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Killing Me Softly with His Words:
Censorship and Self-Censorship from the
Perspective of Turkish Journalists

ESRA ARSAN
Institute of Social Sciences, Cultural Studies Graduate Program, Istanbul Bilgi University, Dolapdere
Campus, 34440, Beyoglu, Istanbul, Turkey

ABSTRACT Turkey is a country where democratization process has been repeatedly inter-
rupted by military interventions in the past 50 years. Censorship and self-censorship have
become ordinary practices in the media, mainly due to weak parliamentary representations
followed by oppressive coup periods. Yet even though a democratically elected government
is currently in charge of the country, censorship of the press remains to be a common and sys-
tematic to silence alternative views. It is also claimed that self-censorship is widespread within
the press. A report published by Freedom House in 2010 argues that while Turkish officials con-
tinue to enforce strict laws, journalists are frequently jailed for discussing issues such as the
Kurdish problem, the military or political Islam. The government that is led by the Justice
and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi) is continuing to crack down on unfavor-
able press coverage. This article presents the findings of a survey titled “Censorship and Self-
Censorship in Turkey, 2011.” The participants of the study were Turkish journalists and the
questions revolved around their personal experiences with regards to censorship and self-
censorship. Their answers reveal why Turkish media seldom makes news for public interest.

Introduction

Censorship still exists in different forms in modern democracies. In addition to legal
regulations that restrict freedom of thought and expression, direct and indirect press-
ures coming from governments and other power groups threaten freedom of press and
public freedom of information. Censorship is a mechanism executed by the ruling
class to consciously and willingly prevent the public from attaining certain infor-
mation. Fairchild1 describes censorship as “the attempt to control the contents of
certain news related to public or personal interest” within the public sphere. In
Media and Democracy,2 Keane defines censorship as the inclination toward creating
a reciprocal protectionist and undemocratic process amongst, and/or within modern
capitalist societies. According to Keane, censorship openly threatens democracy by
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forcefully preventing the free flow of information (particularly with regards to activi-
ties of the sate), which citizens need to know about.3 Governments make use of
various regulations and falsifying mechanisms to prevent the free movement of
opposing views and information. Among these mechanisms are legal regulations,
as well as pre and post broadcasting bans, which are enforced by secret services
that use security matters as excuses (or using extraordinary situations as excuses at
times) to mask the lies of the government. Governments can apply censorship as a
direct pressure in the form of cutting, trimming, or banning content.4 In other
cases, as explained in Chomsky’s Necessary Illusions,5 it is internalized by media
personnel, and journalists end up applying a policy of self-censorship without sys-
tematic enforcement.

Philips and Harslof6 mention two dichotomies of censorship: “manifest-defensive/
manifest-offensive” and “latent-defensive/latent-offensive.” In “manifest-defensive”
censorship, media content is cut, banned, deleted, or censored for the lofty interests
of the state. This type of censorship can be performed before or after the content is
broadcasted. In “manifest-offensive” censorship, the attempts of the ruling class or
government to reproduce and spread a false reality through public relations strategies
and spin doctoring are very common. There exists a conscious and willing attempt to
strictly control and reproduce what is presented to the public in this form of censor-
ship. What is denoted by “latent-defensive” censorship is the seizure and complete
control of media channels that meet the informational needs of a society. The term
“latent-offensive” describes the silencing of the values and beliefs of people by the
cultural hegemony of dominant groups.

Similar Forms of Censorship in Different Eras

It is possible to follow the traditional and systematic traces of censorship and self-cen-
sorship in post-Republican Turkish press. The single and multi-party periods, coup
periods, demilitarization, Europeanization, and democratization all had their own
manifestations of censorship and self-censorship that reflected specific biases. It is
certain that the neo-liberal capitalist system’s economic policy gaining speed in the
1990s, changes and transformations in media ownership, attempts to leave
Turkey’s military past behind, and demilitarization introduced a process that used
both similar and different censorship methods of the past. Censorship and pressures
enforced on the Kurdish press (known as the “the free press tradition”) in the 1990s is
a particular example of this. Direct forms of violence, such as the termination of
certain newspaper companies; riots against newspapers; the unknown killings of
Kurdish journalists; the bombing of newspaper buildings; and an oppressive censor-
ship approach in general have darkened the pages of Turkish media’s history.

The Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP)), which
became the one-party ruler in 2002, has chosen the processes of democratization
and demilitarization as its motto. Contrary to this, however, there are complaints indi-
cating a rise in economic and political pressures on the press. This problematic situ-
ation in Turkey—pressure on freedom of press and expression—that is highlighted
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more and more in European Union progress reports receives negative reaction from
Turkey’s government and is personally denied by Prime Minister Recep Tayyip
Erdoğan. Prime Minister Erdoğan vehemently opposes the accusations that some
amount of pressure is established on oppositional press through high tax loans and
other forms of financial means. Furthermore, he slams the press in almost all of his
public speeches, particularly by asking media owners to silence opponent columnists.
An article published in the November 2010 issue of The Economist7 reported that
leading journalists in Turkey confessed to having applied self-censorship, because
they are afraid to attract the fury of Prime Minister Erdoğan. The article also noted
that some newspapers were forced to fire journalists who wrote against Erdoğan.
In its evaluation, the news magazine also emphasizes that Turkey’s restrictions on
freedom of press have been criticized in the European Union Progress Report. The
Economist writes:

But the commission was highly critical of the way Turkey treats its press. As
many as 40 journalists are in jail awaiting trial or having been convicted.
Several newspapers have sacked columnists who have been too critical of
the ruling Justice and Development party of the Prime Minister, Recep
Tayyip Erdogan. The commission repeats its worries about assaults by the
tax authorities on Turkey’s biggest media conglomerate, the Dogan group,
which began only after its reporters started digging into corruption among
AK members. Many prominent journalists confess that they now practice
self-censorship for fear of offending Mr. Erdogan.

The Journalists Are on Stage

One year later, Hürriyet Newspaper columnist İsmet Berkan made the following
statements on CNN Turk’s talk show program called the Media Street:8

The EU report mentions that journalists from Doğan Media Group are applying
self-censorship. I cannot talk on behalf of all the personnel in Doğan Group, but
personally speaking I do feel such a pressure. Whenever I write something, I
cannot help but think ‘what if the government would be enraged by this
article; what if my boss would be entrapped even more; what if I would get
fired’, and so on. This fear is quite natural for sure.

For example, American journalist Andrew Finkel, who had been employed by
Today’s Zaman newspaper since January 2007, was fired in April 2011. Finkel
argues that he was fired because he criticized the censoring of the book titled
İmamın Ordusu by Ahmet Şık (a journalist who had been arrested within the
scope of the Ergenekon investigation).

In the article that he wrote for the New York Times, Finkel writes:9
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But state repression is not the only problem; the jelly-like backbone of Turkey’s
Fourth Estate is also to blame. Sadly, the most effective censor in Turkey today
is the press itself. To adopt a stance critical of current policies is to position
oneself in opposition to the government—and editors only do so as a calculated
risk. Columns exposing corruption or criticizing the government’s sprawl-indu-
cing environmental policies are simply spiked. . . Some of the journalists cur-
rently behind bars have been charged in connection with a long-running
conspiracy trial intended to dismantle what state prosecutors describe as a
well-organized network—codenamed Ergenekon—that intended to provoke a
military coup. Others are charged with defying onerous reporting restrictions
on court proceedings, including the Ergenekon trial itself.

Another example which must be considered in a discussion of self-censorship in
Turkey is the lack of newspaper coverage of a major event, which took place
during a football game and was shown live on all Turkish channels in January
2011. The whistles, protests, boos, and jeers directed at Prime Minister Erdoğan
during the opening ceremony of Galatasaray Football Club’s new stadium, TT
Arena, on January 15, 2011, forced him to leave the stadium early. Yet few newspa-
pers merely mentioned this striking incident the following day. The article titled
“Self-censorship in Turkish Press,” posted on Euractive.com.tr, gives the following
account of newspapers’ coverage of this event:10

Pro-government newspapers Sabah and Zaman did not make this event news
on their 1st page.

Hürriyet did not give headline but as one line in spot.

Milliyet did not give 1st page headline but as one short spot.

Vatan on its 1st page referred to the event as “Infelicity” but did not go into
details.

Habertürk gave the headline “Shame on Galatasaray fans” and drew all the
reaction to the spectators.

Cumhuriyet did not go into details but referred to this event as a protest in
column.

Doğan media’s attitude is regarded as the attempt to pacify the Prime Minister.

Yet the most selling public newspaper of Doğan Group, Posta, made the
news without censorship as “Erdoğan’s Shock in Arena” which is rather a
bold act.
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Posta took one step ahead as the only newspaper that gave true value to this
news. Akşam newspaper used subheading “Arena of Scandal” and narrated
the news in a neutral way.

Besides websites of Hürriyet, Milliyet and Vatan newspapers posted as head-
lines the protest towards Erdoğan the previous night and during the time that
this event took place; yet the same newspapers’ Editorials did their best to
cover up the same event which brought to the agenda the issue of “objective
news” that became a matter of dispute between internet media and printed
media.

The specific attitude of printed press demonstrates clearly to what extent self
censorship in Turkey has presently reached.

Beyond direct and indirect forms of censorship, imprisonment of journalists is
another method used by the AKP government to silence alternative voices in
Turkey. As of April 2012, the number of journalists in jail reached a hundred.
Because of the national and international reaction, the number of jailed journalists
decreased. As of August 1, 2012, according to Committee to Protect Journalists
Turkey Report,11 76 journalists imprisoned for their work and yet, Turkey
emerged as the world’s worst jailer of the press. Among those jailed journalists,
the arrest and trial of Nedim Şener12 and Ahmet Şık,13 as suspects in the Ergen-
ekon investigation in March 2011 transformed governmental pressure and censor-
ship directed toward the press into a massive reaction and drove the masses to the
streets. Demonstrations were organized by various journalism associations under
the name “Freedom for Journalists Platform” (Gazetecilere Özgürlük Platformu).
Two of the journalists were released after one year of imprisonment, but the
trial against them continues. While the spokesmen of the ruling party identified
some journalists as “terrorists,” jailed Ergenekon suspects were seen as “supporters
of a terrorist organization,” even though the prosecutions remained to be
incomplete.

In his article titled “The rise of authoritarian democracy and orthopraxy,”
Çağatay14 claims that the AKP has begun abandoning its displays of pluralism, dis-
missing dissent, ignoring checks and balances, and condemning the media for daring
to criticize them. Today, while hope for peace between the government of Turkey and
Kurdish rebels is closer than ever to becoming reality, direct and indirect censorship
on the news media still exists. In early March 2013, the Constitutional Court of
Turkey granted the prime minister’s office authority to order temporary media censor-
ship in “extraordinary circumstances” and “situations in which national security
makes [the ban] a must.” The law allows the prime minister, or a minister he
would assign, to stop news broadcasting on issues regarding national security such
as war, terrorist attacks, and natural disasters; as explained in the court’s ruling:
when “it is strongly possible that the public order is to be seriously disrupted.”15 It
appears that the AKP’s authoritarian attitude toward its opponents not only represents
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itself in banning journalists and news outlets of publishing newsworthy stories, but
also manifests itself through impositions of a new “official secret” legislation.16

Research on Censorship and Self-Censorship

To what extent do journalists feel free in an atmosphere in which practicing journal-
ism has become so hard? How much do they agree with the idea that censorship and
self-censorship are common in Turkey? Which news topics are most censored? How
do journalists rank the political and economic factors that affect news content? This
research presents the results of the survey titled “Censorship and Self-Censorship in
Turkey, 2011,” which was constructed to find answers to these questions. Between
March and April 2011, Likert-scale questions about specific issues were directed to
selected expert journalists through a structured survey form. Survey forms were
sent via e-mail, and the answers were collected and classified through an online
survey system. Sixty-seven journalists from Hürriyet, Milliyet, Radikal, Yeni Şafak,
Zaman, Birgün, Habertürk, Evrensel, Star, Sabah, Günlük, Hurriyet Daily News,
Akşam, Vatan, Birgün, Cumhuriyet, Sözcü, and Taraf newspapers, and television
channels Hayat TV, CNNTürk, NTV, and TV8, participated in the study. Particular
diligence was exerted to select journalists from Istanbul and Ankara, who made
news on significant social, political, economic, and defense/security issues.

Of all the participant journalists, 42 were male, and 25 were female. Seven of them
were above the age of 50, 11 were between the ages of 40–49, 33 were between the
ages of 30–39, and 16 were between the ages of 20–29. In total, 25.4 percent of par-
ticipants were reporters, 41.8 percent introduced themselves as editors, 22.5 percent
were news directors, editors, department directors, and executive editors. The high
percentage (64.3 percent) of the people who classify as “gatekeepers”—those who
decide on what becomes news or not—can be seen as a factor contributing to the
reliability of the research. Gatekeepers are not only responsible for assigning value
to news, but they also have to make decisions about which publication goes on
which page, with what kind of a headline and how long it will be. Therefore, they
feel a greater pressure of censorship and self-censorship compared to their reporter
counterparts.

Findings and Analysis

In this research, in addition to closed-ended demographic data and polar questions
with yes/no answers, grading questions have also been asked via a Likert scale.
First, the participants were given a list of problems Turkish journalism assumedly
faces today, and were asked to rate them according to their significance. In total,
84.5 percent find “the government’s pressure/censorship on news contents” to be
“rather significant,” while 12.1 percent find it “significant.”In all, 77.6 percent
claimed that “self-censorship of journalists on news contents” is “rather significant,”
and 22.4 percent feel it is “significant.” In the same question, 75 percent of journalists
selected “intervention of media owners in news contents” as “rather significant,” and
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36.8 percent expressed that it is “significant.” Figure 2 demonstrates that other pro-
blems that are thought of as being significant by Turkish journalists are as follows:

. A decrease in public trust toward journalists.

. The sensationalization of news contents.

. A decrease in the number of “qualified journalists.”

. A falling rate of accuracy in news.

. Partisanship.

Another question asked the participants to grade the significance of actors who
have an influence on news contents in Turkey. Table 1 presents the social, political,
economic, and cultural actors deemed to be influential. It is meaningful that 81
percent of respondents (47/58) claimed that “the government is a substantially influ-
ential actor on news contents,” and 15.5 percent (9 of the remaining 11 respondents)
recognized the government as an “influential actor” intervening in news contents.
Despite the government’s claims to having no control over news contents, it is
obvious that journalists consider the government to be the most influential actor on
news contents. Answers to this question also reveals another striking finding that
there has been a shift in terms of which group holds the power to apply pressure
and censorship over news contents in Turkey.

For some time, journalists’ experiences and official documents have pointed
toward the army as the institution which influences and pressures journalists. This
was clearly seen during periods of military coup and tutelage, and was particularly

Table 1. Please Rate the Importance of the Actors Listed above in Terms of How Influential
They Are on News Content in Turkey

Not important
at all (percent)

Not
important
(percent)

Undecided
(percent)

Important
(percent)

Very
important
(percent)

Media owners 0 0 1.8 38.6 59.6
Advertisers 0 5.8 7.0 49.1 38.6
The government 0 1.7 1.7 15.5 81.0
The opposition 10.9 38.2 12.7 23.6 14.5
The army 5.4 28.6 8.9 28.6 28.6
The police force 1.8 11.0 10.5 35.1 38.6
Religious

communities/
institutions

0 8.00 7.1 39.3 44.6

NGOs 32.0 28.6 19.6 19.6 7.1
Laws and

regulations
in Turkey

3.6 14.5 14.5 29.1 38.2
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witnessed during the February 28 memorandums. The findings show that the army
has fallen back in the list of actors who influence today’s news contents. Neverthe-
less, the number of journalists who claimed the role of “the army” in news contents
to be “rather significant” or “significant”—57.2 percent—is still not that low (32/56
respondents). On the other hand, the number of journalists who consider the role of
“the police,” another defense and security power, in news contents to be “rather sig-
nificant” or “significant” is 73.7 percent (42/57). Another surprising finding is views
about the impact of religious groups on news contents. In total, 83.9 percent of
respondent journalists (47/56) claimed that religious groups are “significant” or
“rather significant” actors. As has been suggested, the military, which has long
been the nightmare of Turkish journalists, still possesses a certain influence over
news contents. However, the pressure journalists face over news contents is stronger
from two new power groups: the police and religious groups. Perhaps one of the most
striking findings of this research is observable through media workers’ perception of
their profession.

Do Turkish journalists apply self-censorship? In other words, do journalists regu-
larly abstain from making news about certain events that involve public interest? In
total, 91.4 percent of respondents (53/58) said yes, which clearly shows the gravity of
the situation. Newspapers cannot or choose not to make news out of vital issues that
the general public needs to know about.

But why is it that journalists do not or cannot make news about those certain
topics when they believe doing so would benefit the public? As demonstrated by
Table 2, the most common answer to this question is “due to internal political
pressures,” which 96.2 percent of respondents (50/52) deemed “significant” or
“rather significant.” The second most common reason information that would
benefit the public does not make the news is because “it does not comply with
the financial interests of media owners:” 92.4 percent of journalists (49/53)
found this to be a “significant” or “rather significant” factor. A noteworthy 73.1
percent of journalists (38/52) consider “the pressure of advertisers” to be “signifi-
cant” or “rather significant.” It is crucial that 84.6 percent of journalists (44/52)
selected the option “because I already knew that the case would not be published”
to be “significant” or “rather significant.” Journalists recognize the sort of news that
they consider to be substantially important, but will be censored during the editorial
process regardless. Hence, they do not even attempt to make news out of these
events. In other words, censorship is internalized. Another factor that stops journal-
ists from making news out of public-interest events is the fear of conviction or
imprisonment. In total, 65.3 percent of respondents (34/52) consider this as a “sig-
nificant” or “rather significant” reason for why news is not made out of issues that
would benefit the public.

Figure 1 illustrates how frequently information that would benefit the public is not
published. Twenty-nine journalists reported that this happens “very often.” Twenty
journalists asserted that they “occasionally” fail to inform the public of vital
matters. The fact that not even one journalist answered that this “never” happens
clearly indicates the gravity of situation.
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Table 2. Why do you Think Journalists Do Not Write News Stories That Are in the Public
Interest? Please Rate the Importance of the Possible Reasons Listed Above

Not
important
at all
(percent)

Not
important
(percent)

Undecided
(percent)

Important
(percent)

Very
important
(percent)

They think that the story
will damage their
boss’—financial
interests

0 3.8 3.8 41.5 50.9

Due to pressures
from advertisers

0 11.5 15.4 46.2 26.9

Because of domestic
political pressures

0 0 3.8 50.0 46.2

They know that the story
will not be published

1.9 7.7 5.8 44.2 40.4

They are lazy 26.0 48.0 8.0 10.0 8.0
They are afraid of their

readers’/viewers’
reaction

21.6 43.1 15.7 13.7 5.9

They are afraid of
being sued or jailed

3.8 7.7 23.1 36.5 28.8

Figure 1. How Often Do You Think It Is That Journalists Refrain from Writing Stories
That They Believe Will Benefit the Public?
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The percentage of journalists who have been investigated or convicted so far due to
the news they made is another issue to be considered. Figure 2 presents that 46.6
percent of respondent journalists have either been investigated or charged on
account of the news they reported (27/58). The remaining 31 journalists, however,
have not met such a situation yet. Nine participant journalists received charges due
to the news they made were acquitted. Three were sentenced in a criminal case,
but the charges were delayed. Nine were sued for damages, but the case was dis-
missed. Eight were fined for damages, which their employers had to pay. The
number of journalists whose cases are ongoing is eight, and none of the journalists
who participated in the survey has been imprisoned for the news they made.

Are journalists afraid of being sued or jailed for news they could potentially make?
Do journalists in Turkey, where 68 of their colleagues are still in jail, fear that the
same thing could happen to them some day? In all, 64.9 percent (37/57) said
“yes;” 17.5 percent (10/57) said “no;” and 17.5 percent (10/57) remained
“undecided.”

Table 3 presents data on which news topics journalists believe are most likely to be
censored. A total of 81.8 percent of journalists (45/55) “agree” or “totally agree” that
the government censors the news when it covers wrong doings, corruption stories of
local governments, and bureaucracy. Only 7.3 percent of journalists (4/55) claimed to
have faced no such censorship pressure. The number of journalists who “agree” or
“totally agree” that news on the Kurdish problem is censored is 35 out of 54 (64.8
percent). The number of journalists who “disagree” or “totally disagree” that news
on the Kurdish problem is censored is 10 out of 56 (17.8 percent). A 16.7 percent
(9/54) are undecided on this issue.

More journalists have been jailed or sued for covering anti-state stories than any
other topic. The number of journalists who “agree” or “totally agree” that such

Figure 2. If You Have Ever been Sued or Trialed because of Your News Stories, What
Happened in the End? (You Can Mark more than One Answer.)
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news is censored is 36 out of 53 (67.9 percent). The number of journalists who “dis-
agree” or “totally disagree” with this statement is 10 out of 53 (18.9 percent). Seven
out of 53 respondents (13.2 percent) are undecided on this statement.

Twenty nine journalists agree or totally agree with the idea that army-related news
is censored in Turkey. A total of, 88.8 percent of journalists agree or totally agree that
news related to the institutionalization of religious groups within the State is cen-
sored. There is not one journalist who totally disagreed that news related to the organ-
ization of religious groups in the state is censored.

Furthermore, 39 out of 53 journalists (73.6 percent) believe that news regarding
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and misdeeds of religious groups is cen-
sored. Table 3 also shows that reporting on misdeeds of huge companies/advertisers
and media owners’ relationship with the government or opposition party is also pro-
blematic. Hidden connections between media owners and politicians cannot be pre-
sented as news either. In total, 92.7 percent of respondents (51/55) asserted that
dirty relations between media owners and the ruling or opposition party cannot be
made into news and is censored prior to publication. Also, 84.9 percent of respondents
(45/53) claimed that news regarding the misdeeds of media owners engaged in non-
media businesses is censored. Forty-six out of 54 (85.1 percent) “agreed” or “totally
agreed” that news covering advertisers’ and big companies’ misdeeds is censored.

Table 3. Please Indicate the Extent to Which You Agree with the Idea That the News Topics
Listed above Are being Censored in the Turkish Press

Totally
disagree
(percent)

Disagree
(percent)

Undecided
(percent)

Agree
(percent)

Totally
agree
(percent)

Corruption 0 7.3 10.9 40.0 41.8
The Kurdish issue 7.4 11.1 16.7 16.7 48.1
Issues relating to the army 9.4 24.5 11.3 20.8 34.0
Ongoing trials about criminal

cases against the state
7.5 11.3 13.2 37.7 30.2

The wrong doings of
corporations and advertisers

0 1.9 13.0 37.0 48.1

Media owners’ relationship
with the government and
the opposition

0 1.8 5.5 38.2 54.5

Media owners’ businesses
in other sectors

1.8 3.8 9.4 28.3 56.6

Religious communities’
secret integration into
state departments

0 1.9 9.3 40.7 48.1

Civil and religious
groups’ wrong doings

0 7.5 18.9 41.5 32.1

Human rights violations 7.5 13.2 18.9 31.2 28.3
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While preparing their news, most journalists have softened their tone to guard the
financial benefits of their media bosses. Similarly, we asked the journalists whether or
not they softened their tone in favor of the government while preparing their news.
Forty percent of respondents (22) said yes, 50.9 percent (28) said no, and 9.1
percent (five) had no idea. During their daily meetings, journalists generally
discuss the news-value of events and then set the agenda. Throughout this process
of agenda-setting, it is sometimes decided whether or not to publish public-interest
news. In media systems where censorship and self-censorship are common, journal-
ists at times feel trapped between professional liability and professional integrity
during these meetings. Disputes may arise between conscientious journalists with a
high sense of public responsibility and those who easily cower in the face of censor-
ship and hegemony. Thus, we asked the participant journalists about the frequency of
such disputes. The percentage of journalists claiming they “never” happen is merely
9.3 percent. Conversely, the percentage of journalists asserting this happens “often,”
“rarely,” or “occasionally” is 90.8 percent.

How effective are legal regulations at protecting freedom of press and expression
in Turkey? In other words, do the articles in the Turkish Criminal Code, Constitution,
and Press Code assist journalists in performing their jobs freely? As this research has
clearly shown, journalism in Turkey has become harder than ever. The percentage of
journalists who “totally disagree” or “disagree” with the statement that Turkish legis-
lation is adequate enough to support freedom of expression is 89.1 percent. It is often
impossible to publish news criticizing the government, media bosses, advertisers, or
large companies. It takes courage to make news regarding ongoing legal cases. To
make matters worse, news regarding religious groups and NGOs is now substantially
censored. In addition to news about the military, police-related news stories are also
censored and self-censored now. Moreover, censorship of police news and the influ-
ence of the police on news contents have outreached that of the military. Journalists
who make news about investigations, custodies, and detentions within the scope of
cases that deal with anti-state crimes, such as Ergenekon and Balyoz, end up being
suspects themselves. Some are arrested or jailed. What kind of an impression does
this leave on journalists? Does it invoke fear? Do they feel like their colleagues are
also afraid of significant news they already made or shall make? In total, 90.9
percent of journalists “agree” or “totally agree” that the jailing of 68 journalists
creates a terrorizing atmosphere for journalists. Not a single journalist “totally dis-
agree[s].” As shown in Figure 3, 100 percent of journalists either “agree” or
“totally agree” that censorship and self-censorship are widespread in Turkey.

How is freedom of press and press independence to be achieved when journalists
lack job security, their insurance premiums are kept to the bare minimum, have to
work illegally with under the table money and can find themselves cast out of big
media with two words their bosses may say, unless they protest against working
under such conditions? How can a journalist with no insurance or job security
speak out against the problems of laborers who are forced to work under the same
circumstances? In fact, we see that mainstream media refrained from publishing
news regarding the strike of unionized journalists of ATV-Sabah and the news
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related to this strike has been censored. How, then, does the fact that journalists work
without a union or job security influence news contents? More than 90 percent of
respondents said that working without a union or job security adversely affects
news contents.

Since the lack of a strong union and job security adversely affects news contents,
journalists should organize and fight for independent journalism with job security.
How many of the 67 participant journalists are presently members of the Union of
Turkish Journalists? The answer is not so refreshing. Only 21.8 percent are
members of the union, which means that the remaining 78.2 percent are not regis-
tered. This situation clearly shows journalists’ perceptions of their role and how
they position themselves as political, social, and cultural actors.

Conclusion

In 2007, Prof. Yilmaz Esmer announced the results of face-to-face interviews, which
he conducted with 226 journalists, in his research titled “Media and Values.”17 His
research reveals that 3.1 percent of participant journalists had full confidence in the
press, while 47.3 percent had partial trust. The proportion of journalists who did
not trust the press was 49.5 percent. The percentage of journalists trusting television
news was even more surprising: merely 1.8 percent of them had full confidence in
television news, 39.8 percent had partial confidence in it, and 58.4 percent had no
confidence in television news at all.

Figure 3. Do You Believe That Censorship and Self-Censorship Are Widespread
Practices in Turkish News Media?

Killing Me Softly with his Words 13

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

E
sr

a 
A

rs
an

] 
at

 0
0:

57
 0

6 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
13

 



The findings of this 2011-dated research, conducted amongst a smaller group,
show that there are actually quite sound reasons lying behind Turkish journalists’
mistrust toward the media. The primary one, of course, is that the journalists them-
selves know better than anyone else that in mainstream media, news related to
public-interest cases or events simply cannot be narrated. How can a journalist
who is obliged to put public-benefit-related news in the drawer hide the information
we need to know regarding the relations amidst governments, the business world,
influential religious groups, does not cover controversial cases that proceed, or
who at times applies self-censorship, trust other journalists at all?

It seems that in Turkey, certain institutions have become easier to criticize as of
2011, such as the army. However, new institutions have now replaced the once
sacred army; the gap is presently filled by the police and religious groups. Participant
journalists directly refer to this replacement. The fact that journalists are kept in courts
or jails due to news they made creates fear among journalists. This results in the
spreading and systematization of self-censorship. The answers given by journalists
regarding the prevalence of censorship and self-censorship in the press reveal the
fact that it is currently substantially difficult for the public to attain the information
it needs. It goes without saying that information regarding acts of civil disobedience
is one form of information that is needed by the public. The findings of this research
help us understand the reason why thousands of people protesting against internet fil-
tering were not seen on the front page of newspapers or the first news in television
bulletins. Similarly, it explains why we could not see any news in the mainstream
media covering how the protestors who organized the Great Anatolian March
against Hydroelectric Plants were stopped by state police at Ankara’s borders and
were not let into their own country’s capital.
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