigates the effects of political opportunity structure on framing strategies and vice 

versa. It seems that the RP’s framing based on a religious agenda in a secularist regime 

gained itself more opposition than support. However, further research is needed to 

support this insight.

Turner and Killian (1972) predicted that a long-haul struggle between a social 

movement and a countermovement would generally transform the initial movement 

toward moderation. I have witnessed a parallel development in the struggle between the 

Islamic movement and the secular regime, forcing the former into a more moderate 

stance. At present, the Justice and Development Party (JDP) as a successor of RP became 

very popular after it toned down its religious discourse and its framing of its political 

agenda emphasized values of democracy. By winning a landslide victory in the 

November 2002 Elections, JDP came to power and became a major actor in the Turkish 

political arena. As with many failing framing efforts, JDP realized the movement 

established a frame extension to incorporate democracy with their early religious frames. 

Noonan (1997) argued that “using the same discourse and frame as the state may be the 

most effective, and certainly the safest, mobilization strategy" (p.255). Unlike the RP that 

did not emphasize its loyalty to the democratic system and opposed the Turkey’s 

membership of the European Union and Customs Union (Zaman 1995a), the JDP
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emphasizes its loyalty to the democratic principles and endorsed Turkey’s membership 

within the European Union. Therefore, JDP was welcomed by some secular groups and 

was tolerated by others. Even though some secularist elite groups, including the military 

and some members of the media maintained their suspicion about the JDP’s real agenda, 

they could not easily disqualify it for being a religious movement as it emphasizes 

democracy and human rights more often than religion. Depending on the sincerity of both 

sides about democracy, Turkey can become the first working example that can reconcile 

Islam and democracy, and Islam and the separation of church and state.

Whether this movement will succeed or not should become clear in a couple of years. 

Then, research that compares both RP and JDP in terms of political opportunity structure, 

their framing strategies before and after their accession to power in relation their success 

or failure would make a significant contribution to my understanding of the complex 

relations between political opportunity structure, culture, framing strategies of social 

movements.

My research can provide a background for a larger project to explore the dynamic 

processes that lead to the success, or failure of, the Islamic movement in Turkey. Such a 

project might involve the analysis of the political opportunity structure for longer periods. 

For example, the factors that shape the opportunities such as the elite alignment and the 

likelihood of repression can be measured and be related to specific frames in a time-scale 

(e.g. during the 1960, 1970, and 1980 military coups). In my research I mentioned some 

major aspects of these relations. For example, before RP came to power the political 

elites were divided and economic and state elites did not have a clear agreement as to 

whether accept or exclude RP. Therefore, the RP managed to come to power due to such
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an elite disunity. However, in the last period of RP coalition, the elite groups in Turkey 

seems to have come to an agreement on excluding RP from the institutional political 

process. Gamson (1990) argued that movement groups seeking to displace extant elites 

rarely succeeded. Similarly, the RP was repressed because it was seen as a movement that 

seeks to replace extant elites and the cultural codes of the Turkish society according to a 

religious doctrine. Of course, my research mainly focused on the framing processes in 

various phases of RP government, the scope of this dissertation did not allow establishing 

all facets of the process that led to the repression of RP. I definitely believe my research 

can provide a basis for such a future project.

As an early insight, a greater popular support that helped its electoral victory and 

relative tolerance toward JDP by various elite groups can be attributed to its ability to 

relate itself to a more effective democracy master frame that is resonant to both elites and 

to the population. Despite the secular establishment’s continuing distaste toward any 

overt manifestation of Islam (Heper 1999), my personal expectation is that the Turkish 

elite’s and JDP’s commitment to democracy will provide a context for reconciliation of 

Islam and democracy.
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ENDNOTES

1 The author classified the dailies Turkiye, Zaman, Akit, Yeni Safak, Milli Gazete, Ortagogu, Selam, and 
Yeni Asya (generally in this order o f  circulation) as the religiously affiliated press.
2 For example, Mesut Yilmaz was cited for saying that “Hodja [Mr. Erbakan] says that ‘i f  you don’t vote 
for us, you will go to H ell’, this is a discrimination” (Hurriyet 1995g: 22). Similarly, Ms. Ciller, the leader 
o f  the other central right party DYP, said that “Erbakan call as Muslims those who vote for him, as Non- 
Muslims those who do not for him” (Sabah 1995f: 18).
3 The news also cited similar views from secular politicians claiming that “80 percent o f  the population did 
not accept the R P... RP defines itself outside the system” (Milliyet 1995d: 14).
4 Many others also thought that RP was successful in the election (Ulagay 1995a; Candar 1995a; Birand 
1995a).
5 Some news accounts also suggested that RP is related/parallel to radical religious groups as Hamas or 
Hizbullah in the Muslim world (2 percent).
6 Similar views were abundant in the media. Another example o f  such views is the following: “If the 
president authorize the RP leader to form the government, the parties must not accept to be coalition 
partners with RP” (Eksi 1995c).
7 ANAP and DYP were two major political parties with a secular but respectful o f  traditional values and 
market economy. These two center right parties were competing for the leadership o f  the center-right 
(conservative) wing o f  political arena that constitutes around 60-70 percent o f  Turkish society. When they 
formed a majority coalition after the elections o f  December 1995, the two parties agreed to take turns for 
the post o f  prime minister ship in the coalition government they formed. First, the leader o f  ANAP, Mesut 
Yilmaz, became the prime minister but he tried use his power to eliminate his counterpart, Mrs. Ciller, by 
backing up the corruption charges by the opposition. This caused a big distrust between the coalition 
partners and broke up the government. Then, the president nominated Erbakan for prime minister as the 
leader o f  the biggest group in the parliament to form a government.
8 Another columnist found both RP and his associates as “not promising any confidence” (Toker 1996a:
1 7 ) .

9 The dispute over the eight-year compulsory education has been a major issue about the secularist agenda 
and the Islamic movement. Secular groups and elite groups aimed to curtail the effect o f  the state- 
controlled religious high schools as they see it as a major engine for the Islamic movement. The project o f  
eight-year compulsory education was seen as an opportunity and excuse to cancel the middle schools parts 
o f  these religious schools. The underlying thinking was that it would limit both the actual period o f  
religious education in these schools as well as curtail the overall demand for these schools while preventing 
the graduates o f  these schools to seek a college degree in a non-religious areas. I will analyze this issue in 
the section o f  post-Refah-Yol period.
10 Another stark example o f  this charges is voiced by Akbal (1996b) o f  Milliyet: “A government is 
established. [RP] struggled to shift Turkey from Ataturk’s principles and ignored modem civilization and 
culture and tried to bring sharia to the country for a quarter century unfortunately. The came to power in the 
end. Do not believe in their lip service to Ataturk, modernity and secularism, remember what they said just 
a couple o f  weeks ago. Then, you will realize this deception” (p. 19).
11 Similarly, some columnists pointed the same concern: “RP’s attempts to take over the state posts may 
increase in this period and this may cause the worries to grow on the part o f  sensitive groups” (Ulagay 
1996a: 9).
12 For supportive coverage o f  business sector, see Milliyet 1996r; Tamer 1996, Sabah 1996g.
13For example one columnist claimed that "Turkey started to become the country o f  sheiks, dervishes, 
imams and psychics" (Bila 1997a). Similarly, "RP is invading state cadres along with its agenda by using 
its government power" (Dogan 1997a).

M illiyet cites the Socialist Labor Party campaign for the application o f  revolutionary Republican Laws. 
These are radically secularist laws enforced by the state to modernize the population. These laws quitted 
due to the inapplicability. Here are some selection from the suggested application:
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•  Closing all the foundations, association, Sufi convents and other establishments that are founded 
for religious purposes, lifting the titles such sheik, dervish etc. from those who lead these 
establishments, and nationalization o f  their schools, hostels, seminaries by converting them into 
secular institutions o f  education. At the same time, Masonic communities should be banned.

•  Converting the religious schools that long ago deviated from educating religious leaders into 
technical schools, professional schools and conservatories.

•  Abolishing the Quran seminaries that destroyed our secular education system.
•  Disallowing the dressings such as turban, robe, black burka that are a sign o f  various religious 

factions and the laws must be applied.
Then the columnist adds that after reading these lines, it is obvious that we fall very far from the principle 
o f  Republic . (Asik 1997b). In a clear sense his idea o f  Republic requires that all the above-mentioned 
prohibitions are strictly applied regardless o f  personal freedoms and human rights.
14 The word takiyye comes from Arabic and means dissimulation. Historically, it was used by minority 
religious groups to hide their true identity among the majority, fearing negative consequences. However, 
the word was transferred to the political arena to blame the Islamic party for using the democratic system  
by hiding their religious agenda. However, the word was written in three different forms (e.g. takiye, 
takiyye, takiyye).
15 The same columnist blames the democratic journalists criticism o f  other journalists applauding the 
military’s prominence:

Some people’s perspective is very interesting or disoriented. They see the due reactions about 
secularism as provocation for a military coup. They say that raising too much dust is not 
necessary. For whatever reason, they do not show as much tolerance to defenders o f  secularism as 
they show it to Islamic currents that are anti-secularism. (Cemal 1997b).

16 "Erbakan and his associates' forcing the issues with questionable priority (e.g. mosque and headscarf) 
brought the military to the forefront and disrupted the democratic nature o f  the regime" (Sazak 1997a).
17 Especially, the military’s involvement in politics causes an unfair competition in the marketplace o f  ideas 
(Gokturk 2001).
18 In a retrospective framing, the second chief o f  general staff, Cevik Bir, that was the master mind behind 
the operation called the event as “Turkish people’s integration with the Turkish Armed Forces’ societal 
engineering project” (Donat 2001). O f course, this must be viewed a retrospective account o f  a main actor 
in the process.
19 This fact was revealed after a controversial event took place in the media. After the energy minister o f  
the time, Cumhur Ersumer, said he launched a corruption investigation o f  an energy contract, a unanimous 
general’s statement was headlined in a popular newspaper, Hurriyet (2001a) as “We Pushed the Button,
Not Him”. The statement created a controversy and the prime minister asked the newspaper to release the 
name o f  the general (Hurriyet 2001b). Even the office o f  general staff released an official statement that 
they did not make a statement to the media (Hurriyet 2001c). However, the newspaper editor said that he 
cannot release his source, citing an example from the process o f  February 28: “A general was criticizing the 
Refah-Yol government. The next day Hurriyet came out with the headline o f ‘This Time Unarmed Forces 
Must Solve the Problem”. The day the news was published the secretary o f  the general staff, Erol 
Ozkasnak, called to find out who the owner o f  the statement w as... But we do not release our source” 
(Ozkok 2001a). However, rejecting that he made the call, the then secretary o f  general staff, Erol 
Ozkasnak, was furious about the news but said he knew that the general in question was going to make a 
statement and, therefore, did not need to make any call (Milliyet 2001a). Ozkasnak even said that they 
would not dare (Milliyet 2001a), depicting a dire picture o f  the media attitude and the relation between the 
media and military in the process o f  February 28: “In this period, the pens [journalists] who claimed that I 
investigated the sources are the same journalists that tried to please the generals by bring to headlines small 
pieces o f  news coming from military sources in order to work the command center o f  general staff. In the 
process o f  February 28, the Turkish Armed Forces spend a great effort to enlighten the civil dynamics o f  
society and to mobilize them against the threat to the Republic. We cannot ignore our media’s contribution 
in this matter. However, after this threat is avoided, the news that aim to belittle that process and its 
generals does not fit the journalistic ethics” (Milliyet 2001a). Here I conclude that because the secretary 
said the other military statements were planned in his office it is probable that called the journalist to find 
out how the unplanned statement made it to the newspaper. As Ergin admitted this phone call had happened
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(Sabah 2001), this statement was probably made out o f  a casual and private conversation between the 
journalists and the general and made it into the headline. The general’s admission o f  media contribution to 
the process also supports my thesis o f  the cooperation between the media and military in the February 28 
process.
20 Ergin said that he opposed to the Refah-Yol government and supported the February 28 process (Ergin
2001).
21 The document named all o f  the targeted people and the list o f  journalists included M. Ali Birand, Cengiz 
Candar, Yal9 in Ki^tik, Ya§ar Parlak, Mahir Kaynak, Mahir Sayin (Yeni Safak 2000a).
22 As the conspired journalists mostly worked in daily Sabah, its Director o f  Printing, Ergun Babahan, o f  
Sabah explained the background o f  this event: “In our agreement with the daily Hurriyet, we were not 
going to put the news in the first page but after the news take place in the prime time TV n ew s... The 
process o f  February 28 was the period the civilian politics was the weakest, where the press dominated 
politics. The press is generally biased all over the world but we past the lin e ... Unfortunately, the emerged 
a media aristocracy... We must move the N SC ’s central position the former president Demirel brought to” 
(Akman 2002c).
23 Upon a news report that appeared in Milliyet about the former US secretary o f  state Mrs. Albright’s 
statement that they supported democratic Turkey (Sazak 2002b), the owner o f  M illiyet admitted that the 
second chief o f  general staff (Cevik Bir) was upset about the coverage (Akman 2002d).
24 This indirect military intervention is called a “postmodern coup” because it realized an undemocratic 
result through democratic methods. In other words, the Refah-Yol government was forced to resign by the 
media and military through an intense public opinion building and with a threat o f  military intervention. 
Other secular political parties in the parliament consented with this anti-democratic efforts through a lack 
o f  confidence vote within the parliament. Some others labeled the process resulting in the collapse o f  the 
Refah-Yol government differently: a transparent coup (Cerrahoglu 1997), a modem coup (Cemal 1997g), a 
warning (Milliyet 1997z) and a military ultimatum (Dogan 1997c; Civaoglu 1997b; Sabah 1997ac). Like 
Dervisoglu, chief o f  the navy during the Refah-Yol government, some said “28 February is a legal reaction, 
not a mil. coup” (Cevizoglu 2001: 17) because he argued that “the NSC meeting o f  February 28 did not 
demand the resignation o f  the government but expressed its concerns about government policies on certain 
issues” (Cevizoglu 2001: 18).
25 Eight year continuous compulsory education requires closing middle sections o f  religious high schools 
that were sponsored by the state.
26 The Decisions o f  the February 28 NSC Meeting (Sabah 1997t):

•  The principle o f  secularism (laicite) must be protected with sensitivity, the law must be applied
and new legal arrangements must be made, if  needed.

•  The private dormitories and schools under the control o f  tarikats must be turned over
(devredilmeli) to the Ministry o f  Education (MOE according to the Unity o f  Education Act.

•  8 year compulsory education must be introduced and the Kuran seminaries must be turned over to 
the ministry o f  education.

•  In order to grow the religious personnel loyal to Ataturk’s reforms, the educational institutions 
must be kept at the level o f  need that is consistent the spirit o f  the Unity o f  Education Act.

•  Religious establishments (activities) must be conducted by the Diyanet
•  There must be put an end to the activities o f  tarikats prohibited by the Act No. 677.
•  The activities o f  the media broadcasting (and publication) must be controlled that depict the 

military as anti-religion by taking advantage o f  the issue o f  the personnel dismissed from the 
military because o f  their Irtijaic activities.

•  The personnel dismissed from the military due to Irtija must not be employed in other government 
offices (kurulus)

•  The measures taken to prevent the leaks from the Islamist (dinci) community into the military 
must be applied in other government offices {kurulus).

•  This article was about the relations with Iran (so was not released)
•  The activities by the extreme Islamists {dinci) must be prevented that may divide our nation by 

invoking sectarian divisions.
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•  The perpetrators must be persecuted that are responsible for the events that are contrary to the 
Municipal Law.

•  The practices must be prevented that are against the dress code.
•  The licenses for guns must be rearranged; the demand for pomp guns must be carefully evaluated.
•  The collection o f  the sacrificed animal skins by the organization that are anti-regime.
•  The legal proceedings must be quickly completed against the body guards who wear special 

uniforms and those who responsible for this.
•  The attempts to bring the notion o f  ummah instead o f  nation must be prevented through legal and 

administrative means.
•  The opportunity to abuse the law about the crimes against Ataturk must not be provided.

27 As an project o f  modernization, the laws o f  reform introduced by Ataturk in the 1920s outlaw the 
institution o f  Sufi orders and other traditional titles. This law was later softened in practice after the 
transition to democracy after the World War II. However, the establishment still does not recognize the 
Sufi orders but many political parties contact with, seeks support of, the Sufi orders that work unofficially, 
organized around various civil society organizations. However, Erbakan’s action was seen as officializing  
the Sufi orders that were seen as the enemies o f  secular regime by the establishment. Therefore, it created a 
great controversy as to the status o f  religious organizations and secularism.
28 See the section above.
29 The relation between irtija  and RP was very ambiguous. As we explained later, the irtija’s definition was 
not provided by its users. RP’s relation to irtija  was expressed in various dimensions. Some saw RP as a the 
representative o f  irtija  (Cemal 1997g; Livaneli 1997b) while some others thought that RP government 
encourages irtija  (Milliyet 1997y).
30 Similar briefings were given to the members o f  the media and academia earlier. Considered together, we 
can easily identify the main actors that were mobilized and cooperated against the RP government: the 
military, the media, the judiciary and academia.
31 A  columnist reported the answer from a military general about the subject: “We have an accredited and 
non-accredited press. The criteria for accreditation is being loyal to the principles o f  Kemalist, secular and 
democratic republic (Dogan 1997c).
32 The media outlets that were excluded from the military briefing due to their accreditation among the 
media: (a) secular democratic media outlets such as HBB, Kanal 6, Kent TV, and Aksam Gazetesi and (b) 
all religious media with national and local coverage (Balci 2000:162).
33 For example, a suit was opened against Sadik Albayrak, a columnist in the RP’s semi-official newspaper, 
M illi Gazete (Sabah 1997u).
34 Even though the Sincan Affair was the first visible sign o f  military’s dislike against the Refah-Yol 
government, the chief o f  the navy during the Refah-Yol government, Dervisoglu, argued that the February 
28 process started with a similar irtija briefing by the military to the president Demirel on January 11, 1997 
(Cevizoglu 2001 :62).
35 The text was taken from a daily newspaper Sabah on June 12, 1997 (Sabah 1997s).
36 The examples o f  irtijaic activities as stated in the briefing include the following: the governments 
occupying state offices with its members, its invitation o f  Sufi leaders for dinner, defending the headscarf 
issue, the Sincan Affair, the words against Ataturk, leaking into the police organization and the military, 
unregistered Koran seminaries, the graduates o f  religious schools choosing non-religious professions, 
religious business (Sabah 1997s).
37 The pro-irtija adjective is used to describe some agents such as municipal leader, religious leaders, local 
party administrators (Sabah 1997s).
38 For example, without stating the criteria for the necessity and excessiveness o f  Koran seminaries, the 
briefing stated, “Currently there are 1,685,000 attendants o f  the registered Koran seminaries. As a result o f  
investigation, it was inferred that this number will increase five times in every five years, predicting this 
number to reach seven million in 2005” Along with this ambiguous statement that defines the Koran 
seminaries under state control as a problem, later it defined unregistered seminaries as a problem as well.
“If we add the number o f  attendant in unregistered seminaries to the numbers above mentioned above, the 
seriousness o f  the number is left for your judgment” (Sabah 1997s).
39 For the military, the regime was a secular republic and “secularism is the main character o f  the Turkish 
Republic” (Cevizoglu 2001: 77).
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4U The decisions o f  NSC in February 1997 were mentioned eleven times in the NSC briefing. Therefore, we 
can easily infer that the briefing was a follow-up on the NSC decisions.
41 Some civil society institutions also opposed to the military intervention into politics. For example, 10 
trade unions is reported to prepare a declaration against a military intervention (Sabah 1997af).
42 Militant Democracy against Irtija and Separatism.
43 At another place, Savas (2001) argued that the Turkish Republic was faced with the irtija threat as never 
seen before (p.306). Similarly, he said “today’s irtija is damaging traditional beliefs o f  Turkish nation and 
is pushing the state into a dangerous situation more than before by exceeding the boundaries o f  Ataturk’s 
principles” (161).
44 Heper and Guney explained rational democracy as “taking democracy as an intelligent debate among the 
educated for the purpose o f  deciding upon the best policy option” (2000).
45 The DYP ministers that resigned from the coalition cabinet were as follows: Isilay Saygin, Bahattin 
Yiicel, Ufuk Soylemez, Yalim Erez, and Yildirim Aktuna. They expressed their concern about the policies 
o f  the government about secularism. For example, Aktuna framed his resignation on blaming the coalition 
government: “DYP used to be the security o f  the secular Republic... However, the coalition partnership 
began to play a role that prevent it from playing such a role.” (Zaman 1997b).
46 Prior to the 1995 Elections, the leader o f  DYP, Mrs. Ciller, transferred various popular figures from the 
state bureaucracy such as a retired general, former police chiefs, governors, diplomats, etc. However, most 
o f  them showed an obvious discomfort with the RP coalition and eventually resigned from the DYP to 
prove impossible to maintain the coalition.
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