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Since 2009, the Hrant Dink Foundation has been conducting media monitoring 

work as part of “Media Watch on Hate Speech” project with the purpose of identi-

fying and exposing hate speech against ethnic, national and religious identities in 

print media. In addition to the analysis focusing on hate speech, discourses con-

veying discriminatory and marginalizing messages in more implicit ways are also 

included in the study as cases studies on discriminatory discourse. This annual 

report, issued for the first time, is prepared with the purpose of creating a broad-

er source of assessment material by compiling three media watch reports on hate 

speech and two discriminatory discourse reports from 2017. This report includes 

annual results along with quantitative and qualitative analyses of hate speech 

data for 2017 and two discriminatory discourse reports entitled “Giaour Discourse 

in Print Media” and “Discrimination against Syrian Refugees in Media: Misinfor-

mation and Distortion” which focuses on two topics that stood out in 2017. 

Like many places in the world, we witness the use of biased, prejudiced and dis-

criminatory language in the media in Turkey. Sometimes, universal and national 

principles of journalism are violated or ethical principles do not include hate speech 

and discriminatory discourse. The provocative, racist and discriminatory language 

commonly used by the media, particularly in headlines and news titles, becomes 

an instrument that cements stereotypes and incites hatred and discrimination in 

the society. With the use of such language, common prejudices against vulnerable 

groups take root in the society. Targeted individuals and groups become restless 

and silent and are railroaded from social and political life. 

As discourse has the power to produce effects beyond being a neutral instrument 

for expressing thoughts or describing events, the language used in the media di-

rectly affects social life, escalates social tensions and can cause polarization. Dis-

course, which can be analyzed only in reference to historical and social context in 

which it is generated, affects the way people make sense out of a fact or situation 

FOREWORD
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and how they position themselves1. Discourse’s power to produce effects and the 
relationship between discourse and power makes it necessary to understand the 
notion of discourse and its different types. 

Modes of understanding and making sense of prejudice, racism, xenophobia, dis-
crimination, sexism, and homophobia lie at the bottom of hate speech. Factors such 
as cultural identities and group characteristics influence the use of hate speech, 
and certain circumstances such as rising nationalism or intolerance against differ-
ence further increase the frequency and impact of hate speech.

The media (press-broadcast), often referred as the fourth estate, is one of the 
most effective means for communicating culture. Therefore, insofar as it has the 
power to emphasize diversity and difference, it can also be extremely influential 
in fomenting conflict. When the media behaves irresponsibly and carelessly, it 
can very easily trigger, nurture and deepen racism and hatred between peoples, 
and, worst of all, legitimize and justify attitudes.

For many years, willingly or unwillingly, the media in Turkey has been one of the 
primary sources of hate speech and discriminatory discourse. Unfortunately, this 
type of journalism is still escalating the polarization in society. The Hrant Dink 
Foundation was founded after the murder of Hrant Dink, who had been portrayed 
as an enemy by the media before he was murdered, with the purpose of carrying 
on his dreams, ideals and struggle. One of the main objectives of the foundation 
is to contribute to ending polarization and enmity in society. We hope this report 
reveals the extent of polarizing discourse in society as well as the need for new 
language and modes of communication for respecting human rights. 

1 Teun A. Van Dijk, Discourse and Power, Hate Crimes and Hate Speech, (İstanbul: Hrant Dink 
Foundation Publication, 2010), p. 16.
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The general objective of “Media Watch on Hate Speech” project is to contribute to 
efforts of combating racism and discrimination in Turkey. Considering the impor-
tance of civilian oversight of media, the specific goal of the project is to strengthen 
respect for human rights and differences in the media, draw attention to discrim-
inatory language and hate speech against people and groups targeted because of 
certain characteristics of their identity, and raise awareness. 

In the long run, the study aims to promote combating hate speech, enhance media 
monitoring skills of non-governmental organizations and also to work together with 
departments of communication and media studies systematically in order to con-
tribute to the development of mechanisms that make the discourse and methods 
used by media egalitarian and respectful to social and cultural diversity. 

As part of the “Media Watch on Hate Speech” project carried out by the foundation in 
order to achieve these goals, the national and local press is monitored, news articles 
and columns that feature discriminatory, marginalizing and targeting discourse are 
found. Every four months, media monitoring reports including qualitative and quanti-
tative analyses based on these data are issued. These reports are sent to NGOs, media 
outlets, occupational unions of journalists and academics and released on our website.2 

Apart from monitoring newspapers, the project aims to raise awareness on hate 
speech by organizing research meetings, conferences, seminars and trainings with 
NGO representatives, legal experts, academics, occupational organizations and 
journalists. Upon the invitations from NGOs working in this field and related institu-
tions, workshops and trainings are organized in order to exchange knowledge and 
experience. Moreover, international panel discussions are held, meetings on hate 
speech are organized at universities and the findings of the project are discussed in 
order to inform people about the concept of “hate speech” to provide opportunities 
for discussing the possible ways and methods for combating discriminatory and rac-
ist discourse and to encourage media to use a more conscious language respecting 
human rights. 

2  https://hrantdink.org/en/asulis-en/activities/projects/media-watch-on-hate-speech

ABOUT MEDIA WATCH ON HATE SPEECH PROJECT

AIM AND SCOPE OF THE STUDY 
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In 2012, with the purpose of including conceptual discussions on hate speech and ways 
of combating hate speech to curriculum, a one-semester syllabus draft titled “Discrim-
ination, Hate Speech and Media” was prepared by closely cooperating with academics 
and representatives of NGOs, and shared it with academics. Currently, the content of 
the syllabus is being developed in accordance with feedback from academics, and the 
works continue towards implementing the syllabus in the universities.

In parallel with the works on curriculum, “Media and Hate Speech: Concepts, Outlets, 
Discussions,” a collective book that serves as a supplementary source for the syllabus 
and as an introductory source for the general reader, was published on December 2013. 
The book, which was edited by Mahmut Çınar and prefaced by Fuat Keyman, has the 
potential to be primary reference material in this field.

Since 2015 Fall semester, as part of a collaboration with Istanbul Bilgi University Com-
munication Department, students taking the courses titled Independent Interdisci-
plinary Work (IWW) under the supervision of Assistant Prof. Itır Erhart and Assoc. Prof. 
Nazan Haydari Pakkan are trained on the method of monitoring media and identifica-
tion of hate speech, and contributing to media scanning work throughout the semester.3 

Starting from 2017, news discussion workshops have been organized with the participa-
tion of people from different circles of society to discuss topics such as discrimination, 
hate speech and rights-based journalism through the analysis of selected news articles 
and columns. Also since 2017, in order to make the findings of the study reach to masses, 
the findings from media watch reports have been turned into infographics published as 
booklets. Infographics and videos are also shared via social media.

Knowledge and experience on hate speech and discriminatory discourse gained thanks 
to works carried out since 2009 paved the way for founding ASULIS Discourse, Dialog 
and Democracy Laboratory in the Hrant Dink Foundation. Since the foundation of ASU-
LIS in 2016, the first research center that focuses on discourse in Turkey, the project 
continues as a part of a broader study under the umbrella of the laboratory.

3 In this regard, we would like to thank the students of Bilgi University who contributed to media 
monitoring in 2017 and our volunteers for their contribution to the project and the process of issuing this 
report.
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METHODOLOGY

As part of media monitoring work focusing on hate speech, all national newspapers 
and approximately 500 local newspapers are monitored based on pre-determined 
keywords (e.g. enemy of the Turks, traitor, bigot, giaour, refugee) via a media mon-
itoring center. News articles and columns containing these keywords are read on a 
daily basis (except from weekend issues of the newspapers) and items containing 
hate speech are found. 

While the main focus is hate speech on the basis of national, ethnic and religious iden-
tities, striking examples of sexist and homophobic discourses are also found, though 
there is no daily monitoring for such content. The critical discourse analysis method 
commonly used in media studies is employed in the analysis process. In order to deter-
mine specific indicators for the content and discourse of the media items, quantitative 
scaling is used at first and then it is revealed where (in which newspapers), how and by 
which sources hate speech is generated most frequently and whom it targets.

In defining hate speech, the Recommendation on hate speech adopted by the 
Committee of the Ministers of the Council of Europe in 1997 is taken as basis. Hate 
speech, as defined by the Council of Europe, “covers all forms of expression which 
spread, incite, promote or justify racial hatred, xenophobia, anti-Semitism or other 
forms of hatred based on intolerance, including intolerance expressed by aggres-
sive nationalism and ethnocentrism, discrimination and hostility against minori-
ties, migrants and people of immigrant origin.”

In accordance with the purpose and scope explained above, news articles identi-
fied as featuring hate speech are categorized based on qualitative characteristics 
of the adopted discourse. The categories of hate speech determined by drawing 
on international studies previously conducted in the field of discourse and in con-
sideration of the country-specific lingual and cultural differences are as follows:

1 exaggeration/attribution/distortion: Any discourse that features negative 
generalization, distortion, exaggeration or negative attribution targeting a 
community as a whole, based on a specific individual or event (e.g. “Enough 
with Syrians”).

2 swearing/insult/defamation: Any discourse that contains swearing, insult 
or defamation about a community (e.g. use of words such as ‘treacherous’, 
‘traitor, ‘immoral’, etc.).
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3 enmity/war discourse: Any discourse that includes hostile, war-mongering 
expressions about a community (e.g. ‘Greek atrocity’).

4 symbolization: Any discourse that uses various aspects of one’s inherent 
identity characteristic as a basis of hate, humiliation or symbolization (e.g. 
“Will the Jew represent us in Eurovision?” in a negative way)
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IN PRINT
MEDIA OF 
TURKEY

CHAPTER I
HATE SPEECH

IN 2017 
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MEDIA WATCH FINDINGS

As part of “Media Watch on Hate Speech” project, 5296 columns and news arti-
cles targeting national, ethnic and religious groups were found in 2017. 186 publi-
cations generated hate speech against more than one group in different catego-
ries, and these articles are analyzed in accordance with the number of featured 
groups/categories (more than once). Thus, the total number of items reached 
5482. In all these analyzed content, 6782 hate speech items against 79 groups 
had been found.

In January-April 2017 period, the central issue in print media was the constitu-
tional referendum held on April 16. Along with the referendum, topics like “Euphra-
tes Shield” operation carried out by Turkish Armed Forces in Al-Bab region of Syria, 
developments concerning the coup attempt on July 15, practices under the state of 
emergency and the decrees having the force of law, Conference on Cyprus in Ge-
neva on January, crises between Turkey and Greece over Kardak islets and Aegean 
islands, the anniversary of Khojaly Massacre (February 26), Cypriot parliament’s 
approval of the resolution that enables the commemoration of “Enosis” in schools 
(the referendum held in 1950 for annexing Cyprus to Greece), April 24 Armenian 
Genocide Commemoration Day, Syrian refugees who fled from their country be-
cause of the war and came to Turkey had a role in the rise of hate speech. 

In May-August 2017 period, issues such as the diplomatic crisis between Turkey 
and Germany (May 15), diplomatic crises between Gulf states and Qatar (June 15), 
the Dutch Supreme Court’s ruling concerning Dutch state’s “partial responsibili-
ty” in Srebrenica massacre (June 27), Cyprus conference held in Geneva (June 28), 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict especially escalating on July, the “ship crisis” between 
Turkey and Greece started on July 3, anniversary of Srebrenica Massacre (July 11), 
the anniversary of July 15 coup attempt,  assaults to Rohingya Muslims in Myan-
mar on August and anniversary of August 30 Victory Day contributed to rise of hate 
speech.  

In September-December 2017 period, issues such as the ethnic cleansing of Ro-
hingya Muslims in Myanmar, the parliamentary election in Germany (September 
24), assaults against Syrians in Elmalı (September 23), the diplomatic crisis be-
tween Turkey and Saudi Arabia, the attack on a church in Texas, USA (November 
6), the tension between Turkey and Greece over Kardak, USA’s recognition of Je-
rusalem as the Israeli capital (December 16) and New Year and Christmas celebra-
tions contributed to rise of hate speech.
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Items on the agenda around which hate speech is centered
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Considering the distribution of hate speech per targeted groups in the analyzed 
items, we have the following table:

DISTRIBUTION OF CONTENT PER TARGETED GROUPS

graph 1: Hate speech per targeted groups 
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In 2017, 

Jews are

. identified with violence and portrayed as enemies especially in articles cov-
ering escalated Israeli-Palestinian conflict and tension in Al-Aqsa Mosque.

. labeled as ‘a threat against Muslims’ after USA’s recognition of Jerusalem 
as the Israeli capital on December 6.

. targeted by using Jewish identity in a generalized manner instead of using 
words referring to persons/institutions like “Israeli state,” “Israel” or “Is-
raeli Defense Forces.”

. portrayed as the ‘hidden’ power in ‘conspiracy theories’ and presented as 
‘a threat against Turkey.’

. associated with many persons and institutions mentioned with unfavor-
able references in media; Jewish identity is used an expression of insult.

Syrian refugees are

. systematically mentioned with criminal actions like murder, theft and 
harassment.

. identified with security concerns and ‘terrorism.’

. presented as responsible for the unfavorable economic condition and 
unemployment.

. labeled as a threat against Turkey’s demographic structure and generally 
as source of unease and ‘tension.’  

. presented as a threat against families and society (especially Syrian 
refugee women).

. subjected to xenophobia through issues like citizenship debates, open 
admission to universities and “Euphrates Shield” operation.

Armenians are

. associated with violence in the articles covering Khojaly Massacre and April 
24 Armenian Genocide Commemoration Day and portrayed as enemies.

. targeted in news articles and commentaries concerning the dispute be-
tween Azerbaijan and Armenia.

. mentioned with PKK and ASALA and identified with ‘terrorism.’
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. labeled as the force behind groups and persons who are systematically 
portrayed as enemies.

. associated with violence as a whole and portrayed as enemies in National 
Struggle narratives.

Greeks are

. targeted because of the crisis between Greece and Turkey that was es-
calated again on the 21st anniversary of “Kardak Crisis” and labeled as a 
‘threat against Turkey’ because of the crises over Aegean islands.

. targeted because of the rejection of extradition of the soldiers who took 
refuge in Greece after the coup attempt on July 15.

. accused as a society because of “ship crisis” between Turkey and Greece 
started on July 3.

. labeled as ‘a source of threat for Cypriot Turks’ along with Cypriot Greeks 
in articles covering Cyprus talks held in Geneva on January.

. portrayed as enemies in reference to past incidents.

Christians are

. labeled as a ‘threat’ by way of identifying the US, European countries and 
the EU with the Christian identity, along with Germany and the Nether-
lands with which Turkey had diplomatic crises.

. presented as ‘a threat against Turkey’s national security’ together with Jews.

. targeted because of New Year and Christmas celebrations.

. associated with ‘terrorism’ after the attack against a church in Texas, USA 
on November 6.

. labeled as ‘a threat against Muslims’ after USA’s recognition of Jerusalem 
as the Israeli capital on December.

Greeks in Turkey are

. labeled as ‘a source of threat for Cypriot Turks’ in articles covering Cyprus 
conference held in Geneva on January and June.

. associated with violence and massacre on the basis of clashes took place 
in Cyprus in the past.
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. targeted because of Cypriot parliament’s approval of the resolution that 
enables the commemoration of “Enosis” in schools (the referendum held in 
1950 for annexing Cyprus to Greece).

Buddhists are

. associated with violence as a whole and portrayed as enemies in articles cov-
ering attacks and ethnical cleansing against Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar.

Non-Muslims are

. portrayed as enemies with the use of the word ‘giaour’ which is used as 
an expression of hatred and insult against non-Muslim identities in Turkey.

The British are 

. associated with violence and conspiracy as a whole in narratives of World 
War I and ‘National Struggle.’

. presented as an active force in ‘conspiracy theories,’ defined as an enemy 
against ‘Muslim identity.’

Germans are

. portrayed as ‘the enemy of Turkey’ after representatives of Turkish gov-
ernment were not allowed to organize referendum rallies in Germany.

. targeted because of the ‘tension’ between Turkey and Germany after 
Turkish government didn’t allow German deputies to visit German soldiers 
in Incirlik Air Base. 
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The April 16 Referendum, which was the most important item on the agenda, caused 
the groups listed above along with ‘Westerners’ and Europeans to be subjected to 
hate speech compared to the other groups to be targeted. The main reason for target-
ing these groups were the diplomatic crises that erupted after Germany and the Neth-
erlands didn’t allow representatives of Turkish government to organize referendum 
rallies in Europe and the claim that these countries were campaigning for a ‘no’ vote. 

The groups subjected to hate speech in less than 10 items in 2017 are as follows:

10 items Hindus 

9 items Yazidis

7 items Saudi Arabians, Palestinians 

6 items the Spanish 

5 items refugees, Muslims, Croatians, Alevis, Georgians

4 items Evangelists, Zoroastrians, Macedonians 

3 items
deists, Ugandans, Ukrainians, Belgians, Syriacs, Shiites,  
Chechens, the Chinese, Albanians, the Irish 

2 items
the Japanese, the Kyrgyz, Romani people, Hungarians,  
the Druze, Africans, Austrians  

1 items

the Swedish, Slavic people, the Myanmarese, Protestants, 
black people, the Togolese, Indians, Poles, Nigerians,  
the Burmese, Guineans, Turkestanis, Kazakhs, Uighur people, 
Uzbekistanis, Tajiks, Bangladeshis, Pakis, Bosniacs,  
the Portuguese, Nusayri people, Libyans, the Senegalese  
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Excluding the repeated items, items analyzed in 2017 consist of 2994 columns 
and 2119 news articles. Archive pages, special reports, articles sent to readers’ 
page, book reviews and similar items were analyzed under the title of “other” 
and hate speech was found in 183 items under this category.

DISTRIBUTION OF CONTENT PER TYPE, NEWSPAPER AND  
CATEGORIES

graph 2: Hate speech per type

graph 3: Hate speech in national and local press
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graph 4: Hate speech in national press
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graph 5: Hate speech in local press4

4 Local newspapers generated hate speech in 15 or less items are not included in the graph. For accessing the 
full list: bit.ly/2017hatespeech
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graph 6: Distribution of newspapers containing the largest number of hate speech according to 
the groups they targeted most



25

Instances of hate speech in newspapers are analyzed in accordance with 4 cat-
egories:

. exaggeration/attribution/distortion

. swearing/insult/defamation

. enmity/war discourse

. symbolization

These categories are determined in order to help distinguishing and understand-
ing hate speech, which is usually generated in various ways. Indeed, it is possible 
to find more than one category in the same item. In such cases, the dominant 
category is regarded for the sake of classification. 

graph 7: Hate speech per categories
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HATE 
SPEECH 
EXAMPLES
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title: Suriyelileri Sınırdışı Edin! (Deport Syrians!) 
newspaper: Ortadoğu 
date: 23.01.2017 
type: Column 
author: Mustafa Önder 
target group(s): Syrians, Christians  
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

Mustafa Önder, in his column titled “Deport Syrians!,” criticizes the refugee policies of the 
state by using a tone targeting Syrians and marks them as an ‘element of threat’ against 
Turkey. Throughout the column, he leads the reader to establish a hierarchy between citi-
zens of Turkey and Syrians and labels Syrians as ‘traitors’.

With remarks such as “They are drinking whiskey and dancing in Reina on New Year’s Eve; 
they are living as beggars in a foreign country and working for a pittance instead of fight-
ing against the enemy in their country. Who could they be? Of course Syrian Arabs!,” “In a 
country where terrorists, spies and hit men are wandering around, there are 3 million so-
called refugees whose actions and relations are completely unknown to us,” and “They are 
wandering around all over our cities, bullying our shopkeepers and engaged in political ac-
tions,”  he creates a negative perception of Syrians and incites hatred and discrimination 
against them. He also put forward claims that might lead people to associate their current 
economic concerns with Syrians, whom he makes scapegoats: “Unemployment is increas-
ing in Turkey day by day. To top it all, wages are decreasing because of Syrians.”

With the remarks such as “Because of them, Turkey sends Turkish soldiers to Syria for 
maintaining border safety! Turkey uses the budget of its own people to feed the ones who 
ran away from their country!” and “A faithful, Muslim Syrian is the one who fights for his 
country. The believers wouldn’t leave their country to the Christian herds,” the columnist 
reinforces the Syrian-Turk and Muslim-Christian polarizations and labels Christians as an 
‘element of threat.’ 
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title: Hocalı Soykırımının 25. Yılı (25th anniversary of Khojaly Genocide) 
newspaper: Ankara Anadolu Gazetesi 
date: 07.02.2017 
type: Column 
author: Eflatun Neimetzade 
target group(s): Armenians  
category: enmity/war discourse

Eflatun Neimetzade, in his article title “25th anniversary of Khojaly Genocide,” writes about 
the Khojaly massacre. Neimetzade, with the subheading “ARMENIAN MURDERERS DID 
IT” and descriptions like “rapist Armenians,” accuses all Armenians. The article contains 
quite provocative and pornographic war discourse and Armenians are labeled as “pro-
death” and enmity between the two peoples is incited with the threatening statements  
such as the following: “You, Armenians, watch your step and leave our lands. You are 
fooled and deceived. We are pacifists and you are pro-death.” He also writes, “This is just 
the treacherous and hostile attitude of Christian states against Muslim race,” regenerating 
the Muslim-Christian polarization and labeling Christians as the enemy.
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title: El Bab 
newspaper: Sözcü 
date: 10.02.2017 
type: Column 
author: Yılmaz Özdil 
target group(s): Syrians  
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

Yılmaz Özdil, in his article titled “Al-Bab”, targets Syrians who ran away from the civil war 
in their country and took shelter in Turkey on the grounds that “they hadn’t protected their 
country” and they are starting business in Turkey. Özdil escalates already existing xeno-
phobia and hatred against Syrians with a discourse that regards an identity superior to oth-
ers: “They are establishing companies, becoming bosses, living in villas, sailing with yachts, 
listening to jazz in our country instead of protecting their homeland. And our children are 
fighting, martyred and losing their eyes and legs in order to save their country” and “Now 
that the referendum is getting closer, go and make a call to the people without shame. Say, 
‘Go and vote yes, if you want Syrians to fool around in our country, have a great life here and 
hit the goldmine while our children are martyred in the damn Al-Bab.’” With this marginal-
izing discourse, the columnist prevents people from questioning the devastating effects of 
war and conditions that forced Syrians to live in dangerous circumstances.
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title: BÖYLE BABA OLMAZ OLSUN (WHAT KIND OF A FATHER IS THIS) 
newspaper: Korkusuz 
date: 14.02.2017 
type: News article 
author: Doğan Can Cesur (İHA) 
target group(s): Syrians  
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

title: İkisi de baba! (Both are fathers!) 
newspaper: Karadeniz 
date: 14.02.2017 
type: News article 
author: Karadeniz 
target group(s): Syrians  
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

Korkusuz newspaper’s headline story “WHAT KIND OF A FATHER IS THIS” covers the sto-
ry of a father who made his son beg after causing him to faint. As can be seen in the heading 
“Unbelievable cruelty of the Syrian father,” the national identity of the person is highlight-
ed several times, though it is not directly related to the incident. The newspaper demonizes 
Syrians with a narration that abuses readers’ emotions.

Covering the same incident, Karadeniz newspaper’s article titled “Both are fathers!” has 
the following heading: “Syrian father makes his son beg after causing him to faint and an-
other father from Batman carries his son on his back.” The newspaper covers two separate 
incidents, which have nothing to do with the national identities of the people in question 
with statements and visual design that create a total contrast and escalates the division of 
Syrian-Turkish.  
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title: Ermeniler sabotaja kalkıştı (Armenians tried to sabotage) 
newspaper: Harbi Gazete 
date: 23.02.2017 
type: News article 
author: Harbi Gazete 
target group(s): Armenians 
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

In the article published in Harbi Gazete with the title “Armenians tried to sabotage,” the 
alleged sabotage is attributed to Armenian identity as a whole. Thus, the newspaper rein-
forces the existing prejudice and enmity of the reader against Armenians. 

How could it be written?

“Suspicious attempt of Armenian army”/ “Infiltration attempt / clash on the front”

With the titles above, the story could have been presented to the reader in a more in-
formative way. The opening sentence could be the following: “Along the frontline in 
the Karabakh region, with frequent clashes between Armenia and Azerbaijan, the 
Azerbaijani army responded to an attempt of sabotage by the reconnaissance team of 
Armenian army.” Also, by not using the word “Armenian,” the story could have been 
written without targeting an identity as a whole. 
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title: EVET’ÇİYİ YUNAN’A BENZETTİ / ‘EVET’ KORKUSU CHP’Yİ ÇILDIRTTI  
(HE COMPARED THE YES VOTERS TO GREEKS/CHP WENT CRAZY WITH THE FEAR OF ‘YES’) 
newspaper: Star 
date: 04.04.2017 
type: News article 
author: Star 
target group(s): Greeks 
category: symbolization

The article featured in Star with the title of “HE COMPARED THE YES VOTERS TO GREEKS” 
on the front page and with the title of “CHP WENT CRAZY WITH THE FEAR OF ‘YES’,” crit-
icizes CHP MP Hüsnü Bozkurt because he said “If the majority votes yes on April 16, we 
will go to Samsun and chase all of you toward the sea in Izmir.” Though the newspaper 
criticizes Bozkurt’s statements reinforcing the old discourse of enmity against Greeks, it 
regenerates the same discourse. Thus, the newspaper portrays Greeks as enemies by using 
the Greek identity as a reason for hatred.
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title: Hristiyan terörü YOK SAYILIYOR / HRİSTİYANLARIN terörü yok sayılıyor  
(Christian terrorism is DISREGARDED / Terrorism of CHRISTIANS is ignored) 
newspaper: Milat Gazetesi 
date: 02.03.2017 
type: News article 
author: Milat Gazetesi 
target group(s): Christians 
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

The article published in Milat Gazetesi with the title of “Christian terrorism is DISREGARD-
ED” and with the title of “Terrorism of CHRISTIANS is ignored” inside reports the speech by 
Ezher Sheikh Ahmed et-Tayyib at a conference. The newspaper features et-Tayyib’s state-
ments without quotation marks and also distorts them. In this way, it associates Christians 
with ‘terrorism’ and reinforces prejudices against them.

How could it be written?

“Terrorism/violence has no religion”

Though Ahmet et-Tayyib, whose thoughts are covered in the article, says ‘describing a 
religious identity as a fire inciting wars is sad and painful,’ the article presents Christian 
identity in association with terrorism. The article could have highlighted et-Tayyib’s 
statements that emphasize “coexistence and social peace.” Thus, a title like “terrorism 
has no religion” or “violence has no religion” in reference to those statements would 
have made us see the story from a different perspective.
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title: Gâvur gâvurluğunu yapıyor! (Giaour is just being giaour!) 
newspaper: Habertürk 
date: 13.03.2017 
type: Column 
author: Murat Bardakçı 
target group(s): non-Muslims 
category: symbolization 
target group(s): Armenians, Greeks 
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

Murat Bardakçı, in his column titled “Giaour is just being giaour!” writes: “Giaour is just 
being giaour! And this is not something new, it is their tradition for centuries!” With this 
remark and the title, he reinforces the perception of enmity against non-Muslims in Tur-
key with the word ‘giaour,’ which is used as an expression of hatred and insult against 
non-Muslims.

Furthermore, under the title of “REMEMBER THE DANCES IN GERMANY,” Bardakçı asks, 
“Do you remember the celebrations in front of the parliament building in Berlin right after 
the text that defines 1915 events as ‘genocide’ was passed?” In response to this question, 
he writes: “Armenians raised their red, blue and orange flags and danced with slogans and 
songs. And Greeks came with great eagerness with their blue-white flags with a cross on it 
and started to dance along! Apostol and Helen stood with Agop and Takuhi on this happy 
occasion and confirmed the saying ‘Blasphemers constitute a single nation’...” With these 
remarks, he labels Armenians and Greeks as ‘elements of threat’ and incites enmity be-
tween peoples.   
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title: YUNAN’I Boğaz’a döktük (We threw the GREEK into the Bosporus) 
newspaper: Akşam 
date: 17.03.2017 
type: News article 
author: Akşam 
target group(s): Greeks 
category: enmity/war discourse

Akşam daily’s subheading article titled “We threw the GREEK into the Bosporus” covers 
the game between Beşiktaş and Olympiakos football teams in the UEFA League. The news-
paper features the victory of Beşiktaş with “We chased the GREEKS to the Bosporus” title; 
by regenerating the past enmity discourse, it reinforces the rooted prejudices against the 
Greeks.

How could it be written?

“Lopsided victory without the full team”

A title like the above could inform the reader that Beşiktaş won a remarkable victory 
though it played without the full team. The missing information in the title could be 
completed with a summary as the following: “In the game to advance to the quar-
terfinal, Beşiktaş won a lopsided victory against Olympiakos though it played with 10 
players for 51 minutes.”
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title: Yunan keşke gelse miydi? (Do you wish Greeks came?) 
newspaper: Yeni Mesaj 
date: 29.08.2017 
type: Column 
author: Muharrem Bayraktar 
target group(s): Greeks, Greeks in Turkey 
category: enmity/war discourse

Muharrem Bayraktar, in his column titled “Do you wish Greeks came?,” writes: “It turns out 
that the Greeks whom we chased to the sea in Izmir have infiltrated us, penetrated into our 
media, participated in our politics, have been giving sermons and advice under the guise of 
history talks with a fezes on their heads. The question is not to chase the Greeks to the sea, 
but to eliminate the ‘spirit of Greeks’ among us” and “We don’t care about who is Greek, 
but if you make our people applaud the heathens who turn all the country into Greeks and 
trespass the honor and lands of this country, if you make our people praise them by saying 
‘I wish they had truimphed,’ then we use our right to hoot.” With these remarks, he regen-
erates a historical perception of enmity towards Greeks and Rums (Greeks in Turkey) by 
referring to past incidents between states and ethnic cleavages.
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How could it be written?

“Provocation with ‘barbeque party’ against hunger strike.”

By omitting the identity information from the title and focusing on the event itself, 
making a generalization could have been avoided and a discourse without hate speech 
could have been used. 

title: Yahudilerden açlık grevine çirkin tahrik (Jews foully provoke the hunger strike) 
newspaper: Bursa Şehir  
date: 21.04.2017 
type: News article 
author: AA 
target group(s): Jews 
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

Bursa Şehir newspaper’s article titled “Jews foully provoke the hunger strike” covers a bar-
becue party held by a radical group near Ofer Prison in the West Bank to oppose the prison-
ers on hunger strike. The news was written highlighting Jewish identity in the title. In this 
way; a singular incident is identified with the Jewish identity and prejudices against Jews 
are reinforced.
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title: Gavur cephesinde değişen bir şey yok (Nothing new to report on giaour front) 
newspaper: Yeni Akit 
date: 07.07.2017 
type: News article 
author: Yeni Akit 
target group(s): non-Muslims 
category: symbolization

The article published in Yeni Akit with the title of “Nothing new to report on giaour front” 
on the front page and with “Harsh response by Turkey to rubbish decision of EP” inside 
incites hatred against non-Muslim identities by using the word ‘giaour’ in the title, which is 
used as an expression to insult and defame non-Muslims in Turkey. 

How could it be written?

“58 years of insistence of EP (or EU)/“Suspension decision from EP again after 58 years”

By removing the word “giaour” from the title, the story could have been told in a more 
informative way without creating a contrast between Muslims and non-Muslims. 
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title: Suriyelilerin gürültü yapmayın cinayeti (Murder committed by Syrians because of noise) 
newspaper: Milliyet 
date: 16.05.2017 
type: News article 
author: Ali Ekber Şen - İbrahim Maşe (DHA) 
target group(s): Syrians 
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

In Milliyet’s article entitled “Murder committed by Syrians because of noise,” with an ap-
proach far from a rights-based perspective, the national identity of the suspects is high-
lighted though it is not directly related to the incident both in the title and text: “Anoth-
er Syrian tension happened in the Akdeniz district of Mersin. After a fight with sticks and 
stones between Syrians and locals on April 18 in Adanalıoğlu neighborhood in the district, 
24-years-old Hanifi Hisak was stabbed to death because he asked the Syrians living in the 
Şevket Sümer neighborhood “to stop the noise’”. The article associates Syrians with crime 
fomenting discrimination and negative perception against them.

How could it be written?

“Asking for stopping the noise cost him his life”

A title such as the above could summarize the incident without labeling any group. 
“24-year-old man was stabbed to death because he asked his neighbors to stop making 
noise. The family of the suspect was taken away with armored police vehicles because 
of the rising tension in the neighborhood.” Since the incident in question was not di-
rectly related to the fact that the suspect is Syrian, the emphasis on the identity diverts 
the article from its purpose of informing the reader. If the intention was to inform that 
there was tension between Syrians and locals, the story could have been constructed in 
a way to understand and explain the reason and grounds of the tension with reference 
to interviews with local authorities. The way the newspaper presents the story reinforc-
es the existing perception of tension. However, highlighting the reasons of the incident 
and possible solutions would be more appropriate considering the social role attributed 
to journalism.
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title: Harf Devrimi işte böyle deliniyor (This how the Alphabet Reform is breached) 
newspaper: Sözcü  
date: 09.08.2017 
type: Column 
author: Emin Çölaşan 
target group(s): Syrians 
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

Emin Çölaşan, in his column titled “This how the Alphabet Reform is breached,” writes: 
“They say it is for Syrians! Because of policy mistakes of this government, 3.5 million Syri-
ans swarmed Turkey like a cloud of grasshoppers… They are engaged in all kinds of things 
like mafia activities, burglary, ransom, murder, abuse… Why do we use their language and 
alphabet? The host surrendered and the guest has a free hand.” With these remarks, he as-
sociates Syrians with various criminal actions and provokes the reader against them. With 
a discourse far from rights-based approach, the author causes reinforcement of discrimina-
tion and hatred against Syrians by regenerating existing prejudices against Syrians.  
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title: YAHUDİ MEZALİMİ (JEWISH ATROCITY) 
newspaper: İstiklal  
date: 13.08.2017 
type: Other 
author: İstiklal 
target group(s): Jews 
category: enmity/war discourse

In İstiklal newspaper’s full page article titled “JEWISH ATROCITY” and “Where does the 
name Jew come from,” it is stated: “If someone asks which folk regards its race superior, 
the answer would be undoubtedly Jews. Jews, who even pitilessly kill prophets sent by God 
and invites them to the true path, perpetuates the atrocity committed by their ancestors. 
İstiklal opens the file of Jewish atrocity, meaning the torments caused by Jews.” With these 
statements and throughout the article, the newspaper associates all Jews with violence, 
torment and massacre. Thus, it incites enmity by demonizing the Jews.

Between August 13 and September 30, 2017, the newspaper İstiklal published an article se-
ries titled “Jewish atrocities.” This series, which includes the article above, used the title 
“Jewish atrocities” with each piece published and reinforces negative opinions towards 
Jews both with its section titles and the content.
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title: Katil Budistler ve katliamı alkışlayan Batı!  
(Buddhist murderers and Westerners applauding the massacre!) 
newspaper: Bursa Hayat 
date: 04.09.2017 
type: Column  
author: Bilal Kayaaltı 
target group(s): Buddhists, Jews, Christians 
category: enmity/war discourse

Bilal Kayaaltı, in his column titled “Buddhist murderers and Westerners applauding the 
massacre,” associates Buddhists with violence repeatedly and presents them as “an ele-
ment of threat” against Muslims like we see in his following remark: “And 150,000 Muslims, 
barefooted and desperate, try to take shelter in Bangladesh in an effort to save themselves 
from attacks of Buddhist murderers. Innocent Rohingya people are brutally murdered just 
because they are Muslims.” 

He also writes, “Buddhists, Jews and Christians kill Muslims on and on” and inflames the 
reader against Jews and Christians by portraying them as enemies.
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title: BUDİSTLERİN KİNİ BİTMİYOR (GRUDGE OF BUDDHISTS HAS NO END) 
newspaper: Milli Gazete 
date: 23.10.2017 
type: News article  
author: Milli Gazete 
target group(s): Buddhists 
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

The article published in Milli Gazete with the title “GRUDGE OF BUDDHISTS HAS NO END” 
covers the actions of a far-right group by accusing all Buddhists in the title. In this way, 
the newspaper portrays Buddhists as enemies by holding an identity responsible for the 
assaults and violence in question. 

How could it be written?

“Rohingya Muslims cannot return home”/“Myanmarese radicals protested the deci-
sion conferring citizenship to Muslims”

With the titles we see above, the reader could have been provided with more informa-
tion, and hate speech could have been avoided by not highlighting the identity in a 
prejudicial way. 
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title: İkiyüzlü Almanlar İsrail’e kalkan oldu (Hypocrite Germans shielded Israel) 
newspaper: Yeni Akit 
date: 12.12.2017 
type: News article  
author: Yeni Akit 
target group(s): Germans 
category: swearing/insult/defamation

The article published in the newspaper Yeni Akit with the title “Hypocrite Germans shielded 
Israel” covers the practices of the German police and statements of politicians by attribut-
ing them to all Germans. The newspaper causes reinforcement of the prejudices against the 
Germans with these generalizations.
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title: İnsan değil Budist şerefsizler (They are not human they are inglorious Buddhists) 
newspaper: Yeni Söz 
date: 17.11.2017 
type: News article  
author: Yeni Söz 
target group(s): Buddhists 
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion 
target group(s): Jews, Christians 
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

The article published in Yeni Söz with the title “They are not human they are inglorious 
Buddhists” covers Human Rights Watch’s report on events in Myanmar. However, with the 
main title and the subheading “BUDDHISTS ARE NOT HUMAN BUT MONSTERS,” Bud-
dhist identity is held responsible for the violence and the newspaper also escalates the ex-
isting negative feelings by insulting all Buddhists.

The article also includes the following remark: “Human Rights Watch documented the sex-
ual violence and systematic genocide against Rohingya Muslims carried out by Buddhist 
Myanmar army with the support of Jewish and Christian countries.” With this remark, Jew-
ish and Christian identities are accused and labeled as ‘threat.’
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title: Unutulmayan çığlıklar!... (Unforgotten screams!...) 
newspaper: Yeni Çağrı 
date: 22.12.2017 
type: Column  
author: Atilla Çilingir  
target group(s): Cypriot Greeks 
category: enmity/war discourse

Atilla Çilingir, in his column entitled “Unforgotten screams!...,” associates Cypriot Greeks 
with ‘torture’ and ‘massacre’ throughout the column with remarks such as the following: 
“The date December 21 tells about the tragedy happened in Cyprus, cruelty of the Greeks 
and the attempt of exterminating all Cypriot Turks overnight!”; “Because she was just 16 
days old! While her tiny body was buried alive that night, she was too young to feel the 
presence of Greek monsters…” The author demonizes Cypriot Greeks through descriptions 
having elements of enmity and hatred, and inflames the reader’s sentiments against them. 
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title: ‘Kırmızı Şemsiye’ şikayet etti, Basın İlan savunma istedi  
(‘Kırmızı Şemsiye’ filed a complaint, Press Advertisement Association demanded defence) 
newspaper: Yeni Akit  
date: 23.01.2017 
type: Column  
author: Ali İhsan Karahasanoğlu 
target group(s): LGBTI

Ali İhsan Karahasanoğlu, in his column titled “Kırmızı Şemsiye filed a complaint, Press Ad-
vertisement Association demanded defence”, targets Kırmızı Şemsiye Association on the 
ground that it reported Yeni Akit newspaper to Press Advertisement Association. Karaha-
sanoğlu writes, “It might sound funny, but it was an association founded by homosexuals. 
They reported Yeni Akit to the Press Advertisement Association” and reveals that he re-
gards homosexuality as a reason for insulting and mocking. 

He also writes, “These homosexuals, gays and immoral people who define themselves as 
‘sex workers’ and sell their bodies for money, during Ramadan... With an incredible reck-
lessness... Like they are making fun of the faith of people... (...) tried to organize a ‘Pride 
Parade’ at the center of Istanbul” and labels homosexuals as ‘immoral’ and ‘dishonorable.’ 
He portrays them as ‘threat risk’ against society and circulates a discourse that would rein-
force the discrimination that LGBTIs have already been subjected to. 

The author creates a hierarchy among different types of discrimination that different groups 
have been subjected to in writing: “In this country, religious people have been subjected 
to all kinds of inequalities. Women with headscarves have been insulted in the meanest 
ways.” He ignores the struggle of LGBTIs and legitimizes discriminatory practices against 
them. With his statements “Istanbul Governor’s Office decided to ban the parade that was 
planned to be held during Ramadan. However, homosexuals tried to hold the parade il-
legally and clashed with security forces,” the writer describes the Pride Parade that had 
been organized without any problem for years as ‘illegal,’ and associates homosexuals with 
crime causing them to be targeted dangerously.

OTHER DISADVANTAGED GROUPS
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title: ALMANYA SAPKINLIĞI KABUL ETTİ (GERMANY APPROVES PERVERSION) 
newspaper: Yeni Devir  
date: 01.07.2017 
type: News article 
author: Ihlas News Agency 
target group(s): LGBTI

The article published in Yeni Devir with the title “GERMANY APPROVES PERVERSION” 
covers the passing of the legislation that recognizes marriage equality. LGBTIs are insulted 
because of their sexual orientation and gender identities with the word “perversion” used in 
the title. The newspaper causes the normalization and spread of the discrimination to which 
LGBTIs are subjected.

How could it be written?5 
“German parliament approved marriage equality”

By choosing not to use an adjective in the title, the newspaper could have come closer 
to creating a reporting language without hate speech, and could have used a more in-
formative title. In addition, using “marriage equality” instead of “same-sex marriage” 
could be a more comprehensive expression.

5 We thank Yıldız Tar, KAOS GL Media and Communication Coordinator, for contributing to writ-
ing alternative versions of the articles targeting LGBTIs.
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title: PERUK HIRSIZI TRAVESTİ ÇIKTI (WIG THIEF TURNS OUT TO BE TRANSVESTITE) 
newspaper: Şok  
date: 08.07.2017 
type: News article 
author: Doğan News Agency 
target group(s): LGBTI

In the article published in Şok with the title “WIG THIEF TURNS OUT TO BE TRANSVES-
TITE,” a criminal incident is covered with emphasis on the suspect’s gender identity though 
it is not directly related to the incident. Repeating the suspect’s gender identity in the text 
reinforces existing transphobia and discrimination.

How could it be written? 

“Suspected wig thief was caught”

In this article covering a criminal incident, informing that the suspect is caught would 
be enough. The description “transvestite” should not have been used since it is not 
directly related to the news content. The word “transvestite,” used for describing 
transgender people in media is loaded with negative connotations, and the usage of 
this word reinforces transphobia. Unless it is essential to the story, generalizing de-
scriptions should not be used. When the gender or sexual identity is an indispensable 
element of the news, it should be asked to the person rather using common defini-
tions. If this is not possible, the right way of using the description should be searched.6

 

6 KAOS GL, KAOS GL 2017 Medya İzleme Raporu (Ankara: Ayrıntı Basımevi, 2017), p. 54. 
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title: En İyi ve Hayırlı Ev (The best and most favorable home) 
newspaper: Milli Gazete  
date: 27.01.2017 
type: Column 
author: Mehmet Şevket Eygi 
target group(s): Women

Mehmet Şevket Eygi points to women and “obscene publications of media” as the reason 
for crimes like rape. Eygi writes: “One of the main causes of abuse and rape of girls and 
women is the obscene publications of irresponsible and immoral media.” With this remark, 
he claims that media incites or leads men to rape. He also points to women’s cloths as the 
reason for rape and sexual harassment: “A woman or girl with honor, modesty, dignity, 
self-esteem and commonsense has no right to provoke men. A woman or girl with honor 
and modesty has no right to dress like a hooker.” In this way, he blames the very women 
who are subjected to rape and sexual harassment while justifying and legitimizing rape. The 
columnist calls for women to stay within the normative boundaries determined by ‘honor,’ 
and implicitly affirms any kind of violence to which ‘unacceptable women’ are subjected.  
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DISCRIMINATORY DISCOURSE REPORTS PUBLISHED SO FAR

. Discrimination against Syrian Refugees in Media: Misinformation and Distortion (2017)

. Giaour Discourse in Print Media (2017)

. Four Day War in Nagorno-Karabakh and the Discriminatory Discourse Analysis of
the Media in Azerbaijan, Armenia and Turkey (2016)

. Discriminatory Discourse in News Stories on Murders of Transgender Women (2016)

. Representation of Women in the media of Turkey: Report on Newspaper and
Internet Journalism (2015)

. April 24 Armenian Genocide Commemoration Day in Media 1995-2015 (2015)

. Discriminatory Discourse Against Syrian Refugees (2014)

. Israel’s Gaza Operation and Discriminatory Discourse against Jews in Media (2014)

. April 24 Armenian Genocide Commemoration Day in Media One Year Before the
Centennial (2014)

. Discriminatory Discourse against Alevi People (2013)

. Research on Discriminatory Discourse in Media during Gezi Park Protests (2013)

. Media Coverage of HDK and BDP members’ Trip to Black Sea Region (2013)
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Before the constitutional referendum on April 2017, we saw that the word ‘giaour’ 
was used frequently in campaigns of politicians and in media, especially in col-
umns, and regenerated and spread as a propaganda tool. 

This report examines how the word ‘giaour’ is used, which has various historical, 
sociological and linguistic connotations, in a context within which non-Muslim 
identities are associated with mercilessness, cruelty and enmity. 

For this study, all news articles and columns published in national newspapers 
between December 2016 and April 2017 and contained the word ‘giaour’ had been 
monitored. The beginning of this period is marked by a statement made by Dep-
uty Prime Minister Numan Kurtulmuş on December 2, 2016, during a meeting in 
Kastamonu. Monitoring ended at the end of April 2017, which was the month the 
referendum was held. This period is determined in consideration of the debates 
caused by the fact that representatives of political parties, public figures and so-
cial media users especially before the referendum used the word as a propaganda 
tool. 

The report was opened by sociologist Arus Yumul’s article in which she discusses 
the historical and social background of the ‘giaour’ discourse and the etymology 
of the word. The article is followed by an analysis regarding how the discourse is 
constructed in print media on the basis of religious references and the percep-
tion of enmity coming from the past. The analysis, which discusses news articles 
and columns targeting non-Muslims in Turkey and Western states, ends with a 
discussion on the expression ‘giaour Izmir.’ In the second chapter, the usage of 
the word ‘giaour’ is discussed in terms of how and in which context it was used 
as political propaganda tool in the process leading to the referendum. After the 
third chapter, which focuses on the article criticizing the ‘giaour’ discourse, the 
report ends with the conclusion summarizing the report.

INTRODUCTION
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graph 8: distribution of articles containing the giaour discourse between December 2016 and April 2017 
per newspaper
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 Arus Yumul

“The swear word ‘giaour’ never gets old both in the gardens  
[of public schools] decorated with a Turkish flag and  

Ataturk bust and in the yards of Quran courses.”7 

 

“…We were never on good terms with these children who always outnum-
ber us. Do you wonder why? Because of you, dear Lord! Yes! Whenever 
they had the chance, each time they caught us alone, they invited us to 
Islam, your ‘rightful religion’, pressuring ‘say salavat, you son of a giaour!’ 
And this invitation was always accompanied by slaps, kicks, sticks and 
stones. Since we knew that repeating those words [salavat] makes the 
giaours Muslim, we never said ‘la ilahe illalallah…’ at the cost of being 
beaten up. Yes, my Lord, they were swooping down on us in the name of 
you and we were enduring this torment again in the name of you.”8

Turkish Linguistic Society’s dictionary defines the word ‘giaour’ as the following: 
“1. Non-believer; 2. A non-Muslim person; 3. Merciless, cruel; 4. Stubborn.”9 Ac-
cording to etymological dictionary, the origin of the word giaour is Persian word 
gebr, meaning a worshipper of fire. According to the same source, the oldest 
source referring to this word is Filippo Argenti’s Regola del Parlare Turco pub-
lished in 1533; according to Argenti, the word ‘giaour’ means “idolater, a person 
not adhering to a scriptural religion.”10 The word is lent by Western languages 
and added to dictionaries. An English encyclopedic dictionary published in 1902 

7  Laure Marchand & Guillaume Perrier, Türkiye ve Ermeni Hayaleti: Soykırımın İzinde Adımlar, 
trans. Renan Akman, (İstanbul: İletişim, 2014), p. 87.

8 Mıgırdiç Margosyan, Biletimiz İstanbul’a Kesildi, (İstanbul: Aras Yayıncılık, 1998), p. 18.
9  See Güncel Türkçe Sözlük, www.tdk.gov.tr. 
10 See www.etimolojiturkce.com/kelime/gavur.

TO CALL OR NOT TO CALL THE GIAOUR GIAOUR,  
THAT IS THE QUESTION
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defines the word ‘giaour’ as “a name given by Turks to people, especially Chris-
tians, who do not follow Muhammad.”11

Naim Taşbaşı from the newspaper Yeni Akit, commenting on the regulation on 
hate speech in “Draft Law regarding Changes in Various Laws with the Purpose 
of Improving Fundamental Rights and Freedoms” known as Package for Democ-
ratization in Public, was asking “Is it a crime to call the Giaour ‘Giaour’ like in the 
Edict of Gülhane?” (07.10.2013). The same newspaper announced the passing of 
the draft with this title: “Calling the Giaour ‘Giaour’ is a crime now.”12

The attempt to equate non-Muslims and Muslims in the Edict of Gülhane [Tan-
zimat] (1839) and Reform Edict (1856), especially Reform Edict’s article forbidding 
insult on the basis of sect and religion which says that “Every distinction or desig-
nation tending to make any class whatever the subjects of my Empire inferior to an-
other class on account of their religion, language, or race, shall be forever effaced 
from the Administrative Protocol. The laws shall be put in force against the use of 
any injurious or offensive term, either among private individuals or on the part of 
the authorities”13 was interpreted by the people as the follows: “From now on, the 
giaour won’t be called giaour.” In the website Dünya Sözlük, there is an entry which 
says “The moment we stopped calling the giaour giaour, we became second-class 
citizens. Tanzimat Reform Era was the prep class for second-class citizenship.”14 

According to this mentality, Tanzimat, which was a step in eliminating the duality of 
the dominant nation (Millet-i Hakime) and the dominated nation (Millet-i Mahkume), 
was like a “misplaced button.” And the Reform Edict, which took this attempt of equat-
ing further, was “the second blow,” “for making the giaour more equal.”15 However, 
the word ‘giaour’ was forbidden but not forgotten, since “our people said their piece.”16 

“In addition, the recent democratization package doesn’t forbid “calling the giaour 
giaour” either, so the fear hasn’t come true and “hate crime remained on paper.”17

11 Encyclopaedic Dictionary, an Original Work of Reference to the Words in the English Language, 
(Londra: Cassel & Company, 1902), vol. III.

12        “Gâvura gâvur demek artık suç,” Yeni Akit, 19 May 2014, www.yeniakit.com.tr/haber/gavura-
gavur-demek-artik-suc-12376.html.

13 Enver Ziya Karal, Osmanlı Tarihi, (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 1983), vol. VI, p. 2.
14 albatros,“gavura gavur demek,” Dünya Sözlük, 19 May 2015, www.dunyasozluk.com/

entry/1627080.
15 Mehmet Maksudoğlu, “YANLIŞ İLİKLENEN DÜĞME: TANZÎMÂT,” AK TOPRAKLI, 30 May 

2017, www.mehmetmaksudoglu.com/makale/yanlis-iliklenen-dugme-tanz-m-t.
16 Mustafa Yılmaz, “Gavurda Akıl Olsa Müslüman Olurdu,” Haksöz Haber, 5 June 2015, www.hak-

sozhaber.net/gavurda-akil-olsa-musluman-olurdu-29157yy.htm. 
17 Gözde Kazaz, “TCK 122 hayal kırıklığı: Nefret suçu kağıt üstünde kaldı,” Agos, 15 December 2016 

www.agos.com.tr/tr/yazi/17260/tck-122-hayal-kirikligi-nefret-sucu-kagit-ustunde-kaldi.
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The goal of injurious speech is not only to humiliate the other, to assign a subordi-
nate place to the person being verbally attacked; it also seeks to make the other to 
acknowledge their authority by “assigning a special place to the one who speaks in 
social-symbolic structure.”18 

“Young people don’t know this: Before the Edict of Gülhane, non-Muslims 
weren’t considered equal before kadi (muslim judge).  The giaour had to 
dress in a certain way. The headgear and shoes of the giaour had to be dif-
ferent from those of ours, they could have never ever disguised as a Muslim 
and if they did, they would have punished gravely. It was impossible for a 
non-Muslim to cross a Muslim’s path.”19

These remarks are the reflection of the longing for a period of a strict stratifica-
tion where everyone knew their place or of a post-imperial nostalgia. The notion 
‘giaour’ is one of the most cherished symbols of this nostalgia in everywhere from 
popular culture to political discourse. Nostalgia is a reaction to the experience of 
discontinuity and the feeling that the identity is hindered and torn apart from the 
past built as “the golden age” or threatened.20 Nostalgia seeks to provide continu-
ity by reestablishing the things that are thought to be lost with a break from the 
past. This is why the word ‘giaour’ is not given up, because the word “makes us feel 
like we are linked to an ancient past” and “reminds us our social togetherness.”21

Sometimes it is said that the word ‘giaour’ is not an insult, but refers to a classi-
fication: “I, as a Muslim, don’t insult non-Muslims when I call them ‘Giaour’, 
I manifest ‘my difference’. I am doing this to prevent ‘my identity’ from ‘being 
confused with’ other identities, to make sure that it is ‘distinguished’ from oth-
ers.”22 However, the word ‘giaour’ is not used only as a descriptive or classifying 
notion. It subjects the world to a moral evaluation based on believer/nonbe-

18        Renata Salecl, “See No Evil, Speak No Evil: Hate Speech and Human Rights,” compiled by Joan 
Copjec, Radical Evil, (Londra: Verso, 1996), p. 152.

19 From the article “Gavura Gavur Demeyince Ne Oldu” in Muharrem Cezbe’s book Osmanlı 
Tokadı Nasıl Atılır,( İstanbul: Mostar, 2017). Quoted by Ahmet Doğan İlbey, “Osmanlı tokadı 
nasıl atılır,” Haber Vaktim, 31 May 2017, www.habervaktim.com/yazar/80425/osmanli-tokadi-
nasil-atilir.html.

20        Stuart Tannock, “Nostaligia Critique,” Cultural Studies, 9(3), 1995, p. 453-64.
21 Arif Arcan, “Neden bir Devlet Oluyoruz da Milet Olamıyoruz?,” Düşünce Mektebi, 15 February 

2017, www.dusuncemektebi.com/y/22959/neden-bir-devlet-oluyoruz-da-millet-olamiyoruz-/. 
22 Ahmet Musaoğlu, “Diyanet işleri Başkanı Hıristiyan(lar)la aynı safta namaz’a!...,” Ahmet 

Musaoğlu ile İnsanın Gerçeği, 24 November 2011, www.ahmetmusaoglu.org/makaleler/215/
Diyanet-Isleri-Baskani-Hiristiyan-lar-la-ayni-safta-namaz---a-...html. 
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liever. In the social imagination, non-Muslims represent the lack of moral, humane 
values and so on. These perceived deficiencies are balanced by the excess of other 
characteristics like greed, treason, cruelty, immorality and improbity. This is why 
the expression “We are Muslims too, but why are we treated like giaour?” [“onlar 
Müslüman da biz gâvur muyuz?”] is used by people to express their “rightful” reac-
tion against the injustices to which they are subjected. The perception of non-Muslims 
is probably best expressed by this saying: “Hit like you hit the giaour”. Since the one 
who uses this saying sees oneself as the “norm” or “normal,” as well the “valuable” 
and “right” one; the ones who are positioned against the dominant are compared 
and classified. This comparison inevitably results in regarding and labeling the differ-
ence as deficiency and even as fault. Idioms and sayings like “Fidelity of giaour, rem-
edy of poison”; “you cannot make fur out of pigs/bear and you cannot make a giaour 
your friend”; “the giaour would act like giaour”; “the one who shares bread with the 
giaour steals the sword of the giaour”; “turning into giaour”; “giaour stubbornness”; 
“giaour atrocity”; “giaour property”; “corpse of giaour” clearly reflect this understand-
ing. The expression “corpse of giaour” is used to mean “too heavy,” referring to in-
numerable sins of non-Muslims. According an entry in Uludağ Sözlük, “it is insulting 
non-Muslims even when they are dead by still calling them giaour”23 or attributing an 
anatomical quality to the sins that “the bodies deserving of hell who hadn’t got reli-
gion before they died” have inherently. Once upon a time in Anatolia, children run-
ning after “the corpse of giaour” were “showering funeral procession with stones”24 

like they were stoning the devil. This is an expression of this understanding. They are 
treated as if they are children of a different god: Thinking that “the God of Muslims is 
the same with what Christians and Jews define as God,” “talking about ‘MONOTHE-
ISM’ by equating the God Almighty with blasphemous understanding of god of Chris-
tians and Jews”, is the greatest “lie” and “aspersion” concerning “the God Almighty.”25

“Being giaour is really tough,” says Gila Benmayor. “When someone says ‘See what 
this giaour has done’ while you are talking to your loved ones, you have to pretend 
not to have heard what they said.”26 For what is expected from them is a behaved and 
polite silence, even if they are full of objection.

23 yani diyor ki, “gavur ölüsü,” Uludağ Sözlük, 4 September 2013, www.uludagsozluk.
com/e/21174769/.

24 Mıgırdiç Margosyan, “Pezevenk”, Öküz: Aylık Kültür-Fizik Dergisi, no. 35 (April 1997), p. 41. 
25 Mustafa Kasadar, “Müslümanlar; Hristiyanlar ve Yahudiler İle Aynı Allah’a mı İnanıyor?,” 

Müslümanlara Karşı 3 Büyük Tehlike, 7 May 2012, www.ucbuyuktehlike.wordpress.
com/2012/05/07/muslumanlar-hristiyanlar-ve-yahudiler-ile-ayni-allaha-mi-inaniyor-
mustafa-kasadar/.

26 Gila Benmayor, “Şu gavur meselesi,” Hürriyet, 25 December 2005, www.hurriyet.com.tr/su-
gavur-meselesi-3698385.
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PRINT MEDIA ANALYSIS

“What does the new Turkey see when it reconciles with its history, its 
culture? You cannot find imperialism or exploitation there. But there 
is something. When we reconcile with our history, our culture, there is 
no obedience to imperialist countries against others. There is no living 
under their shadow. One of the main characteristics of this great civili-
zation, which still exists and we call ‘Muslimism of Turkey,’ is to stand 
against the giaour by calling them ‘giaour’. That is why we resisted in 
Çanakkale. That is why we triumphed in the War of Independence.

We, this nation, think like Muslims of these lands. We should take 
this issue of independence seriously. For us, independence means 
standing against the giaour by calling them ‘giaour’. Otherwise we 
couldn’t have resisted in Çanakkale. In our dictionary, giaour is not 
a name given to non-Muslims. It is the name of the tyrant, the cruel, 
the ones tormenting people, the imperialist.”

This is the statement of Deputy Prime Minister Numan Kurtulmuş, said on De-
cember 2, 2016, during a meeting in Kastamonu. Human Rights Association (İHD) 
Istanbul Branch Committee against Racism and Discrimination filed a criminal 
complaint against Kurtulmuş. In İHD’s petitions submitted to Istanbul Public 
Prosecutor’s Office, it is said that this statement incites discrimination, margin-
alization and enmity against non-Muslim citizens of Turkey and triggers hatred 
against a certain group in society.27

Similarly, social media users, politicians and public figures used the giaour dis-
course as a propaganda tool before the constitutional referendum on April 16, 
2017 and a debate was started around this issue.  AKP Bursa MP Hayrettin Çak-
mak shared an image via his social media account, which features a ‘yes’ stamp 
and reads: “Cast your votes like you hit the giaour”. This image was criticized 

27      “Kurtulmuş: Bağımsızlık gavura ‘gavur’ diyebilmektir”, Cumhuriyet, 3 December 2016, www.cum-
huriyet.com.tr/haber/turkiye/639764/Kurtulmus__Bagimsizlik_gavura__gavur__diyebilmektir.html.
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and discussed in social media. After 
Archpriest Tatul Anuşyan criticized 
this image, Çakmak deleted it and re-
leased a statement. Like Numan Kur-
tulmuş, he said that he didn’t use the 
word ‘giaour’ to mean ‘non-Muslims’ 
and he referred to the connotations 
of the word with the purpose of crit-
icizing ‘hostile attitude of Germany, 
the Netherlands and Europe against 
Turkey.’28

According to the dictionary of Turkish Linguistic Society referred by Numan Kur-
tulmuş and Hayrettin Çakmak, the word ‘giaour’, originated from the Persian 
word ‘gebr’, has four meanings: 1. Non-believer; 2. A non-Muslim person; 3. Mer-
ciless, cruel; 4. Stubborn. As we see in these examples, in discussions about the 
word ‘giaour’, it is argued that non-Muslim identities are not targeted by claim-
ing that these meanings are not related to each other and the word is used to 
mean ‘cruel, merciless.’ However, when we regard the meaning of the word in the 
social memory, it is seen that different meanings attributed to the word ‘giaour’ 
are intertwined, constructed by affecting each other in a historical and social pro-
cess and generally used in a way to contain all the meanings. 

Muzaffer Doğan, in his column titled “You cannot make fur out of pigs and you 
cannot make a giaour your friend” published in Diriliş Postası on December 16, 
2016, points to non-Muslims as the agents of political and social situations in 
today’s Middle East, after he presented an etymological and social account con-
cerning the word ‘giaour.’ In the article with a polarizing discourse, he legitimizes 
the perception of enmity etched in social memory in reference to historical, reli-
gious and social sources. Throughout the column, he identifies the word ‘giaour’ 
with the following: “people who are not Muslims,” “non-Muslims,” “Greeks in 
Turkey,” “blasphemers,” “Frank,” “Jew,” “Nasara (Christians), “slave of the 
flesh, soldier of the devil,” and many times “enemy.” In this way, he portrays 
non-Muslim identities as nemeses of Muslims, as can be seen in these remarks: 
“Anatolian Muslims use the words like giaour, Frank, ‘kefere’ to mean ‘enemy.’ 

28 Rupen Varjabedyan, “‘Gâvura vurur gibi basın’ polemiği”, Agos, 29 March 2017, www.agos.
com.tr/tr/yazi/18080/gvura-vurur-gibi-basin-polemigi.
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They know that you cannot make a giaour (non-Muslim) your friend” and “Can we 
mix poison and honey and then eat it? Is it possible? No way! You cannot expect a 
giaour to act friendly.”  It is seen that, unlike what some people claim referring to 
the dictionary of Turkish Linguistic Society, the meanings ‘merciless, cruel’ and 
‘non-Muslim’ attributed to the word ‘giaour’ are not used independently of each 
other.  On the contrary, they are often used as a body of meaning that are inter-
twined and referring to each other.

A similar usage is seen Ercan Yıldırım’s column titled “Conceptualizing the Ana-
tolian wisdom properly”, which was published in Yeni Şafak on December 12, 
2016. He writes: “We base life on the distinction between the giaour and Muslim; 
we say to the ones who don’t fight fairly ‘he tortures like a giaour, he fights like 
a giaour’. When we call a cruel, heartless person ‘giaour’, we mostly mean ‘trai-

Diriliş Postası, Muzaffer Doğan, December 26, 2016
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tor’.” With these remarks, he attributes to the word ‘giaour’ both ‘non-Muslim’ 
and ‘traitor, cruel, merciless, heartless’ meanings and portrays non-Muslims as 
the enemy of the Muslims.

As we have seen in these examples, the meanings found in the dictionary and 
claimed to be different are often used as a body of meanings intertwined, affect 
each other in the historical process and have significance in contemporary Turkish. 
In other words, the fact that the word ‘giaour’ acquired meanings ‘non-Muslim’ and 
‘merciless, cruel’ is a result of a sociological and a historical process that cannot be 
regarded separately. Even though these meanings can be regarded separately as 
in the dictionary, a word means both ‘non-Muslim’ and ‘merciless, cruel’ creates a 
problematic discourse.

CONSTRUCTION OF CONTEXT THROUGH RELIGIOUS  
REFERENCES AND HISTORICAL ENMITY

Especially in articles in which hatred and enmity between different communities 
are legitimized on the basis of religious references and from verses from Quran, 
the giaour discourse is used as a tool for provoking the reader against non-Mus-
lim identities. Firstly, the word ‘giaour’ is used as an insult and enmity against 
non-Muslims with the connotations in social memory. In such articles, the con-
text of ‘enemies among us’ who are ‘the puppets of the West’ is created by refer-
ring to historical events. Secondly, it is used as a political tool in articles targeting 
‘Western’ or European states and the alleged enmity is associated with the fact 
that the West is not Muslim; the duality of ‘Muslim Turkey’ versus ‘Christian/
Jewish West’ is pointed out. Lastly, when the giaour discourse is used for insult-
ing such as in the case of ‘giaour Izmir,’ criticism against such usage reproduces 
the process of marginalizing and othering, since they also contain discriminatory 
reflexes.

‘Giaours among us’: Giaour as the antithesis of Islam

In articles where non-Muslims living in Turkey are directly targeted, it is em-
phasized that they are ‘enemies among us’ serving ‘external enemies.’ In this 
sense, the context of the giaour discourse that labels non-Muslims as ‘traitor’ 
and ‘enemy’ in social memory is regenerated. Thus, non-Muslims are regarded 
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as responsible for current political and social circumstances through a reference 
to a historical ‘enmity.’

For instance, in the column by Fahrettin Altun titled “Our struggle will always 
continue,” published on January 7, 2017 in the newspaper Sabah after the car 
bomb attack to the Izmir courthouse on January 5, the word ‘giaour’ is used di-
rectly to mean non-Muslims. Altun writes: “Of course the terrorist organizations 
are losing and they will experience even more losses. Of course their owners 
are losing and they will experience even more losses. However, there are also 
non-national elements that are waiting to benefit from these terrorist organiza-
tions, and fighting for power in Turkey. Giaours of old Turkey who have survived 
to this day by serving their Western masters who hold the nation in contempt 
are losing.” With this statement, he generates a dangerous discourse that por-
trays non-Muslims as a threat to the country, reflecting the dominant ideology 
claiming that what is ‘national’ is ‘Muslim.’ The author labels non-Muslims as 
‘non-national’ elements serving for ‘their Western masters.’ In this way, he uses 
the historical contexts of the word ‘giaour’ etched in social memory.

Also, people or groups who are thought to threaten ‘the national unity and integ-
rity,’ especially the ones who are called ‘terrorists’ and ‘traitors,’ are defined with 
the word ‘giaour.’ In such examples, it is implied that only non-Muslims can be 
‘traitors’ and ‘enemies.’

Diriliş Postası, January 11, 2017
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The article published in Diriliş Postası on January 11, 2017 is an example to such 
usage. Entitled as “Gaziantep waged gaza, killed one of the giaours and brought 
the other one in,” the article covers the clash between police forces and an armed 
group in Gaziantep. The people who are referred as “terrorist targeting the peace 
of Turkey,” “traitor” and “vile terrorists” in the text are defined as ‘giaour’ in the 
title. Moreover, the word ‘gaza’ in the title is defined by Turkish Linguistic Soci-
ety as the holy war against Christians in order to preserve or spread Islam. The 
newspaper defines this group, claimed to be a threat against Turkey, as ‘giaour’ 
and position it in opposition to Muslims. While non-Muslims are labeled as ‘ter-
rorists’ and ‘traitors,’ Muslims are incited towards these identities. Thus, the 
reader who goes on to read the article after having seen the title cannot read it 
independently of the context in which non-Muslims are portrayed as enemies. 

A similar approach can be seen in articles about the July 15 coup attempt. In his 
column published in Diriliş Postası on December 15, 2016, Ali Sali uses a similar dis-
course: “At the beginning, probably no one thought that the formation called FETÖ 
could attempt to act in such a treacherous way and could dare such an action. More 
precisely, no one thought that this formation could act just like giaours. After all, 
they were seen as devoted Muslims! A devoted Muslim cannot be an enemy of 
Turks and become giaours by attacking the values of this nation, they thought.” 
Sali claims that Muslims cannot be a threat and targets non-Muslims as the ‘real 
danger.’ In this article, the one who crosses the acceptable boundaries of Islam are 
‘accused of’ not being Muslim—being giaour becomes equal to being an enemy 
and it connotes insult and defamation. 

‘Giaour West’ as a threat against ‘Muslim Turkey’

Arguing that the power does not control only the actions and freedoms of peo-
ple, but also their minds, thought, attitude and ideologies, Van Dijk states that 
discourse should be controlled in order to achieve this mind control.29 Thus, if a 
power mechanism is able to control the discourse, then it is also able to control 
individuals’ knowledge and ideas. In terms of media, controlling discourse does 
not only affects media outlets, but also the minds of the readers directly or indi-
rectly. Moreover, Van Dijk argues that discourse does not consist of only text and 
words and cannot be regarded independently of the context. He states that the 
context should be controlled first in order to control the discourse. 

29 Teun A. Van Dijk, Discourse and Power, Hate Crimes and Hate Speech, (İstanbul: Hrant Dink 
Foundation Publications, 2010), p. 10-41.
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Diriliş Postası, Ali Sali, December 15, 2016



84

As Van Dijk states, when politicians and public figures want to control the dis-
course in order to set the agenda, they have to control the context first. In this re-
gard, before the constitutional referendum on April 16, the context was created on 
the basis of ‘hostile’ attitudes of ‘Western’ states against Turkey. While the values 
pertaining to Islam were highlighted, parties who were regarded as ‘enemies’ were 
presented as ‘non-Muslims.’ 

Murat Bardakçı’s column titled “Giaour is just being giaour!” that was published 
on March 13, 2017 in the newspaper Habertürk is an example to articles claiming 
that Western states are enemies of Turkey, considering the diplomatic crises. 
The article opens with these remarks: “You may think that the title is a bit harsh, 
but unfortunately the kernel of this matter is this: Giaour is just being giaour! 
And it is not something new; this is their centuries-old tradition!” Referring to 
diplomatic crises with Germany and the Netherlands, Bardakçı claims that these 
are not about “democracy, security, domestic issues,” but related to “historical, 
centuries-old antipathy” towards Turkey. Reminding the celebrations in front of 
the German parliament after Armenian Genocide bill was passed on July 2016, he 
writes: “While Armenians were dancing with joy carrying their red, blue and or-
ange flags and chanting, Greeks came with great eagerness with their blue-white 
flags with a cross on left corner and started to dance as well! Apostol and Hel-
en joined Agop and Takuhi in this happy day and confirmed the saying ‘Infidels 
constitutes a single nation’.” Bardakçı doesn’t point to a religious identity while 
writing about Germany and the Netherlands. However, he uses the word ‘giaour’ 
in his statements targeting Armenians and Greeks and highlights the Christian 
identity of the states and nations in question. Thus, the author creates the im-
pression that the enmity is caused by the fact that these states are not Muslim. 

Akın Aydın, in his column titled “Is there anything surprising in the attitude of 
the West” that was published in Yeni Mesaj on March 15, 2017, writes: “Nowa-
days, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden and Denmark aligned themselves with 
Greek Cypriot, Greece and Armenia.” With this statement, he claims that Turkey 
is faced with many states in global context and suggests some sanctions against 
them. At the end of the column, Aydın writes: “On the other hand, should we 
feel surprised by this attitude of Europe? Is not the West always the same? Ar-
en’t they eternal enemies of Islam-Muslims?” With these remarks, he portrays 
Western states as nemesis of Turkey. Then, he asks: “Wasn’t the West and all of 
its politicians, artists, the Pope, priests and bishops the ones who made a vow 
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Habertürk, Murat Bardakçı, March 13, 2017
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to destroy Turks and call Turks barbaric and murderer since 1071?” In this way, 
he claims that not only politicians and public figures but also Christian men of 
the cloth are part of this enmity. He ends the column with this remark: “Because 
giaour is acting like giaour. The question is what you are doing!” 

Even if Aydın uses the word ‘giaour’ to mean ‘cruel, merciless,’ he associates 
these meanings with non-Muslims by making references to Christianity. In this 
way, as we have seen in previous examples, the perception of enmity is con-

Yeni Mesaj, Akın Aydın, March 15, 2017
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structed on the basis of non-Muslim identity of Western states. Like in Bardakçı’s 
article, while the emphasis on being non-Muslim is felt implicitly, social memory 
containing the enmity from the past is revealed in this article discussing politi-
cal and diplomatic crises between countries. Thus, it is seen that contemporary 
context of the word ‘giaour’ cannot be thought independently of its old context 
referring to historical and eternal enmity. 

Furthermore, in many articles in this category, Western states targeted with the 
word ‘giaour’ are portrayed as enemies on the basis of Christian and Jewish iden-
tities by referring to verses from Quran. The word ‘giaour’, which have the mean-
ings of ‘non-Muslim’ and ‘merciless, cruel’ in social memory in an intertwined 
fashion, reinforces the idea that a merciless and cruel person cannot be a Muslim 
with the help of verses from Quran in its contemporary context. In this way, the 
implicit and explicit meanings of the word are used once again, reinforcing the 
connotations revealing enmity and hatred in reader’s mind.

A striking example to such articles is Muhammed Özkılınç’s column titled “See, 
you cannot make friends with the giaour,” which was published in Milat on March 
13, 2017. In this article, the attitude of Western countries like the Netherlands and 
Germany before the referendum is criticized. Özkılınç writes: “However, Allah, 
owner of the universe, warned us against these infidels 1450 years ago. Quran 
repeatedly stated that an alliance between Crusade Zionist alliance and Islam 
ummah is not possible.” Then he features the following verses: “O you who be-
lieve! Do not take the Jews and the Christians as allies; some of them are allies of 
one another. Whoever of you allies himself with them is one of them. Allah does 
not guide the wrongdoing people” (Maide 5/51) and “The Jews and the Christians 
will not approve of you, unless you follow their creed” (Bakara 2/120).  Thus, the 
reader first understands that ‘giaour’ referred to in the title is Western states like 
Germany and the Netherlands and then understands that the reason why they 
are ‘giaour’ is the fact that they are Jewish and Christian. 

At the end of the column, he writes: “But we should keep in mind that enemies will 
act like enemies. The saying ‘you cannot make fur out of bear and you cannot make 
a giaour your friend’ is not said in vain. Asking ‘why do you inflict so much cruelty?’ 
to them is like asking a scorpion why it stings. Stinging is in the nature of the scor-
pion… Savaging and killing are in the nature of wild animals. As Quran says, they 
are even below the animals.” With these remarks, the author equates the Western 
states that he declared ‘giaour’ throughout the column with animals, which he re-
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Milat, Muhammed Özkılınç, March 13, 2017



89

gards hierarchically inferior to humans. In this way, Western countries are dehu-
manized as nemesis. While this discourse is generated, connotations of the word 
‘giaour’ reinforce the perception of enmity. 

Discussion of giaour as an insult: The example of ‘Giaour Izmir’

The expression ‘giaour Izmir,’ which is used in daily discourse and media as an 
insult against people of Izmir who are thought to be crossing the acceptable 
boundaries of the ‘Muslim Turk’ norm, it evokes the idea that non-Muslims are 
enemies and traitors. Criticisms against the expression ‘giaour Izmir’ reconstruct 
the taunting meaning of the discourse instead of criticizing this established and 
discriminatory perception. In other words, the expression ‘giaour Izmir’ is criti-
cized not because the word ‘giaour’ is a discourse marginalizing non-Muslims, 
but because people of Izmir, who are a part of ‘Muslim Turkey,’ are made ‘for-
eign’ and associated with non-Muslims through the expression. Thus, the pe-
jorative expression attributed to non-Muslim identities is accepted by the ones 
criticizing this discourse and reconstructed with a discriminatory reflex.

After a bombing attack took place in Istanbul on December 10, 2016, a social media 
user named E.Ş. wrote “Why is there no explosion in Izmir?,” “Is it because giaours 
are living peacefully with giaours?” and was severely criticized in social media. In 
print media, the criminal complaint against E.Ş. is covered on December 17 in many 
newspapers with these titles: “The statement ‘Why is there no explosion in Izmir?’ 
goes on trial” (Birgün), “The Bar Association takes the insult to the court” (Evren-
sel), “Investigation against the tweet ‘Why is there no explosion in Izmir?’” (Milli-
yet), “Criminal complaint against the shameful message” (Posta), “Criminal com-
plaint against the tweet ‘Why is there no explosion in Izmir?’” (Sözcü), “Criminal 
complaint against the Izmir tweet” (Vatan). 

The Chair of the Istanbul Bar Association, Aydın Özcan, made a statement: “We 
cannot accept this insult against Izmir and people of Izmir. The people of beauti-
ful Izmir, where the first bullet was fired and which Mustafa Kemal Atatürk hon-
ored by saying ‘The entire world should know that Izmir is now a holy land upon 
which filthy ones cannot set a foot!’ feel all the suffering across the country in 
their hearts. This discriminatory statement against the people of a city that feels 
the pain of each explosion in Anatolia and every person killed without making a 
distinction hurt us deeply.”
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In his statement, Özcan uses a nationalist narration informed by official history 
in order to emphasize that people of Izmir are ‘patriotic’ and ‘compassionate.’ 
He positions people of Izmir in opposition to intertwined meanings of the word 
‘giaour’ that labels non-Muslim identities as ‘merciless’ and ‘enemy.’ Thus, the 
dichotomy between Muslims and non-Muslims on the basis of ‘national’ feel-
ings, compassion, conscience and patriotism is regenerated.  This dichotomy 
represents non-Muslims as morally deficient.

Like in the statement by the Bar Association, other articles discussing this 
issue regarded the tweet only as an insult against the people of Izmir. For 
instance, Yılmaz Özdil, in this column published in Sözcü on April 9, 2017, crit-
icized the expression ‘giaour Izmir’ by saying, “The expression giaour Izmir 
is not an insult, but a compliment for us. They should be as Muslim as giaour 
Izmir.” Özdil criticizes this expression because it is used for the people of 
Izmir. He does not say anything about the general usage of this word, which 
regarded as an insult.

Yeni Mesaj, December 17, 2016
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GIAOUR AS A POLITICAL PROPAGANDA TOOL

On March 2017, before the constitutional referendum in Turkey, diplomatic cri-
ses erupted after Germany and the Netherlands declared that they would not 
allow campaigns for referendum in their countries. Statements by representa-
tives of German, Dutch and Turkish governments occupied the political agenda 
for almost a month. During this period, where old discourses of enmity reap-

Sözcü, Yılmaz Özdil, April 9, 2017
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peared, controversial remarks of politicians were frequently covered by media 
and repeated especially by columnists. 

Also, the dispute between Turkey and Greece over the extradition of soldiers who 
found asylum in Greece after the coup attempt on July 15 and President Erdoğan’s 
comments on what he went through during the coup attempt were also items on 
print media’s agenda.

President Erdoğan’s statement “I rather die in my country than to live in captivity 
in the lands of the giaour” are used in titles in some newspapers without quota-
tion marks and with large fonts in an affirming way. As can be seen in this state-
ment, the giaour discourse, loaded with intertwined meanings like ‘non-Muslim’, 
‘enemy’, ‘traitor’ and ‘cruel’ in social memory, became a propaganda tool during 
the period leading up to the referendum. 

Sabah, March 4, 2017



93

While already loaded giaour discourse was used as a political tool, non-Muslim 
identities were not targeted directly or indirectly but politicians used the word to 
mean ‘cruel,’ ‘merciless’ in their criticisms against Western states. However, the 
situation reinforced the meaning of the word used to marginalize non-Muslims. 
When this word is used for Western states, its historical background and con-

Takvim, March 4, 2017
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notations in social memory are also evoked. Thus, the concept giaour becomes 
more functional and its area of use is broadened without completely separating 
it from its context in daily life.

An example of this is AKP MPs Hüseyin Çakmak’s expression “like hitting the 
giaour” which he wrote on social media. In a short time, this expression became 
widely used in both referendum propaganda as well as print media. Ahmet Zeki 
Gayberi, in his column entitled “‘Like hitting the giaour’” published in the news-
paper Milat on March 31, 2017, refers to the photograph taken with the Pope in 
Vatican on the occasion of the 60th anniversary of the EU and claims: “Europe 
rushed the Pope because it realized that it is decaying rapidly. Because they saw 
that they could not sell hope to people without covering these civilization crises, 
human decay with religion.” He also claims that European countries are support-
ing the ones that attempt a coup. Gayberi ends his column with the following 
statement: “A gastarbeiter shared a photo of him stamping yes on the ballot and 
wrote: ‘I stamped it like I hit the giaour!’ So, what we should do is to stamp ‘yes’ 
like we are hitting the giaour…”

While Gayberi used the expression “like hitting the giaour” for the EU coun-
tries as a political propaganda tool, he did not create a context that directly 
targeted non-Muslims in Turkey or he didn’t present Western countries as a 

Milat, Ahmet Zeki Gayberi, March 31, 2017
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threat to Islam. Thus, he apparently uses the word ‘giaour’ to mean ‘merci-
less, cruel.’ However, this discourse used as a tool in construction of ideolo-
gies cannot be conceptualized independently of its context and the context 
cannot be separated from its historical and social background. As already 
pointed out, the word ‘giaour’ is a discourse referring to various historical 
and social relationships. It evokes several connotations regardless of how 
and why it is used.

Thus, even if the word ‘giaour’ is used as an adjective in relation to political and dip-
lomatic relations between countries, its usage gives way to reappearance and spread 
of a word that cannot be separated from its connotations in social memory. As re-
vealed by a finding of this report, the usage of this discourse as a propaganda tool 
during pre-referendum period resulted in the increase of its usage both in social me-
dia and print media, and prepared the ground for reappearance of other meanings in 
the social unconscious. 

CRITICISMS AGAINST THE GIAOUR DISCOURSE

During the period analyzed, articles and columns critical of the discourse of word 
giaour focused primarily two items: Numan Kurtulmuş’s statement made on De-
cember 2, 2016 in Kastamonu and polarizing discourses before the constitutional 
referendum on April 16, 2017.

Ahmet Hakan, in this column entitled “This is hate crime, Mr. Numan” published 
in Hürriyet on December 5, 2016, criticizes Numan Kurtulmuş’s statement. It was 
discussed for a while and caused public reaction: “You can call a despot despot. 
You can call a cruel person cruel. You can call an imperialist imperialist.” Thus, he 
draws attention to an important point, which this reports seeks to address. He also 
writes: “Why do you try to insult a handful of non-Muslim minority among us, to 
demonize the ones who are regarded as ‘the other,’ to become so averse toward 
people with other beliefs, to incite people commit hate crimes against foreigners 
by fueling a populist discourse?” With these remarks, he criticizes the usage of the 
word ‘giaour’ because it marginalizes non-Muslims and incites hatred and preju-
dice against them.

Oral Çalışlar, in his column titled “Our ‘ancestors’ outlawed the word ‘giaour’” 
that was published in Posta on December 6, 2016, states that the word ‘giaour’ 
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cannot be perceived independently of its social and historical background 
by pointing out that: “Like Numan Kurtulmuş said, not ‘the ones who tor-
ment people,’ but non-Muslims, ‘the marginalized ones’ are called giaour in 
our discourse. That is why the Ottoman Empire outlawed the word ‘giaour’ 
with an edict (Reform Edict 1856), because it was used with the purpose of 
insulting citizens with different beliefs.” Furthermore, in the subsection enti-
tled “Explaining the problem with religion,” he writes: “The problem here is 
to try to explain imperialist policies of West over Turkey with religion and to 
understand the conflict as a conflict between religions.” With this statement, 
he points out that social polarization might be caused by using religion as a 
tool in criticizing Western states and the risks that this discourse might bring 
about.

Lastly, columns criticizing the accusation of being “giaour, infidel, terrorist” to-
ward the ones who will vote “no” in referendum were featured in print media. For 
instance, Fatih Yaşlı, in his column published in Birgün on March 29, 2017, criti-
cizes Yeni Şafak writer Hayrettin Karaman: “First of all, we have to say that our 
author reveals his subconscious—his conscious in fact—very clearly and makes 
an analogy between ‘giaours’ who lived under Ottoman Empire and saved their 
lives by paying a poll tax called ‘cizye’ and the ones who say ‘no’ to constitutional 
amendments. So, the ones who don’t say ‘yes’ are not considered Muslim; being 

Hürriyet, Ahmet Hakan, December 5, 2016
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Posta, Oral Çalışlar, December 6, 2016
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Muslims is conditioned by approving the constitutional amendments made by 
a political party. As such, in this country, a party and its fatwa issuing circle, its 
ulema circle, its writers and its crew have the authority to decide who is Muslim 
and who is not.” Yaşlı states that this discourse, which doesn’t adopt the under-
standing of equal citizenship commonly used in pre-referendum period, excludes 
a section of the society 
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Birgün, Fatih Yaşlı, March 29, 2017
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CONCLUSION

In this report, the fact that the meanings attributed to the word ‘giaour’ cannot 
be thought of separately is pointed out and how this discourse is used in print 
media in a context which associates non-Muslim identities with mercilessness, 
cruelty and enmity is discussed. We tried to reveal how the usage of the word 
‘giaour,’ in daily life and media alike, isolates non-Muslims living in Turkey and 
put them in a fragile position by alienating them.

As often seen in discussions over the giaour discourse, the politicians and public 
figures using the word claim that the meanings ‘merciless, cruel’ and ‘non-Mus-
lim’ in Turkish Linguistic Society’s dictionary are not related to each other and 
they don’t target non-Muslim identities. However, considering the connotations 
in social memory, different meanings attributed to the word ‘giaour’ are inter-
twined, constructed by affecting each other in a historical and social process and 
often used in a way to contain all of its meanings. 

In this regard, examining the historical and social background and etymological 
meanings of the word, Arus Yumul states that the word ‘giaour’ cannot be used 
as a descriptive term—the word itself creates a moral opposition between Mus-
lims and non-Muslims and in this opposition, non-Muslims represent absence of 
moral and humane values. 

In the first part of report’s print media analysis, the context in which the giaour 
discourse is constructed on the basis of religious references and perception of 
enmity from the past regardless of the agenda is analyzed. Firstly, non-Muslims 
are directly portrayed as enemies by using connotations of the word ‘giaour’ in 
social memory. Referring to historical events, they are presented as ‘pawns of the 
West’ and ‘enemies among us.’ Also, in articles targeting ‘Western’ or European 
states, diplomatic and political crises are associated with the fact that the West 
is not Muslim. The duality of ‘Muslim Turkey’ versus ‘Christian/Jewish West’ is 
created. Lastly, as seen in ‘giaour Izmir’ example, when the discourse is used for 
insulting, criticisms regenerates the perception that marginalizes non-Muslims 
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and portrays them enemies, since the criticisms also contains discriminatory re-
flexes. 

In the second part, the context in which the word ‘giaour’ is used in the process of 
referendum as a political propaganda tool is analyzed. While politicians and pub-
lic figures use the giaour discourse as a political tool, it is used to mean ‘cruel,’ 
‘merciless’ in criticisms against Western states. However, this usage reinforces 
the meaning of a word that marginalizes non-Muslims. Even if the word ‘giaour’ 
is used as an adjective for Western states, its connotations in social memory and 
historical background are also evoked.

This report focused on the way giaour discourse is featured in print media, but we 
also realize that negative references and connotations the discourse attributes 
to non-Muslims are taken as read and spread in daily discourse, cinema, litera-
ture and many other domains. In this regard, we hope that the report will initiate 
more overarching and extensive studies and contribute to the establishment of 
language and communication clear of the word ‘giaour’ and similar marginalizing 
words, and promotes social dialogue. 
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INTRODUCTION

Prejudices, marginalization and discrimination against Syrian refugees who had 
to leave their country because of the civil war erupted in 2011 have increased as 
their stay in Turkey is protracted. Studies carried out by various persons and in-
stitutions revealed that negative perceptions and discriminatory practices that 
caused exclusion of the refugees is closely related to the negative ‘Syrian’ image 
created in media along with other social factors.30 This report, which is issued in 
a time when hate speech, discriminatory assumptions and even violent actions 
against Syrians are on the rise, analyzes how distortion, claims and misinforma-
tion in news articles concerning Syrian refugees incite and spread discrimination 
against those people.

This report is based on data and findings that were obtained through media 
scanning work carried out as part of the “Media Watch on Hate Speech” proj-
ect. During the monitoring process, it was found that majority of discourses tar-
geting Syrians contains incorrect and/or incomplete information, decontextual-
ized statements, unfounded claims and distortions. Thus, firstly, the contexts 
in which such news material contributing to spread of discriminatory discourse 
against Syrians increase in number are determined and categorized under the 
titles “citizenship,” “economy,” “family life,” “education” and “crime”. Then, 
articles and columns covering these issues published in 2017 in national and local 
newspapers were scanned. Moreover, given the fact that distortions and misin-
formation spread on social media faster and more commonly, striking examples 
of social media entries from 2017 are also included in the report.

30 For example, see Ülkü Doğanay and Hatice Çoban Keneş, “Yazılı Basında Suriyeli ‘Mülteciler’: 
Ayrımcı Söylemlerin Rasyonel ve Duygusal Gerekçelerinin İnşası,” Mülkiye Dergisi, 40/1 (2016), 
p. 143-184; Hakan Ataman, “YAZILI BASINDA AYRIMCI SÖYLEM SURİYELİ MÜLTECİLER,” in 
Medyada Nefret Söylemi ve Ayrımcı Dil Eylül-Aralık 2014 Raporu, (Hrant Dink Foundation, 2015), p. 
61-105; Hatice Çoban Keneş, “Metaforun Ayrımcı Hegemonyanın İnşasındaki Rolü: Suriyelilerin 
Haberleştirilmesinde Metafor Kullanımı,” Gaziantep University Journal of Social Sciences, 15/2 
(2016), p. 253-280; Veli Boztepe, “Televizyon Haberlerinde Suriyeli Mültecilerin Temsili,” ilef 
dergisi, 4/1 (2017), p. 91-122.
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The report opens with an article by Şenay Özden who does research on immigra-
tion and migration. The article discusses the legal status of Syrians, the ‘guest’ 
discourse concerning Syrian refugees and how the discourse constitutes an ob-
stacle to a rights-based approach to refugees. After, the common features of the 
news articles in which the presence of refugees is presented as a problem and 
spreading discriminatory judgements are summarized. Following that, the ex-
amples that create a distorted ‘Syrian’ image are analyzed in three groups. In the 
first group, the articles that are reproducing the statements of political figures 
who have the power of affecting public opinion, using Syrians as a political tool 
are analyzed. In the second part, articles that mark Syrians as the cause of so-
cial and economic problems by concealing the actual reason are analyzed. In the 
third part, media’s role in the atmosphere of ‘fear,’ which is created by repeat-
edly associating Syrian identity with crime in articles covering criminal incidents 
is discussed. After the analyses of selected articles adopting a rights-based ap-
proach, the report ends with conclusion and evaluation chapters. 
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SYRIAN REFUGEES IN THE SHADE OF THE ‘GUEST’  
DISCOURSE

Şenay Özden

“We are guests in Turkey. There are no laws protecting us here. Thus, we don’t go 
to police or a lawyer when we have a problem. We try to solve them through the 
acquaintances from the neighborhood. However, if we have a problem in the work-
place, we cannot do anything.” This is what a Syrian woman in her thirties told 
me when I interviewed her in Izmir on December 2017.31 20-year-old Syrian women 
whom I interviewed in Istanbul told me the following when we were talking about 
violence against women: “We are refugees. The laws apply to you don’t apply to 
us. That is why they can take Syrian women as their second wives with a religious 
marriage ceremony. Civil law doesn’t apply to us, because we are not citizens. This 
why I don’t want to be temporary anymore, I want to become a citizen.” Syrians of-
ten say these kinds of things; in fact, these remarks express the main problem that 
Syrians face in Turkey very clearly and concretely. As can be understood from these 
remarks, uncertainty and ignorance concerning Syrians’ legal status and rights are 
the source of the existing problems.  

Referring international law, the 1951 Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees defines the refugee as the following: “a person who is outside his or her 
country of nationality or habitual residence; has a well-founded fear of being per-
secuted because of his or her race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 
social group or political opinion; and is unable or unwilling to avail him—or her-
self of the protection of that country, or to return there for fear of persecution.”32 
Given this definition, anybody who is forced to leave their country because of the 
aforementioned reasons is considered refugee, regardless of their legal status in 

31 The interviews referred in this part were carried out by Şenay Özden as part of her research 
on Syrian women’s access to rights. In-depth interviews with 150 Syrian women in 7 cities in 
Turkey were carried out as part of this study. The report of this study is to be published on 
September 2018. 

32 “Mültecilerin Hukuki Durumuna Dair Sözleşme,” Resmî Gazete 10898, 5 September 1961, http://
www.tbmm.gov.tr/tutanaklar/KANUNLAR_KARARLAR/kanuntbmmc044/kanunmbkc044/ka-
nunmbkc04400359.pdf. (date accessed: 14 March 2018)
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the host country. 1951 Convention was updated in 1967 with “1967 Protocol relating 
to the Status of Refugees” and restrictions on the definition of refugee regarding 
time and geography were removed. The reasons why Syrians left their country are 
enough to recognize them as refugee according to the Geneva Convention. How-
ever, since Turkey still maintains the geographical reservation, which recognizes 
only the ones coming from Europe as refugees, Syrians in Turkey are only given 
temporary protection status. 

I interviewed Syrians who came to Turkey because of reasons such as the risk 
of being arrested by the regime, refusing to join the army, escaping from heavy 
bombardments by the regime in regions held by jihadists or the opposition. 
These interviews show that Syrians have two main expectations to return to 
their country: 1) Withdrawal of all foreign forces backing the either side from 
Syria 2) Trial of all war criminals, especially Esad regime in international courts 
and initiation of the political transition process. The current international poli-
tics scene indicates that these conditions will not likely be realized. In addition, 
Syrians’ living conditions in Turkey also affects their decision to return to Syria. 
While guest discourse and temporary protection status are among the most 
important motives for deciding to return to their country, integration policies 
and citizenship process are the factors that nurture the wish to stay in Turkey.

As a political discourse, ‘guests’ was started to be used by governmental authori-
ties when Syrians started to come to Turkey. Although the discourse promoted the 
acceptance of Syrians in Turkish society by referring to ‘Turkish hospitality’ and as-
suming that Syrians refugees are ‘temporarily’ in Turkey, it has been an obstacle to a 
rights-based approach to the refugee situation and it provided a foundation for racist 
reactions: While remarks like ‘Guests should act like guests,’ and ‘Guests don’t stay 
that long’ get more and more common, the position that recognizes being a refugee 
as a basic human right is not adopted even in the political circles that define them-
selves as democratic. As a result, Syrians, who were already having trouble obtaining 
information concerning the changing laws, came to believe that being a guest is not 
a political discourse but a legal status. As can be understood from the opening quo-
tation, some Syrians think that they have no legal protection in Turkey.

Though temporary protection status provides access to some services like educa-
tion and healthcare, it falls short of eliminating Syrians’ concerns for the future. On 
February 2018, travel permits allowing Syrians to leave their resident cities were sus-
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pended with a new regulation; after that, Syrians began to see temporary protection 
status as a dishonorable status that defines Syrians as a ‘security concern’ rather 
than something reassuring long-term stability. Thus, guest discourse and racism 
along with insistence on temporary protection status instead of a status that would 
provide long-term stability are among the most important factors that make Syrians’ 
living conditions in Turkey more difficult.

On the other hand, Turkey’s adjustment policies concerning refugees accelerat-
ed after the agreement signed by Turkey and European countries in 2016, which 
was designed by the EU politicians who responded to rising racism in Europe with 
populist and racist policies with the purpose of keeping refugees outside of the EU 
borders. Although about 350,000 Syrian children are still not going to school, the 
schooling rate of Syrian children considerably increased in 2017 due to works car-
ried out for integrating Syrian children into the education system. Syrian families 
we interviewed stated that their children’s access to education is one of the most 
important factors that facilitate their adaptation to Turkey. For instance, a wom-
an I interviewed in Izmir said: “My daughter is a secondary school student. She 
learned Turkish. We have become accustomed to being here now. We don’t want 
to go to Europe and start from scratch. We don’t want to return to Syria either. Our 
children’s future is here now.”

In addition to access to education, the possibility of Turkish citizenship is anoth-
er important factor that affects Syrians’ decision to stay in Turkey.33 While the 
majority of the interviewees responded to the question “Do you want Turkish cit-
izenship?” affirmatively, it turned out that Syrians don’t know about the process 
of citizenship due to vagueness of the application process. And the responses to 
the question “Why do you want citizenship?” are important since they indicate 
the racism to which they are subjected: “For not to be underpaid and uninsured 
worker,” “For having the right of civil marriage,” “For being able to go to police 
without being afraid,” “For being able to rent a place without any trouble,” “For 
being able to show our ID cards when neighbors act up just because we are Syr-
ians.”

33 As of 2017, only a limited number of Syrian refugees are able to enjoy the right of citizenship 
when they fulfill certain conditions. For instance, university graduates (preferably physicians 
and teachers), Syrians with work permit, Syrians who have financial capability to invest in 
Turkey and university students registered in Turkey can apply to the immigration authority of 
their resident city.
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We observe that racist attitudes and attacks against Syrians were increased after 
it was understood on the social level that they are not ‘temporary,’ but rather 
here to stay. The healthiest way to prevent this is to develop adjustment policies 
that promote the coexistence of Turkish and Syrians societies along with rights-
based policies and human rights defense instead of policies based on security. 
Moreover, it is also important to develop mechanisms facilitating access to 
transparent information in order to prevent misinformation concerning refugees 
that leads to racism in society.
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DISCRIMINATORY DISCOURSE AGAINST SYRIANS  
IN MEDIA

In some cases, society is directed by incomplete and alarming narratives about frag-
ile groups, especially in times of social crises and economic problems. As a result, 
individuals start to see marginalized groups as a ‘threat’ against the current social or-
der. With the influence of media and the metaphors created by media, discriminatory 
and even racist discourses and attitudes can become common. Individuals perceive 
the identities, labeled as ‘the other,’ like a threat against their identity and existence 
because of the representations, even when there is no encounter.

An increasing presence and visibility of Syrian refugees in Turkey is reflected in 
news articles and columns, and Syrian refugees have become an important site 
for news. However, in Turkish media, refugees are often marked as ‘the other’ and 
their presence is presented as a problem. The media in this regard plays an import-
ant role in spreading anti-refugee discourse and polarization. 

In articles generating and spreading discriminatory judgments concerning refu-
gees, media usually,

. uses notions such as “guest,” “asylum seeker,” “refugee,” “migrant” and 
“illegal migrant” interchangeably for defining refugees, 34 especially with 
the definition “guest,”  as it creates an imbalance in power relations.

. do not adequately include information concerning context and back-
ground, reasons of war and migration, and course and current situation of 
the war.

. uses expressions that conjure up a sense of being ‘threatening’ and em-
phasize the number of people with terminology such as “wave”, “rush”, 
“flood”, “more than…”

34 In the study titled “Yazılı Basında Suriyeli ‘Mülteciler’: Ayrımcı Söylemlerin Rasyonel ve 
Duygusal Gerekçelerinin İnşası,” this situation is defined as a problem of “(un)naming.” 
According to Doğanay and Keneş, this ambiguity concerning naming causes problem in terms 
of refugees’ legal status and rights in Turkey and also contributes to maintaining the desired 
“vagueness” concerning Syrians’ position in Turkey. 
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. regenerates the perception of ‘threat’ concerning refugees through news 
sources that use danger and crisis discourse and present Syrian refugees 
within ‘security’ discourse.

. silences refugees by failing to adequately cover their perspectives enough.

. covers discourses of politicians who use refugees as a propaganda tool 
both in foreign and domestic politics and put those discourses into circu-
lation again.

. while glorifying ‘us’ with notions like “guest,” “self-sacrifice,” “generosi-
ty” and “kindness,” regards refugees rarely as subjects having rights.

. treats tragedies as news  material and emphasizes the sensational as-
pects;

. puts Syrians in an illegal position by using words such as “undocumented 
refugee,” “illegal,” “operation,” “raid” marking them as a ‘security con-
cern.’

. labels them as ‘threat’ against security by associating them with criminal 
incidents (like murder, harassment, theft) and ‘tension’ on the basis of sin-
gular incidents.

. mentions Syrians with notions that suggests that they are an ‘econom-
ic burden’ such as “bill,” “burden,” “unemployment,” “cost” and subse-
quently reduces them to statistics and numbers.

. represents Syrians as ‘helpless,’ ‘victim’ and ‘downtrodden’ in articles in 
which expressions that emphasize dramatic aspects like “a life and death 
situation,” “human tragedy,” “catastrophe” are used with an emotional 
discourse.
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REGENERATION OF DISTORTIONS AND DISCRIMINATION  
CONCERNING SYRIANS IN MEDIA

“Syrians can get into any university without conditions.”

“Syrians can have in vitro fertility procedure free of charge.”

“Syrians receive 1200TL student grant.”

“Syrians will vote in the upcoming election.”

The sentences above are just a few examples of incomplete or totally incorrect in-
formation concerning Syrians repeatedly produced both in social media and print 
media, which pave the way for legitimization of discrimination against Syrians by 
inciting the ‘us’ and “them” dichotomy. Although such articles based on uncon-
firmed rumors and incorrect or erroneous information are more visible in social 
media, they circulate in print media as well. That said, it should be noted that 
fake or incorrect articles is not the only source of the discourses reinforcing dis-
crimination against Syrians in media. Media is one of the most important agents 
in shaping society’s perception of Syrians and creating a distorted ‘Syrian’ image 
with factors like syntax, positioning of the articles, preferred titles and words, 
definition of newsworthiness, news sources, coverage or omission of certain top-
ics in media. Misguiding articles analyzed in this study are classified under three 
titles based on the common structural features that these article have.

Refugees as a political propaganda tool: Fear constructed through rumors

Politicization of issues concerning migration and refugees, and political parties 
and figures’ targeting refugees with the purpose of criticizing governmental pol-
icies in certain periods play a role in the internalization of enmity against Syrians 
in society and accordingly in escalation of polarization. Some political parties 
and figures, newspapers and columnists ground their criticisms against the 
governmental policies on an anti-refugee position and give way to a risky clas-
sification by comparing Syrians with Turkish citizens. Discriminatory and even 
racist discourses claiming that Syrians are more privileged than Turkish citizens 
uttered by figures having the power to influence public opinion are regenerated 
and put into circulation by the affirmation of media and reinforce discriminatory 
practices against Syrians. Discourses that instrumentalize Syrians as a ‘fodder 
for criticism’ against the ruling party are sometimes based on unsubstantiat-
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ed claims and rumors, decontextualized information and prejudiced opinions. 
When claims and rumors require questioning, they are presented as true by pub-
lic figures and media; negative opinions of the news sources become commonly 
accepted.

“Why? When our children are martyred in Arab desserts, Syrians are granted open 
admission to university. Why do they say ‘Say yes to the constitutional referendum 
and then we give Syrians citizenship’? Why? Isn’t it unconscionable to grant the 
right to be elected without doing military service to their dynasty? We sought for 
answers to these questions, but now elections are coming and we have no answer.”

These remarks, which appeal to existing nationalist sentiments in society, were 
uttered by CHP Chair Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu on April 14, 2017, during a press confer-
ence held in Istanbul before the constitutional referendum on April 16. Before 
referendum, Syrian refugees were on the agenda of opposition parties and dissi-
dent political figures, as we see in the quotation above. Anti-refugee discourses 
that instrumentalize Syrians for political outcomes had been repeated very often 
before the referendum; the focus of such discourses was topics such as “Opera-
tion Euphrates Shield,” open admission to universities, citizenship and social as-
sistance. Statements implying that Syrians have a more privileged position than 
Turkish citizens were sometimes regenerated through media.

Debates around granting citizenship to Syrians were brought to the agenda in Tur-
key after President Erdoğan stated that Syrian refugees might be granted citizenship 
during a speech he made on July 2, 2016.35 The statement gave rise to false informa-
tion and exclusionist reactions. The debate still keep coming to the fore as a topic of 
discussion in certain periods. The article published in Sözcü on March 26, 2017 is an 
example of this debate. The article titled “If ‘Yes’ campaign succeeds in referendum, 
they will grant citizenship to 4 million Syrians,” which was featured on the front page, 
covers Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu’s statements about citizenship debate which he made be-
fore the referendum. Kılıçdaroğlu’s claims implying that Syrians are ‘dangerous’ for 
the Turkish social structure is covered in the article with the description “shocking 
claim.” With this description loaded with negative connotations, the newspaper 

35 For detailed information on under which conditions Syrian refugees may acquire citizenship: 
Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi İnsan Haklarını İnceleme Komisyonu [Grand National Assembly 
of Turkey Commission for Human Rights Investigation], “Göç ve Uyum Raporu” [Report 
on Migration and Orientation], (March, 2018), www.tbmm.gov.tr/komisyon/insanhaklari/
docs/2018/goc_ve_uyum_raporu.pdf. (last accessed on 14 March 2018), p. 264.
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reinforces phobia for Syrians. Given the context of the speech which criticizes the 
government especially for economic problems, the position in which Syrians are put 
implies that they are indirectly damaging economy.   

The article published in Korkusuz on April 6, 2017 with the title “‘Syrian citizen’ a 
warning from CHP chair” is centered on the ‘Syrian danger’ that might be caused 
by a ‘yes’ vote to the referendum. By regenerating Kılıçdaroğlu’s call for ‘no’ 
consisting of the statements concerning Syrians refugees who are deprived of 
many rights because they do not have the refugee status, both of the newspapers 
strengthen the perception of ‘danger’ concerning Syrians and incite discrimina-

Sözcü, March 26, 2017
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Korkusuz, April 6, 2017

tion. In this way, negative opinions of news sources that have the power of influ-
encing the public opinion are spread and adopted. 

Another claim put into circulation from time to time both by political figures and 
media is that “Syrians can get into any university they want without any condi-
tions including entrance exam.” The claim is featured in teyit.org36 as incorrect 
information. Teyit.org is a website founded in order to question and confirm com-
mon misinformation, shady information trending in social media, claims brought 
up by mainstream media and urban legends. According to teyit.org “Syrian mi-
grants, like other foreign students, are able to receive education by transferring 
under certain conditions or entering exams designed for foreign students.”37

The article published in Sözcü on February 21, 2017 with the title “You cannot give 
the right of our own students to others!” covers CHP MP Gaye Usluer’s state-
ments related to the claim of ‘open admission for Syrian students’. Covering 
Usluer’s statement in an approving way, the newspaper creates the impression 
that Syrians are more privileged than Turkish citizens. Constructed on the basis 

36 Teyit.org is a social media platform working for providing access to filtered information by 
checking whether common misinformation, shady information trending in social media, claims 
brought up by mainstream media and urban legends are true or not. 

37 For detailed information on the claim “Syrians can get into any university they want without 
any conditions including entrance exam,” visit www.teyit.org/suriyeliler-universiteye-
kosulsuz-sinavsiz-girebiliyor-iddiasi
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of the ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy focusing on a claim in need of confirmation and 
questioning, the newspaper creates a dangerous hierarchy between two identi-
ties by comparing Syrians refugees and Turkish citizens.  

The article published in Gaziantep Sabah on November 16, 2017 with the title “‘Syr-
ians will vote in the upcoming election’” triggers panic in society with claims as in 
the above-mentioned examples. The claim that ‘Syrians will vote’ becomes a topic 
of public discussion from time to time, especially when there is an upcoming elec-
tion in relation to citizenship discussion. Statements such as “Why would we need 
Syrians? Let’s say we need workers, but we have already 13 million unemployed 
people, right? Let’s say the population is not enough, but our population is 80 mil-
lion. So, the ruling party wants to use them as a source of vote. The process for Syri-
ans to attain Turkish citizenship has started; the ones who met the time conditions 
to get a Turkish ID card will vote in the upcoming election. Ignoring our country’s 
future, messing with its social structure and causing it to lose its social fabric for 
such a cheap gain is a major sin,” reinforce the claim that ‘AKP will use Syrians 
as voting block in its favor,’ which is a claim labeling Syrians as a uniform group 
expressed publicly very often. The newspaper presents the statements as “a claim 
that will shake the country.” In this way, it implies that the claims in question are 
‘alarming,’ though they are given between quotation marks. Thus, the perception 

Sözcü, February 21, 2017
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Gaziantep Sabah, November 16, 2017

that Syrian refugees are ‘dangerous for secular Turkish state and national integri-
ty’ is constructed.

In this part, the statements of political figures with considerable power to influ-
ence public opinion with their access to media and discourses and instrumental-
ize Syrians with the purpose of criticizing the government are analyzed as well 
as the media coverage of these statements. With media’s regeneration of these 
statements that are actually only claims, Syrians are labeled as a ‘threat’ against 
Turkey and the discrimination against them is escalated. Polarizing and targeting 
discourses of politicians spread in society and nurture an atmosphere of ‘fear.’

Media serving for misdirection: Invisible ‘perpetrators’ and ‘scapegoat’ refugees

Misdirection is one of the functions of discriminatory discourse and hate speech. 
‘The other’ is labeled as the source of contentious issues confronted in social life 
and marked as the scapegoat. The scapegoat held responsible for unfavorable sit-
uations in society is selected among weak groups with lower social status because 
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they are less likely to resist. In this regard, migrants and refugees are one of the 
fragile minority groups that can be turned into scapegoats very easily in the face 
of social and economic problems such as crime, unemployment and inadequate 
access to healthcare. 

The article published in İzmir Yenigün on October 3, 2017 with the title “Syrians 
cause unemployment” is an example of articles serving for misdirection. The article 
in question covers the results of the research on the perception of Syrian refugees 
in Turkey carried out by the Economists Platform. The newspaper Yeni Mesaj also 
covered this research in a similar way with the same title. In fact, the research is fo-
cused on perception, but the views and perceptions of the participants are present-
ed as if they were facts and are repeatedly distorted as we see in the summary of 

İzmir Yenigün, October 3, 2017
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the article “The research revealed that Syrians cause unemployment and increase 
in rents.” The information provided in the text is distorted and used in the title in a 
consciously partial way and the article is constructed with an anti-refugee position, 
manipulating the reader’s perception. Without reading in detail, a misleading cau-
sality between unemployment in Turkey and Syrian refugees is formed. However, 
there is no finding in the research that would support the claim that “Syrians cause 
unemployment.” On the other hand, even if there is a relation between migration 
and unemployment in Turkey, it is still problematic to discuss this issue with argu-
ments labeling refugees, who are often subjected to exploitation of labor, as the 
source unemployment by omitting all other factors. 

As in this article, the discourse of ‘economic threat,’ frequently used in print me-
dia in relation to Syrians, often serves to mislead; it makes refugees working as 
a cheap and precarious labor force a target. Hatice Çoban Keneş, in her work en-
titled “Metaforun Ayrımcı Hegemonyanın İnşasındaki Rolü: Suriyelilerin Haber-
leştirilmesinde Metafor Kullanımı” (The Role of Metaphor in Building Discrimi-
natory Hegemony: Use of Metaphor in News Stories on Syrians), states that this 
situations is used as “shifting strategy.” She writes that:

“With this ‘shifting strategy’ making refugees the target of discriminatory 
discourses, reasons of class discrimination and conflicts escalated by war 
economy are rendered invisible on the one hand and Syrians are pointed 
as the cause of economic recession on the other hand both for avoiding 
responsibility and disguising the real target to which anger and criticism 
should be directed. In this way, anger and reaction that should be directed 
to employers who exploit Syrians and make them work for low wages, land-
lords who get more rent from Syrians and political actors who force them 
to work ‘illegally’ as precariat by denying them work permit is directed to 
refugees who are in the most fragile condition.38

The article titled “Syrians cause unemployment” that is discussed above both 
misleads the reader and serves for direction of the anger caused by economic 
concerns to Syrians by using a distorted claim that appeals to the prejudices of 
the readers in the title.

38 Hatice Çoban Keneş, “Metaforun Ayrımcı Hegemonyanın İnşasındaki Rolü: Suriyelilerin 
Haberleştirilmesinde Metafor Kullanımı,” Gaziantep University Journal of Social Sciences, 15/2 
(2016), p. 253-280.
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Another point that should be noted is that the Economists Platform Chair, Oğuz 
Demir’s, remarks featured at the end of the article: “On the other hand, when we 
consider the official figures, it is seen that Syrian refugees have a very little effect 
in terms of unemployment and public order. Thus, it can be said that this per-
ception in Turkey is caused by misunderstanding and prejudices.” If the article 
had focused on this statement contradicting the distorted information, it could 
have played a role in questioning the negative perceptions and relieving the cre-
ated conflict. However, the newspaper chooses to feature a consciously-selected 
argument by decontextualizing it and omitting statements that do not support 
it; it manipulates the reader with non-ethical journalism. It points to the per-
ceived ‘other’ as the source of economic problems and unemployment and caus-
es them to be labeled as a threat against the existence of Turkish citizens. Here, 
it should be noted that titles are the most important part of the articles. Van Dijk 
emphasizes the importance of the position of the titles and their role in terms of 
meaning and cognition.39 Titles summarizing and describing the incident as the 
newspaper regards it have an important function in the way readers understand 
and remember the news. Thus, in this article, the perception created by the title 
is difficult to eliminate though the content has a different discourse.

The article which was shared via Sözcü newspaper’s Twitter account with 
the caption “The number of illegal Syrian workers is 650,000 in Turkey where 
3,225,000 people are unemployed” covers the findings of various researches on 
Syrian refugees’ living conditions and participation in labor force.40 In the social 
media post including this article, however, the number of unemployed Turkish 
citizens and the number of ‘undocumented’ Syrian workers are featured with a 
contrasting discourse.41 Causality between two figures is formed in this way. The 
article shared in this way reduces Syrian refugees to being the source of economic 
concerns and competition to Turkish citizens.

The article published in Sözcü on October 4, 2017 with the title “Taxes rise because 
of Syrians” also marks Syrians as the ‘main reason’ of economic problems and serves 
for a “shifting strategy.” The article covers former MP Sinan Oğan’s statements as 

39 Teun A. Van Dijk, “Racism and the Press” (Londra ve New York: Routledge, 1991), s. 69.
40 Reuters, “Gayriresmi çalışan Suriyeli sayısı 650 bin,” Sözcü, 16 July 2017,  

http://www.sozcu.com.tr/2017/ekonomi/gayriresmi-calisan-suriyeli-sayisi-650-bin-1976195/.
41 Sözcü (@gazetesozcu), “3 milyon 225 bin işsizin olduğu Türkiye’de gayriresmi çalışan 

Suriyeli sayısı 650 bin!,” 16 August 2017, http://www.twitter.com/gazetesozcu/
status/897848052878372865.
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Sözcü newspaper’s Twitter account, August 16, 2017

a response to the Minister of Food, Agriculture and Livestock Ahmet Eşref Fakıbaba 
who said, “We have 3,5 million guests from Syria. We do not allow them to return to 
their country even if they want to, since we need them.” First of all, Fakıbaba’s state-
ments may be considered as the reflection of an understanding that does not regard 
Syrians as individuals who have rights and the power of deciding for themselves. This 
statement is in contrast with the ‘economic burden’ discourse frequently expressed 
in public opinion, and, like a confession admitting that Syrians are ‘saviors’ since they 
are used as cheap labor force. The article states that Oğan “reacts” to this statement 
by saying “Ask Turkish nation and find out what they are thinking. Motor vehicles tax 
is also because of Syrians.” The newspaper affirms statements targeting Syrian refu-
gees and puts them into circulation again by using this statement in the title without 

Sözcü, October 4, 2017
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quotation marks and using indirect speech as we see in this sentence: “Oğan said 
that the main reason of 40% motor vehicles tax that is deemed proper to the nation 
is 30 billion dollars spent for Syrians.”

Moreover, the article also covers the statement made by MP Ümit Özdağ on July, 
which positions Syrians as ‘actors damaging economy’ based on a ‘cost’ estima-
tion, with the title “108 billion is gone” and reminded it after months. By affirming 
the remark “This costs 108 billion liras. Turkey officially spends 5,097 lira per year 
for each Syrian. With this money, 416 hospitals, 2 airports, 7 Bosporus bridges, 
498 universities can be built, and 6,5 million people working for minimum wage 
can get a raise of 569 lira,” the newspaper marks Syrians as culprits who become 
sharers of the limited resources of the ‘inside’ by coming from ‘outside’ and 
make ‘us’ suffer. Given the ideological positions of the newspaper and politicians 
whose statements are covered, it can be said that Syrian refugees are turned into 
objects for criticizing the government. The discourse of ‘economic burden’ seen 
in this article causes the escalation of discrimination against Syrians on the basis 
of economic reasons. 

The article published in Şanlıurfa Kent with the title “Syrians cause increase in 
rents” serves for holding Syrians responsible for social problems especially on 
the local level such as the examples above. One of the methods frequently used 
in the articles that points Syrians as the source of existing problems are the in-
terviews made by local people and shopkeepers. In this article, the claims of a 
shopkeeper in Şanlıurfa are covered, such as ‘they don’t pay taxes,’ ‘they cause 
rent increase,’ ‘they are involved in illegal things,’ ‘they make subsistence hard-
er.’ They are all claims that reinforce prejudices against Syrians. The shopkeep-
er’s statement “They rent a shop for 2,000 which is worth 500 or 300 liras and 
then rents increase” is regenerated in the title and subheading without quota-
tion marks. The newspaper puts his statement into circulation by affirming it and 
putting Syrians at the center of problems; local people’s problems related to sub-
sistence like rent increase and income decrease are associated with Syrians. In 
this way, anger is directed toward Syrians instead of landlords who abuse people 
who try to meet their need for shelter. The fact that Syrians are deprived of some 
rights and exploited by landlords is made invisible; the responsibility of the suf-
ferings of the local people, who are positioned as the ‘wronged’ ones, is put on 
Syrians’ shoulder, legitimizing enmity. 
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The article published in Urfa Değişim on June 28, 2017 with the title “Syrians are 
the number one foreign brides” covers the statement of Turkish Statistics Institute 
concerning the marriages with non-Turkish citizens. First of all, the “foreign bride” 
label reinforces describing Syrian women as ‘the other’ and gives the impression 
that they are ‘troubling.’ Furthermore, descriptions on the basis of quantity like 
“more than 500,000,” “highest,” “most,” “increase in number of Syrians” leads 
to perception of Syrians as a homogenous mass. It also gives the impression that 
increasing Syrian population is a negative development that should be prevented. 
“Syrian women break up families” is a claim expressed frequently especially in lo-
cal media. Similarly, this article contains an unfounded claim lacking background 
information and might trigger feelings of panic: “With the migration of Syrians to 
our country, foreign brides and divorces became an issue in Urfa. Most of the new 
brides are Syrian in Urfa where some men take second wives.” The image used in 
the article also contributes to this perception of ‘danger.’ The article leads to for-
mation of causality between Syrian women and divorce rates and also indirectly 
points to Syrian women as the reason for corruption in the family structure.  

Şanlıurfa Kent, August 5, 2017
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The article by Ela Yıldırım titled “Syrian women after Natasha,” which is pub-
lished in Bizim Anadolu Gazetesi on June 19, 2017, targets Syrian women more di-
rectly compared to the article analyzed above and presents them as if they were 
‘enemies’ that should be defeated.  At the beginning of column Yıldırım writes, 
“Well, now Syrian women are after Turkish men. Once upon a time, Russian wom-
en rushed into Turkey after Russia’s disintegration. Many families were broken 
up back then” and likewise labels Russian and Syrian women as a ‘threat’ against 
social structure and family throughout the column. She holds Syrian women ‘re-
sponsible for broken-up families’ and being ‘immoral’ while emphasizing that 
women should be “self-sacrificing” and “long-suffering,” she also claims that 
Arabic women do not have that ‘suffering’ and they are ‘happy and in high spir-
its.’ Judging Syrian women with her own moral criteria, Yıldırım writes: “There 
is a war in their country and they barely escaped with their lives. They have lost 
their jobs and homes. They have lost their loved ones. You think they would be 
sad, but on the contrary they are happy and in high spirits… Though they live in 
tent cities, camps and houses, they have comfortable and good lives with their 
nice clothes, underwear, extreme makeup and most importantly their love of 
men.” With this statement, she implies that Syrian women are ‘dangerous’ and 
‘disturbing’ whereas they are supposed to be ‘suffering,’ but instead are being 
impudent by going on with their daily lives. She also implies that what is natural 
to ‘us’ is a favor for ‘the other.’ Lastly, she calls for a struggle against ‘dangerous’ 
Syrian women who ‘spoil the happy family picture’ and portrays them as enemies 
in a dangerous way: “Ladies, be careful. Your man might marry a Syrian woman 

Urfa Değişim, June 27, 2017
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Bizim Anadolu Gazetesi, June 19, 2017
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at any moment. Turkish women must prevent this. They should start fighting. 
Come on ladies, save your husbands from foreign women.” 

As we see in the examples above, many articles and columns spread the idea that 
Syrian women ‘tempting Turkish men’ are responsible for polygamy and divorce, es-
pecially in local media. In such articles, while the ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy is incited, 
victimization of Turkish women is emphasized; suffering of Syrian women is ignored 
without a rights-based perspective and the responsibility of men in singular incidents 
is completely ignored. With the description ‘coming from outside and disturbing in-
side,’ multi-level discrimination against Syrian women is facilitated. 

The articles analyzed in this part serve to direct the anger and hatred caused by social 
problems to ‘the foreigner coming from outside and for breaking the peace’ instead 
of the system or authorities preventing a proper understanding of social problems.

Migration as a crime story: Panic created with overrepresentation 

Van Dijk states that minorities and migrants are often associated with crime and 
violence. In this regard, Dijk defines crime reporting as ‘ethnicized’ and notes 
that certain types of criminal actions are frequently and discriminatingly at-
tributed to ‘foreigners’ though the most the of the crimes are committed by the 
citizens of the country in terms of proportion.42  

In that vein, in print media monitoring work carried out for the “Media Watch 
on Hate Speech” project, representations associating Syrians with crime con-
stitute a considerable part of the news items generating hate speech against 
Syrians. While the alleged crimes of Syrians are covered, the description “Syr-
ian” is frequently used though it is not directly related to the incident, Syrians 
are repeatedly associated with crime and mentioned with words like “abuser,” 
“murderer,” “thief” and “fraud.” With repetitions and metaphors, the percep-
tion labeling Syrians as ‘element of threat’ and fear-based representation is 
generated again and again. In this way, the readers and society in general be-
come used or conditioned to certain metaphors, especially metaphors related 
to crime in this context, facilitating and fomenting discrimination against ref-
ugees.

42 Teun A. van Dijk, “The Role of the Press in the Reproduction of Racism” in Migrations: 
Interdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. Michi Messer, Renee Schroeder and Ruth Wodak (Viyana: 
Springer-Verlag, 2012), p. 23.
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For instance, the article published in the newspaper Yurt with the title “Syrian 
bride disappears with the gift jewelries” and the article published in the newspa-
per Pusula Haber Konya with the title “Syrian wife’s scam” covers the allegation 
that “a Syrian woman ran away with gold coins.” This singular event is covered 
by at least 27 newspapers with an emphasis on the national identity of the sus-
pect.  In all 27 articles, Syrian women are associated with crime with generalizing 
descriptions and demonized..43 In all 27 articles, Syrian women are associated 
with crime with generalizing descriptions and demonized.

Syrians are frequently associated with crime and actions defined as illegal, as can 
be seen in the collage consisting of the following news titles: “Syrian bride hor-
ror” (Star, February 10, 2017), “Syrian mugger” (Bursa Kent, November 1, 2017), 
“Another victim of Syrian bride!” (Şok, November 1, 2017), “That Syrian killer 
caught on his way to Greece” (Adana Günaydın, March 3, 2017), “Syrian suicide 
bomber killed in Mersin” (Yurt Gazetesi, September 7, 2017), “Killed by the Syri-
ans he employed” (Star, May 8, 2017), “Assaulter Syrians caught” (Pusula Haber 
Konya, May 10, 2017), “Syrians produced fake olive oil” (Gaziantep 27, June 15, 
2017), “SYRIAN MURDERS” (Yurt Gazetesi, May 16, 2017), “Brutal murder com-

43 Hrant Dink Foundation, Media Watch on Hate Speech September-December 2015 report, p. 18.
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mitted by Syrians solved with phone signal” (Kayseri Anadolu Haber, March 21, 
2017), “Syrian abusing girls beaten up” (Korkusuz, June 23, 2017), “Syrian workers 
torture a child” (Akşam, April 21, 2017). Although crime is not an action that can 
be attributed to any identity, media’s emphasis on identity causes the creation 
of a distorted image of ‘the other.’ Through narrations that attribute an action by 
a person or group to the identity of the perpetrators, the perception that Syrian 
identity is behind the action in question is created. It should be noted that arti-
cles that associate Syrians with crime are not only published only in newspapers 
having a certain political stance, but rather almost all national and local newspa-
pers with various editorial policies feature such articles. 

In the pre-assessment report of the research entitled “Suriyeli Sığınmacılara Yöne-
lik Algı ve Tutumlar” (Perceptions and Attitudes toward Syrian Refugees) carried 
by Istanbul Kemerburgaz University and University of Kent in England, stated 
that 86% of 1224 participants hold Syrians responsible for the increase in crime 
rates.44 However, the Turkish Ministry of Internal Affairs announced that the aver-
age rate of criminal incidents involving Syrians between 2014 and 2017 constitute 
1.32% of the total criminal incidents in Turkey and the majority of those incidents 
are caused by personal problems among Syrians.45 Media’s frequent use of certain 
ways of representation has a remarkable effect in creating a gap between the data 
and the perception, though it is not the only factor. Indeed, journalists, reporters, 
editors and columnists defined as the media elite play an important role in making 
up opinions concerning minorities; narrations seen in media everyday facilitate the 
confirmation of prejudices in daily life.46 

The article published in Aydınlık on July 6, 2017 covers the statement of the Ministry 
of Internal Affairs emphasizing “hospitality” and “Ansar spirit” after “escalating 
tension between Syrians and citizens” in summer of 2017. The statement featured 
in the article notes that the Syrians crime rate is low, ‘tensions’ are exaggerated 
and used as a “tool for causing unrest and discord, and domestic politics material.” 
It is also stated that Syrians “are registered after their fingerprints are taken and 
security clearance are completed” and “necessary investigations and legal proce-

44 University of Kent and İstanbul Kemerburgaz University, Suriyelilere yönelik algı ve tutumlar 
araştırması ön değerlendirme raporu, (December, 2016), p. 9.

45 Turkish Republic Ministry of Internal Affaris, 5 July 2017, www.icisleri.gov.tr/basin-
aciklamasi05072017.  

46 Eser Köker and Ülkü Doğanay, Irkçı değilim ama… Yazılı Basında Irkçı-Ayrımcı Söylemler 
(Ankara: İHOP, 2010), p. 4.
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Aydınlık, July 6, 2017
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dures are carried out immediately concerning the ones who committed crimes.” 
The article reflects a security-oriented perspective as can be seen in the following 
remark: “All kinds of measures are taken for the peace and safety of our country 
and citizens.”  

Implicitly calling for ‘common sense,’ the article has an interesting aspect: it is 
featured with two other articles with the titles “Fight with knives causes a fuss” 
and “Families fight each other”, which triggers the perception of ‘danger’ concern-
ing Syrians. These articles contain statements that directly associate Syrians with 
crime like the following: “Murat A. is stabbed by the Syrian with who he argued” 
and “Three Turks injured in a fight between Syrian and Turkish families.” Some 
statements in these articles like “Syrian detained,” “Locals react against the fight, 
police forces took precautions and moved the Syrian family away” and “Other po-
lice teams were sent from Kastamonu and tight security precautions are taken” 
support the security precautions mentioned in the main article and emphasis on 
‘social order.’

Sözcü newspaper’s Facebook post47 shared on July 2, 2017 with the caption “Syr-
ian abusing a female university student beaten up!,” directs the reader to the 
article on the newspaper’s website that covers the story of a Syrian refugee who 
was lynched by the locals because he was accused of abusing a female university 
student.48 The Facebook post featuring the article is an important example as 
it gives an idea concerning the discourses found in articles that cover a singu-
lar incident and pave the way for negative generalizations in users’ comment on 
the posts in different forms. The social response to such discourses can also be 
understood from this example. 119 comments out of 226 contain negative gen-
eralizations concerning Syrians. In 64 comments, enmity and violence against 
Syrians is incited with provocative language and dehumanizing depictions of 
Syrians. With comments like “We should send all of these Syrians to a desert 
island,” “These Syrians should be immediately evacuated from these precious 
lands,” “Send back the Syrians who betrayed their own country, it’s enough,” 
and “Syrians are everywhere, when will they shove off,” a call for deporting or 

47 Sözcü Newspaper, “Üniversiteli kızı taciz eden Suriyeli’ye dayak!,” Facebook, 2 July 2017, 
https://www.facebook.com/sozcugazetesi/photos/a.152006974850540.38272.151997251518179
/1817432101641344/?type=3&theater.

48 DHA, “Üniversiteli kızı taciz eden Suriyeli’ye dayak,” Sözcü, 2 July 2017,  http://www.sozcu.com.
tr/2017/gundem/universiteli-kizi-taciz-eden-suriyeliye-dayak-1916982/.
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excluding Syrians is made. Furthermore, not the suspect in question but Syrian 
identity, to which the description ‘crimina’” is attributed, is accused and Syrians 
are insulted in the comments, as can be seen in the following examples: “Perver-
sion of Syrians is all over the news,” “We are fed up by the incidents caused by 
these scumbag Syrians!” and “This is enough. Is abuse the only thing that these 
perverts do.” 

A similar case can be seen in a post shared on the Facebook page named TC-
vatanım on July 2, 2017, in which an allegation of abuse is covered and a video 
that showing the alleged lynching attempt is featured. 49 While the frequency of 
incidents in which Syrians are involved is emphasized with the remark “Here is 
another incident of abuse and yet again they are involved,” perception of ‘threat’ 
concerning Syrians is reinforced with the remark “They expect us to stay home 
just because of the fear of Syrians.” The comments on this post are similar to 
those made on the post shared with the caption “The Syrian abusing a female 
university student beaten up!”. Again, 60 comments out of 81 regenerate preju-
dices against Syrians. In some comments made on both posts, it is seen that ha-
tred against Syrians is combined with hatred and enmity against the government 
and their electorate. Although it cannot be claimed that these comments reflect 
all circles of society, it is safe to say that such articles and comments reinforce 
negative perceptions and discriminatory and racist practices in society. 

49 TCvatanım, “Yine taciz, yine onlar. Suriyelilere Sahilde Dayak.,” Facebook, 2 July 2016,  
https://www.facebook.com/163571153808974/videos/816222568543826/.

Sözcü newspaper’s Facebook post, July 2, 2017
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In explaining the notion “moral panic,” Stanley Cohen emphasizes the role of 
media.50 According to Cohen, when a certain group is featured in media in an ex-
aggerated and constantly negative way, a sense of threat and panic is born in so-
ciety. All of these examples covering singular incidents render the stories covered 
in these articles meaningless in the face of the distorted ‘Syrian’ image; they play 
a part in labeling Syrian identity as ‘potential criminals threatening us,’ leading 
the construction of Syrians as an object of ‘fear.’ These representations that lead 
to prejudices through generalizations alienate Syrians from society, giving way 
to marginalization, and justification of discrimination.

50 Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panic,The Creation of Mods and Rockers (Taylor & 
Francis e-Library, 2011), https://infodocks.files.wordpress.com/2015/01/stanley_cohen_folk_
devils_and_moral_panics.pdf. 

TCvatanım Facebook page, July 2, 2017
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EXAMPLES COMBATING DISCRIMINATION 

“Human rights journalism is a type journalism that does not ignore violations of rights. 
It covers the stories involving persons or groups whose rights are violated. In other words 
it covers the stories of the others, but does not wait for a violation take place to cover 
their stories, and does not cause any violation of right when covering a story.”51

Among the articles analyzed for this report, there are some examples having the 
potential of forming a basis for combating discrimination against Syrians. The arti-
cle published in Evrensel newspaper’s front page on the occasion of World Refugee 
Day on June 20, 2017 with the title “SYRIANS: HATRED IS THE MOST SADDEN-
ING PART” covers Syrians’ demands for right, especially gaining refugee status. 

51 Sevda Alankuş, “BİA VE HAK HABERCİLİĞİ EĞİTİM ÇALIŞMALARI ÜZERİNE” in İnsan Hakları 
Haberciliği, ed. Sevda Alankuş (İstanbul: IPS İletişim Vakfı Yayınları, 2007), p. 22.

Evrensel, June 20, 2017
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İlkses Gazetesi, June 21, 2017

The article combats the perception “Syrians who threaten and victimize us,” as 
it is based on the accounts of Syrians who are systematically silenced by media 
and focuses on their struggle for life. Starting with a focus on causes and effects 
of migration, the article is constructed from a perspective against hatred and dis-
crimination and covers the problems of refugees with a rights-based approach. In 
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the article, firstly how and why the interviewee refugees came to Turkey is covered. 
Then, refugees’ problems such as “cheap labor,” “unemployment” and “not being 
able to get license,” thought to be caused by the ‘guest’ status, are covered. In the 
section entitled “GENERALIZATONS LEAD TO HATRED,” the troubles caused by 
generalizations are told with Syrians’ voice: “Of course there are Syrians commit-
ting crime, but this doesn’t mean that all Syrians are criminals. They want to lynch 
us all when there is a problem.” The article paves the way for carrying the stories, 
demands for rights, criticisms and solution offers of Syrians to public sphere and 
also for seeking for ways of coexistence.

The article published in İlkses Gazetesi on June 21, 2017 with the title “De-
mands of status and ministry for refugees” is given wide coverage both on the 
front page and inside. The article covers the statements of Halkların Köprüsü 
Derneği (Peoples’ Bridge Association), which is known for its works on refugee 
rights, on “Refugee Rights Report” covering problems of refugees. The Associ-
ation Chair, Cem Terzi, in a statement criticizes issues impeding decent human 
life such as “lack of employment policy,” “giving citizenship to Syrians with 
degrees and wealth only,” “and obstacle in accessing healthcare and educa-
tion services,” “absence of a ministry of migration.” Emphasizing that Syrians 
should gain status that would provide them with rights, the article also covers 
possible solutions along with criticisms.  

Last example is the article published in Karabük Postası on June 2, 2017 with the 
title “Syrians are exploited for the sake of economic gains,” which covers the find-
ings of the report entitled “Perceptions and Attitudes toward Syrian Refugees.” 
The article involves the statements of the research coordinator Banu Kavaklı Birdal 
who emphasizes prejudices and discrimination and states that economic concerns 
are associated with Syrians especially in places with a large Syrian population. It 
is particularly stated that increase in rents and undocumented and cheap labor of 
Syrians are not “problems caused by Syrians” but on the contrary, it is about “com-
plete exploitation of a highly fragile group for the sake of economic gains.” The arti-
cle also covers Birdal’s statements emphasizing the role of media, state, NGOs and 
local government in formation of negative opinions concerning Syrians in society. 
The article highlights refugees’ violated rights with wide coverage of statements 
and subheadings like “Society’s prejudices and discrimination against Syrians re-
vealed,” “Higher rents, lower wages,” and “We are misinformed by media,” and 
takes a contrary position to the news items generating inequality. 
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Karabük Postası, June 2, 2017
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Given the insufficient coverage of refugees and NGOs focusing on human rights, 
these rights-based articles are important, since they contribute to recognition of 
refugees’ rights, acknowledging that they are not the reasons but the victims of 
problems and relieving social conflicts. 
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CONCLUSION

Certainly, media is not alone in shaping the attitude towards refugees. However, 
media, with its conventional and digital means, is still decisive in forming pub-
lic opinion and continues to shape social perception and behaviors. This report 
aimed to analyze how distortion, claims and misinformation in news items about 
Syrian refugees trigger and popularize discrimination against them. Prejudices 
integrated with incorrect and distorted information concerning Syrians keep fear 
and polarization between groups alive. The spread of such information leads to a 
justification of discrimination. However, it should be kept in mind that narrations 
structured by media, which rarely reflect the truth, attribute meanings to provid-
ed information. Narrations concerning Syrians hinder coexistence by alienating 
them from society. Thus, the role that media play in ensuring the protection of 
refugees’ human rights and fostering coexistence should not be ignored. For this 
reason, media elite and public figures should act responsibly in light of the poten-
tial that discriminatory discourse has in facilitating serious violations of rights.

Although new media is not the focus of this report, it has a remarkable influence 
over regeneration, popularization and acceptance of discriminatory discourse 
against Syrians. Advancing technology enables a more direct interaction between 
the users and the content released on news portals or social media accounts of me-
dia outlets and gives users the opportunity to produce content. New media enables 
articles containing, consciously or unconsciously, misleading information concern-
ing refugees spread much faster, leads readers to accept such information without 
questioning and because of controlling difficulties, and makes discourses that are 
evolved in much more dangerous form visible. Thus, new media may cause circu-
lation of the discourses in question in a broader public sphere, make them easier 
to be generated and internalized, since it enables interaction and gives users the 
impression that they have no responsibility. While the opportunities provided by 
new media facilitate the spread of discourse targeting Syrians labeled as ‘the other’ 
in society, they also bring an undeniable potential for paving the way for combat-
ing discriminatory discourse. In other words, new media constitutes an important 
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space for enabling refugees who are relatively less represented in print media to 
have their own voice, making voices against discrimination and respecting funda-
mental rights and freedoms heard, and facilitating organizations of these groups. 
However, to benefit from this space constituted by new media more effectively, 
readers and users should adopt critical media literacy and question the information 
concerning Syrians. In this light, it should be noted that social media platforms 
like teyit.org and Doğruluk Payı52,which confirm information and provide the reader 
with correct information, are making great contributions to a critical perspective 
with their contents covering the claims about Syrian refugees. 

In conclusion, conventional and new media might have two contrasting effects: it 
might play a role in solidifying the negative image of ‘newcomer’ and popularizing 
anti-refugee discourse or it might contribute to the prevention of fear based on in-
correct perceptions and prejudices by covering ‘their’ stories with a rights-based 
approach. We believe that a type of journalism adopting a rights-based perspective 
that creates a platform for refugees to express themselves, focuses on their strug-
gle for life and facilitates dialog between societies is possible. We hope this report 
contributes to development of a human rights-based journalism that highlights a 
common ground without ignoring the differences in news items covering groups 
that are fragile and at risk of marginalization like refugees.

52 Doğruluk Payı, is an initiation of İzlemedeyiz Derneği (On Watch Association) which aims 
to force political actors in Turkey to act more responsibly and to make the electorate more 
informed in political matters. Since 2014, it monitors political statements and promises from 
open sources. Findings are released on dogrulukpayi.com and various social media channels. 
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OVERVIEW

Discourses that spread racism, ethnic discrimination, anti-Semitism, homopho-
bia and other types of intolerance are on the rise in Turkey as it is all around the 
world. Hate speech and polarization continue to affect especially the lives of dis-
advantaged groups along with political and socioeconomic developments, refu-
gee crisis and states’ refugee policies, civil wars and armed conflict, and the rise 
of far-right and nationalist political parties in many countries. Though targeted 
groups vary in accordance with countries and socioeconomic contexts, this does 
not mean that hate speech is not a global problem. Therefore, it is necessary to 
observe the effects of racism, discrimination, xenophobia and prejudices in dif-
ferent contexts and trace their latent connections with a global perspective. In 
this vein, this report, a compilation of 2017 findings of Turkey, analyses and dis-
criminatory discourse reports produced in the scope of “Media Watch on Hate 
Speech” project, is issued with the purpose of making a broader assessment.

Considering print media of Turkey in 2017, it is seen that more than 14 news items 
generate hate speech in a day and a total of 79 different groups are subjected 
to hate speech throughout the year. A high number of targeted groups and the 
frequency of hate speech show that this discourse is a rooted part of daily life. 
Media monitoring work is not able to reveal reasons of hate speech and discrim-
inatory discourse directly, but it provides important indicators. Annual findings 
concerning targeted groups indicate that certain groups are frequently and re-
peatedly subjected to hate speech and discriminatory discourse. Furthermore, 
certain times of the year and items on agenda affect which groups will be target-
ed to a great extent. As the case of Buddhists targeted by the media of Turkey in 
2017 shows, hate speech and discriminatory discourse are not caused only by a 
rooted enmity against certain groups. With the influence of current issues, new 
‘enemies’ are created beyond geographical and historical connection. 

Although hate speech is found less frequently in mainstream media, this does 
not change the seriousness of the situation. On the contrary, it shows the pow-
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er of hate speech and the ideology generating such discourse within relatively 
small groups. Furthermore, the direct relationship of local press with the regions 
it reached increases the qualitative importance of the generated discourse and 
lead to grave consequences with the use of enmity discourse. Thus, the fact that 
the majority of news items generating hate speech against Syrians are published 
by local press increases the possibility of hate crimes. 

When social and political problems revert to the ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy, actual 
agents of the actions are ignored and an imaginary enmity is created between peo-
ples. Just like the discourse of “traffic monster” that takes the blame from us and 
transfers it to an imaginary ‘monster,’ in hate speech, members of certain groups 
are marked as the culprit/enemy, and states, governments, authorities or individu-
als are never held responsible. For instance, the ‘giaour’ discourse frequently used 
in 2017 is employed as a political propaganda tool in criticisms against Western 
states. It escalates the ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy and portrays non-Muslims as en-
emy by bringing connotations in social memory and a historical background along. 

Considering the topics facilitating hate speech, it is seen that hate speech is 
not an emotional expression, but rather an ideological tool used for inciting the 
separation of different groups. One of the most concrete examples is the in-
crease of hate speech against Syrians who came to Turkey because of the war. 
While there were a few articles on Syrians 4 or 5 year ago, in 2017 Syrians were 
among the groups who had the largest number of hate speech items against 
them. It should be remembered that this is a reflection of current policies and 
misinformation circulating in society. It is seen that covering the problems 
caused by massive migration in a short time without reducing them to a hier-
archy of identities and conflict is necessary. Transformation of these problems 
into hate speech towards ‘Syrian’ identity indicates that media has a shallow 
understanding. In addition to ideological aspects nurtured by racism and na-
tionalism, this situation can also be regarded as an indication of the lack of 
rights-based approach and practice in journalism.  

Insisting on rights-based peace journalism instead of a journalism that has an 
ideological and political agenda escalating and regenerating social polarization 
is necessary. Promoting a journalism that does not use conflict discourse, gives 
priority to informing aspects of news items and aims to inform, finds solutions 
and contributes to coexistence instead of triggering emotions is highly import-
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ant. We hope this report contributes to creating a new discourse free from dis-
crimination, racism and violence. 
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