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ABSTRACT

Sheltered Bodies:

Investigating the Representations of Syrian Refugees in Turkish Media

This study investigates the representations of refugees from the Syrian Civil War in 

Turkish print media. It does so by quantitatively and qualitatively analyzing all of the

refugee related news ran by five newspapers (BirGün, Hürriyet, Sabah, Star, and 

Yeniçağ) between April of 2014 and March of 2015. Through an in-depth analysis of 

the legal framework of asylum in Turkey and its political oppositions, these 

representational strategies are contextualized within the existing refugee regime and 

its critiques in order to distinguish the practical aims towards which these strategies 

were mobilized. While the refugees are often conceptualized as a coherent social 

category both by policy makers and researchers, newspapers consistently rely on 

already existing ethnoreligious identities in order to represent the refugees and 

differentiate between them. This thesis aims to uncover the implications of this 

reliance in both discursive and political contexts.
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ÖZET

Saklanan Bedenler:

Suriyeli Sığınmacıların Türk Medyasındaki Temsillerini Araştırmak

Bu tez Suriye İç Savaşı'ndan kaçan sığınmacıların Türk yazılı basınındaki temsilleri 

incelemektedir. Bunu 2014 Nisan'ı ile 2015 Mart'ı arasında beş gazete (BirGün, 

Hürriyet, Sabah, Star, and Yeniçağ) tarafından yayınlanmış sığınmacı konulu tüm 

haberlerin nicel ve nitel bir analizini yaparak gerçekleştirmektedir. Bu temsil 

stratejilerinin hangi pratik amaçlar doğrultusunda kullanıldığını ortaya çıkartmak 

amacıyla Türkiye'de sığınmacılığın yasal çerçevesi ve bu çerçeve üzerinde yürütülen 

siyasi eleştiriler yakından incelenmiş, ve kullanılan stratejiler mevcut sığınma rejimi 

ve onun muhalefetinde bağlamlandırılmıştır. Her ne kadar hem siyasetçiler hem de 

araştırmacılar tarafından sığınmacılık sıklıkla uyumlu bir sosyal kategori olarak 

kavramsallaştırılmış olsa da, gazeteler sığınmacıların hem temsilinde hem de 

ayrıştırılmasında düzenli olarak zaten mevcut olan etnik ve dini kimlikleri 

kullanmışlardır. Bu tezin amaçlarından biri de bu kullanımın hem söylemsel hem de 

siyasi bağlamda içerdiklerini ortaya çıkarmaktır.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

In what way refugees, legally recognized or otherwise, are represented in host 

societies? This question, in its specific forms, has been a leading one for numerous 

research projects from diverse geographies, mostly focusing on close readings of 

media content, either qualitatively or quantitatively (Gale, 2004, Kaye, 2004, Esses, 

Medianu, & Lawson, 2013, Holmes & Casteñada, 2016, Georgiou & Zaborowski, 

2017). This thesis also starts off from a specific form of this general question: In 

what way refugees from Syria are being represented in Turkish media? However, to 

understand the representation of a people in their entirety, keeping intact all the 

intricacies of the represented in the eyes of the representer, as well as taking into 

account how the representer is fractious within itself is an immense task. To keep this

task manageable the question has to be limited further, which I have done so by 

choosing to focus on newspaper coverages of refugees from Syria between early 

2014 and 2015. I have chosen to focus on newspapers, and not on any other form of 

media that also has the power to publicly create or modify representations, firstly 

because of their considerable reach that cuts across class and geography—within 

reasonable limits—and their effectiveness in setting limits on public discourse by 

elevating certain forms of representation within it and dismantling others entirely. 

Thus, traditional news outlets such as newspapers still hold sway over respectable 

public discourse in a way that newer and more massive forms of media, such as the 

social media, does not, especially in Turkey. Secondly, I am not interested in 

analyzing the discourse solely for the sake of understanding it. Rather, in this thesis I 
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try to form a bridge between discursive techniques employed by the media and 

concrete policies implemented by the Turkish state. Under these terms, centering on 

newspapers in the Turkish context is essential, owing to the high degree of political 

parallelism present in their operation (Kaya & Çakmur, 2010, p. 521). This thesis 

will not attempt to re-established the repeatedly demonstrated lack of autonomy in 

Turkish media.1 Rather, it will use the established fact of political parallelism to 

investigate precisely in what ways public discourse mirrors policies. The especially 

close ties between media and politics enable us to clearly distinguish competing 

political actors, who publicly establish and promote concrete policies, and the 

discursive techniques that are deployed by the attached media actors in order to 

defend these policies.

But what do I mean by the discursive techniques or concrete policies, and 

how are they related? In the literature, research that is focused solely on how Turkish

media represents the refugees from Syria already exists (Efe, 2015, Pandır, Efe, & 

Aksoy, 2015, Erdoğan, Kavukçuer, & Çetinkaya, 2017, Sever, 2017). Most of this 

research is concerned with the relation between representation in the media and 

popular sentiment of the Turkish people regarding Syrians, i.e. what does public 

discourse on refugees from Syria influence people to think, or feel? The analysis of 

indirect and elaborate relations between political will and discourse formation is a 

popular area of study, following Foucault’s argument that disciplinary power in the 

modern states are often wielded indirectly, through “humble modalities” and “minor 

procedures” (1995, p. 170). Yet occasionally, as Graeber observed, the workings of 

power can really be so crude and simplistic as daily evidence proves them to be 

(2015, p. 33), and the operation of mainstream Turkish print media is one such 

1 For some examples, see (Hendrick, 2011, Sözeri & Günay, 2011, Turkan, 2012)
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occasion. In this case, the majority of discursive techniques advanced in the media 

are explicitly utilized for the success of particular political actions, and the discursive

techniques of specific media outlets are inextricably tied to the actions of the actual 

political movements to which these outlets are aligned. The discursive techniques 

mentioned here are “micro-level properties of text, talk, interaction and semiotic 

practices” (van Dijk, 2008, p. 1), that are utilized as a result of interpreting the social 

world from the lens of a particular ideological framework. For example, if the 

ideology of a certain news outlet necessitates the application of a racist framework 

on its actors to make sense of events, such as newspapers written by and for southern

white audiences in the US during the Jim Crow era, then these actors will be 

racialized, and the events in question will subsequently be recontextualized as a 

result of this racialization through certain discursive techniques, such as the usage of 

racial slurs and stereotypes (p. 45). Contrary to these techniques, concrete political 

actions are macro-level aspects of social interaction that are mediated by the power 

of the state, such as the text of the law and actual executive practices. These two 

aspects of political actions does not need to be in perfect synchronization, and 

executive practices utilized in the day to day workings of the state are often not 

limited by legal limits set upon by the judiciary. The refugee regime of Turkey set up

by the Justice and Development Party (AKP) government, from its border 

checkpoints, to the law on foreigners of 2013 detailing the procedure that is to be 

followed for the people seeking refuge in Turkey, to the executive policing that 

separates and manages people in administrative centers from which they are unable 

to move away, is an example of a series of political actions that have created a 

regime of rules and policing regarding refugees. As expected, opposition parties in 
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the Turkish national parliament propose different political actions for the same 

question, and this thesis is an analysis of the relation between discursive techniques 

and political actions, whether proposed or actualized. For example, the unwillingness

of the pro-government newspapers in Turkey to describe refugees from Syria as 

active agents shaping their own destiny and not merely as victims of malicious actors

who mean them harm has already been noted (Efe, 2015, p. 49). Unanimously 

supporting the government’s policy of accepting asylum seekers from Syria into the 

country as ‘guests’, the pro-government newspapers seek to invoke a moral 

responsibility on the part of the Turkish public to alleviate the suffering of their 

neighboring coreligionists. Yet there is another aspect to this rather straightforward 

framing which is often ignored. In their reluctance to ascribe agency to the refugees, 

the pro-government newspapers also legitimizes the present state of affairs which 

operate by the arbitrary management of refugee lives by executive decree, and grant 

only the minimal formal rights and legal protections to those it manages. When the 

Turkish minister of food, agriculture and husbandry stated that even if the refugees 

from Syria wanted to go back to Syria, the government wouldn’t allow it, because 

they were unwilling to be deprived of the economic benefits derived from the 

presence of refugee workers,2 he was precisely relying on this framing, on the state’s 

pretension to know what’s best for refugees when the refugees themselves disagree 

with the state, even with regards to policies that were to be enacted over their own 

lives. The victim representation of the refugee not only engenders sympathy, 

however deep or shallow, to the plight of the refugees on the level of inter-communal

relations, but also legitimizes the executive management of the very same refugees 

2 Yeniçağ. (2017). Fakıbaba: "Suriyeliler gitmek istese de göndermeyiz". Retrieved May 27, 2018, 
from http://www.yenicaggazetesi.com.tr/fakibaba-suriyeliler-gitmek-istese-de-gondermeyiz-
173929h.htm

4



on the level of concrete policy. Any analysis of this discourse, therefore, must 

account for all social and political implications of its present use, not merely for the 

sake of comprehensiveness, but also for the sake of accuracy, the understanding of 

which may be hampered by an incomplete analysis of the political side of the 

question.

The choices involved in the selection and categorization of newspapers 

(BirGün, Hürriyet, Sabah, Star, and Yeniçağ), and the time frame from which the 

news were drawn from were made for a number of reasons. The newspapers are 

categorized under three groups, the pro-government papers (Sabah and Star), 

nationalist papers (Hürriyet and Yeniçağ), and the single leftist paper (BirGün). This 

categorization is made in consideration to the real political movements that these 

papers were in association with at the time of publication. These associations, which 

will be explored more in-depth at the analysis section of this thesis, were established 

and maintained through an effective combination of direct ownership, tight editorial 

control, and sometimes extra-industry economic partnerships. Although there are 

more clearly differentiated political movements influential in Turkish media 

industry,3 these movements articulated strategies for establishment of distinct refugee

regimes and policies for managing the broader refugee crisis, which were laid out 

and promoted in the aforementioned media outlets. The specific newspapers that are 

to be analyzed were selected with consideration to circulation numbers, policy 

influence, and ease of access during the writing of this thesis. This thesis does not 

attempt to use this sample of newspapers in order to generalize certain findings to the

entire mass media subsection that the newspapers are grouped under. Rather, the 

3 Of the rest, the most important are a number of Islamist papers that are disproportionately influential
in governmental circles, such as Akit, Milat, and Milli Gazete, among others.
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selection and the groupings are both utilized in order to stress the already existing 

common political aims of real political movements and their media counterparts, and 

to more easily compare and contrast these political aims with the discursive 

techniques that the mass media employ. Thus, the conclusions and the implications 

of this thesis are more about the discourse and how it functions than about Turkish 

media, or politics, or how these two interact.

The news which I will be focusing on for the content analysis section were 

published between April of 2014 and March of 2015. This time frame is significant 

for a number of reasons. Firstly, the year 2014 was when the number of refugees 

admitted to Turkey reached its present scale,4 and it was when the refugee regime 

that was to be put into place was still in limbo in policy terms. At first, Turkish 

government considered the refugees to be strictly temporary guests in the country 

who would return to Syria after the quick deposition of Bashar al-Assad through 

military means.5 As the Syrian Civil War stretched out and the Syrian Arab Army 

held its ground against the rebel advances, it became clear that a temporary 

arrangement of makeshift accommodations would not be enough for more than two 

million people and a new strategy was implemented, the specifics of which were 

debated for most of 2014 and 2015. This strategy culminated in the passing of a new 

decree granting the refugees work permits in 2016.6 Therefore, this period was a 

fertile time for news and opinion pieces regarding refugees in almost all media 

4 After 2015, Turkish policy of permissiveness at the Syrian border was reversed, and the movement 
of refugees heavily restricted, which culminated with the building of a massive border wall. As of 
early 2019, it is to be seen whether any large number of refugees will be admitted in the near future 
following the possible evacuation or liquidation of the Idlib pocket, but such a course of events seem 
unlikely.
5 NTV. (2012). Davutoğlu Esad'a ömür biçti. Retrieved February 23, 2018, from 
https://www.ntv.com.tr/turkiye/davutoglu-esada-omur-bicti,Nsez_e7zmEO7uz5O9Pv6hw
6 Bianet. (2016). Mültecilere çalışma hakkı yönetmeliği Resmi Gazete'de yayınlandı. Retrieved March
3, 2018, from https://bianet.org/bianet/insan-haklari/174223-multecilere-calisma-hakki-yonetmeligi-
resmi-gazete-de-yayinlandi
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outlets. Secondly, the battle for Kobanî was waged between ISIS and YPG from late 

2014 to early 2015. This battle was hugely significant, not only for the military 

situation in Syria,7 but also for the domestic politics in Turkey; not the least because 

it led to the admittance of more than four hundred thousand civilians fleeing war8 at a

critical time when the refugee issue was already in the forefront of national 

discourse. Unlike the earlier arrivals, these refugees were predominantly Kurdish, 

which complicated their presence in Turkey from the government’s point of view. 

Moreover, it was, and still remains, unclear whether the Turkish government helped 

YPG during the siege by allowing the peshmerga from Northern Iraq to reinforce the 

defenders9 in accordance with its strategic goals in the region, or whether the 

government was coerced into doing so through international pressure and massive 

waves of protest organized by the Kurdish opposition. Because of these reasons, this 

period not only marked the high point of national discourse regarding refugees in 

Turkey, it also laid bare some of the most crucial fault lines in Turkish politics that 

stood in relation to it. Most importantly, it revealed the workings of the process of 

securitization that was so important to the lives of the refugees and locals. Thus, the 

study of this period can potentially bring light to a plethora of intersections in 

discursive techniques in Turkish politics, ranging from those regarding Kurdishness 

and refugees, to the state and military power. This thesis attempts to do that, and to 

analyze the refugee regime and its discursive counterpart in relation to the larger 

7 The Siege of Kobanî marked the greatest extent of ISIS expansion, and also their end. The 
overexertion of ISIS forces, coupled with the increasing close air support provided to YPG by the US-
led coalition in Syria led to a devastating counterattack in the aftermath of the siege which would 
eventually eradicate ISIS altogether in early 2019.
8 BBC. (2015). Battle for Kobane: Key events. Retrieved February 14, 2019, from 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-29688108
9 The Guardian. (2014). Turkey to allow Kurdish peshmerga across its territory to fight in Kobani. 
Retrieved February 14, 2019, from https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/oct/20/turkey-allows-
peshmerga-forces-to-travel-to-kobani
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political debates in Turkey, such as the political status of Kurds, the tension between 

religious and ethnic identity, and the foreign policies of the Turkish state for the 

Syrian Civil War.

Every single news story reporting on refugees living in Turkey in the time 

frame of the thesis has been compiled and categorized according to the representative

strategies used in the story. The quantitative data can be found in the Appendix, and 

is referred throughout the text in order to compare the number and occurrence rate of 

certain news and representative strategies between different newspapers. In certain 

places a specific news story is selected as an illustrative example of a discussed 

technique or strategy. These in-depth news stories are presented in their entirety.

The thesis is structured in the following manner: In Chapter 2, the critical 

theoretical tradition that will form the backbone of the analysis will be expounded. I 

will be relying on this tradition to construct a theoretical framework which can make 

sense of the figure of the refugee, the media which watches and articulates this 

figure, and their relation to host society. A quick sketch of the media landscape in 

Turkey is also provided here, which especially focuses on the close relation between 

this landscape and political actors, and how this relation influences both the media 

and politics. In Chapter 3, I will present the refugee crisis itself, and investigate the 

policies Turkey enacted regarding refugees of the Syrian Civil War. Two important 

comparisons are made in this chapter: First, on how the legal status of refugees states

around the world differed from the Turkish case, and second, on what competing 

political actors in Turkey proposed with regards to this policy and how these 

proposals differed from what was being enacted. These comparisons help unearth 

what is peculiar about the Turkish refugee regime in the first place, and also on how 
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the different political actors were positioned with regards to it; the latter question 

being of particular importance for understanding opposition media and its 

preferences. In Chapter 4, the longest and most substantial chapter of this thesis, I 

will undertake the analysis of the aforementioned news stories with the already 

established theoretical tools. This analysis will be grounded on an empirical field that

is also already established by the comparative methodology. First, the collected news

stories will be categorized according to the methods of representation they use in 

reporting of their subjects, and a comparative quantitative analysis will be made 

according to this categorization. Second, some of these news and broad strategic 

choices made by the news outlets will be qualitatively appraised and compared. 

Finally, I will conclude the thesis by laying out the implications of this research on 

the present literature, and how future researchers can benefit from it. Also, I will 

address certain undertheorized aspects of the thesis in this chapter, and opine on how 

these gaps can be filled through further research.

Fundamentally, this thesis strives towards providing a knowledge that is both 

empirical and practical. The precise formulation of how the Turkish media 

represented refugees from the Syrian Civil War during a certain time period—which 

has already been done multiple times at this point—serves as an initial point in 

helping to understand how the news media interacts with the political sphere, and to 

make specific connections between particular discursive techniques and 

corresponding policies. A better articulation of this interaction, and these specific 

connections can help with analyzing not only particularities found within public and 

private discourses, but also political and ideological goals that guide them as well.

9



CHAPTER 2

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1  On refugees10

In the Western philosophical tradition, theoretical perspectives on the category of the

refugee have been primarily developed in its contradiction to the categorical quality 

of the national order of things. The nation, as a regime of classification, brings into 

life a system of ordering persons into national types, in a system of hegemonic 

topography (Malkki, 1995, p. 5). Balibar calls the working of such systems the 

“fundamental operation of classification”, by which the significance of the 

differentiations within human species are determined (1990, p. 55). The person of the

refugee, as a liminal figure, represents the subversion of the very fundamental 

categories of differentiation in these regimes of classification. As Arendt posited, the 

refugee challenges “the time-honored and necessary distinctions between nationals 

and foreigners”. With characteristic acuity, Arendt also realized that the 

transgression of the categorical distinction led to the erosion of the institutions which

were reliant for their very existence upon such distinctions: A significant damage is 

suffered by the “structure of legal national institutions” when “a growing number of 

residents had to live outside the jurisdiction of these laws and without being 

protected by any other” (1973, p. 286). The liminality of the refugee threatens to 

undermine, not only the categorical order of nations, but also the institutional totality 

which stands upon this categorical order, which is nothing less than the modern state.
10 A refugee is a person who has been forced to leave their country of citizenship in order to escape 
war, persecution or natural disaster, whether recognized as such or not by a judicial authority. This 
thesis generally follows this general usage. An asylum seeker, in legal contexts, is a person who seeks 
to become a formally recognized refugee by seeking asylum in a foreign country. In this thesis, the 
distinction between asylum seekers and refugees is upheld in legal and political contexts where it is 
significant.

10



More significantly, even in categorical orders that seeks to understand human 

activity in more radical terms compared to the national order, the space that the 

figure11 of the refugee occupies is still a liminal one. In Deleuze and Guattari's 

understanding of the State, which “stratiates the space over which it reigns”, and 

establishes itself as a “zone of rights” over an entire “exterior” (1987, p. 385), the 

figure who transgresses this foundational differentiation between exterior and the 

interior attains almost an emancipatory significance. The Nomad, whose very 

existence is a threat unto the existing order, creates, through its life activity, an 

alternative to the exclusionary categorization of the State:

Even though the nomadic trajectory may follow trails or customary 
routes, it does not fulfill the function of the sedentary road, which is to 
parcel out a closed space to people, assigning each person a share and 
regulating the communication between shares. The nomadic trajectory 
does the opposite: it distributes people (or animals) in an open space, 
one that is indefinite and noncommunicating. The nomos came to 
designate the law, but that was originally because it was distribution, a 
mode of distribution. It is a very special kind of distribution, one 
without division into shares, in a space without borders or enclosure. 
(p. 380)

Although the figure of the Nomad is distinct from the figure of the Migrant, 

who “goes principally from one point to another, even if the second point is 

uncertain, unforeseen, or not well localized”, the action of movement still occupies 

an especially transgressive place in the spatial understanding of Deleuze and 

Guattari. Nail goes further in this direction and considers the act of movement itself 

to be impossible along fixed points: “When an extensive movement occurs from A to

B, the whole AB undergoes a qualitative transformation or change” (2015, p. 13). 

Understanding the Migrant, therefore, necessitates an entirely new theoretical 

framework which goes beyond traditional theories that operate by separating fixed 

11 A figure is not a fixed person or an identity. Rather, it is a relative social position that can be 
occupied for a length of time. A person becomes a figure for as long as they occupy its position.

11



conceptual spaces. Nail attempts to do this by introducing a new term, Kinopolitics, 

which is the “theory and analysis of social motion: the politics of movement. Instead 

of analyzing societies as primarily static, spatial, or temporal, kinopolitics or social 

kinetics understands them primarily as ‘regimes of motion’” (p. 24). Like with 

Deleuze and Guattari, whose attempts to undermine the territorializing operational 

logic of the state finds in the figure of the Nomad a naturally disruptive and 

deterritorializing force, Nail's endeavor to reconstruct a theoretical framework 

through which a deterritorialized understanding could be reached revolves around 

understanding the life practice of the Migrant.

The refugee is therefore an anomaly in the traditional ordering of things in 

any case. Whether this anomaly is understood to present a unique problem for the 

State to overcome, or to signify a deterritorialized practice of life outside of the State,

traditional signifiers of difference could not make sense of refugees. A common 

response to this problem is to stress the aspects of the refugees that are thought to be 

universally human, in a way that supersedes the particular differences of culture. The

rejection of any differentiation between humans in this manner can be called the 

species order of things, where distinctions rising beyond the base structure of 

biological species life is ignored in order to construct what is the widest category of 

subjects possible. This response is found not only in theoretical discussions on the 

aspects of being a refugee, but also in popular discourses that are centered around 

refugees and their life experiences: Malkki notes how “children are a crucial element 

in the representation of refugees,” and that “children have come to embody, more 

easily than adults, the universalism of a bare humanity” (p. 11). This totalizing 

discursive technique, which functions by squeezing out all historical traces from 

12



particular people to find in the sediment an abstract essence shared by all humanity, 

reduces its subjects to bare biological bodies, to unhistorical humans. Barthes 

underlines this point by criticizing the totalizing impulse of the species order of 

things, where the perceived human condition which is common to all is mythicized:

This myth functions in two stages: first the difference between human 
morphologies is asserted, exoticism is insistently stressed, the infinite 
variations of the species, the diversity in skins, skulls and customs are 
made manifest, the image of Babel is complacently projected over that 
of the world. Then, from this pluralism, a type of unity is magically 
produced: man is born, works, laughs and dies everywhere in the same 
way; and if there still remains in these actions some ethnic peculiarity, 
at least one hints that there is underlying each one an identical 'nature', 
that their diversity is only formal and does not belie the existence of a 
common mould. Of course this means postulating a human essence, 
and here is God re-introduced into our Exhibition: the diversity of men
proclaims his power, his richness; the unity of their gestures 
demonstrates his will. (1991, p. 100)

 The human essence stressed by these representations does not need to be 

understood as biological. Moreover, this representation brings a theological 

significance onto itself in its totalistic essentialism. The close relation between 

religious discourse and the discourses of the dispossessed, of whom refugees are a 

subset of, grows from this mechanism of signification. Popular representations of 

refugees, whether positive of negative, religious or secular, often employs the same 

technique described above. Analyzing the Turkish media representation of refugees 

from Syria, Efe emphasizes how the frame of a “drama of humanity” often serves to 

obfuscate the active subjects within the news (2015, p. 56).   Acutely cognizant of 

this pitfall, Malkki argues that a researcher has to go beyond the representation of a 

common human tragedy I order to gain insight into the “lived meanings that 

displacement and exile can have for specific people” (p. 16).
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These forms of representations that refugees bear has tremendous impact on 

their lives. Razack convincingly showed how the imagery of the bare life of Muslims

—and especially that of Muslim women—was consciously utilized in post-9/11 

Euro-Amerikan political discourse in order to justify the repression of the very 

communities that these images were supposed to engender sympathy for (2008). The 

representation of the bare body, the sediment of humanity, is also used extensively in

the Turkish media, both by supporters of the humane refugee policy of the 

government, and by supporters of mass deportation, seemingly in contradiction to 

one another. Fully comprehending the political implications of reducing the 

traditional signifiers of personhood will help us understand these contradictions.

Throughout this thesis, I will try to concretely demonstrate the shortcoming of

understanding displacement and the experience of being a refugee not only as a 

process of losing distinctions and differentiations, but also as a theoretically singular 

process, a watershed event that can inform us, the implicitly non-refugee researchers,

important facts about the system within which we act. Furthermore I will attempt to 

show the links between such theoretical statements and the current form of 

representation of the refugees as bare humanity; and also the forms of political 

actions that are supported by this representation.

2.2  On media

The precise role of the media in creating or shaping public opinion is a hotly debated 

issue in media studies literature. The ‘direct influence’ model of the media, which 

assumes that there exists a direct cause and effect relation between media content and

societal response, with its heavily behaviorist undertones, was widely rejected after 
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the 1960s in favor of different models that recontextualized media as a major cultural

and ideological force which interfaced with the broader society through more 

intricate mechanisms (Hall, 2005, p. 104). Most of the approaches developed after 

this ‘historic break’, as defined by Hall, wrestled with the problem of ideology, first 

introduced into the American academic discussion by the Frankfurt School, and 

developed further worldwide, usually by Marxist thinkers.

In his seminal essay on ideology, Althusser argues that media was part of a 

myriad of ideological state apparatuses (ISAs) as the communications ISA (2001, p. 

143). In Althusser’s conceptualization of ideology, the relations of domination that 

were found in the economic base of society are reproduced and reified in the 

superstructure of that society through the power of ISAs, ultimately serving to 

reproduce the entire relations of production (p. 154). Ideology, here, takes the form 

of “false consciousness”, imposed on the dominated classes directly by the organs of 

the state, which was controlled by the dominating class, i.e. the bourgeoisie. Given 

the central position Althusser’s essay holds in critical studies even today, it was not 

unsurprising that the later theoreticians often clashed with, modified or elaborated on

Althusser’s thesis in their own conceptualization of ideology (Barthes, 1991, 

Eagleton, 1991, Hall, 1996, van Dijk, 1998, Laclau, 2012). Given that any analysis of

the Turkish media has to rely on political distinctions that are not neatly collapsible 

along class divides, we have to move beyond, although not necessarily refute, 

Althusser’s orthodox conceptualization for now. Contra Althusser, Hall makes a 

more elaborate and practical case on ideology:
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By ideology I mean the frameworks–the languages, the concepts, 
categories, imagery of thought, and the systems of representation—
which different classes and social groups deploy in order to make 
sense of, figure out and render intelligible the way society works. 
(1996, p. 26)

To Hall’s definition, van Dijk adds that “ideologies are not limited to making 

sense of society, but they also serve to regulate social practices” (1998, p. 9). But 

what are these groups which utilize different ideological frameworks, and how is the 

media, and more precisely the press, is linked with the production and sustainment of

these frameworks?

Van Dijk, adhering to a social constructivist framework, argues that 

significant social groups are constituted through conflicts with other, similar groups. 

He puts up three criteria to identify these social groups: Firstly, they must 

collectively act in such a way to overcome problems that they perceive as being 

shared among them. Secondly, they must retain a degree of cohesion beyond singular

events. Thirdly, the group must collectively share social representations (1998, p. 

141). The first two points are open to objective social, political or economic analysis,

however, the third criterion is, in van Dijk’s own terms, an “affective” relationship 

that can be hard to precisely analyze. He expounds on this point:

For the individual group members this means that part of their 
personal identity (self) is now associated with a social identity, 
namely, the self-representation of being a member of a social group 
… we might further require that the individual and collective actions 
of the group members be monitored by these social representations. 
That is, not only should the collectivity, as a set of people, not be ad 
hoc, but also the decisions, goals and actions of the members of a 
collectivity should not happen to coincide or be similar, as was the 
case for the individual passengers travelling aboard the same flight to 
the same destination. (1998, p. 141-142)

For van Dijk, ideologies can only be made sense when considered together 

with social groups, and vice versa. Groups have shared ideologies, even where the 
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ideological features of the group are in contestation and subject to change. These 

ideologies, referring back to Hall’s original definition, renders intelligible the 

disordered textures of social life, presenting a coherent view of society for the 

various social groups existing within.

Mass media occupies a very significant space in this framework. First of all, 

the existence of mass media is a technical prerequisite for the establishment of 

communities that span the territory of modern nation-states (Anderson, 2006, p. 35). 

Once thus established, modern social groups continue to rely on mass media, and 

especially the daily reproduction of the news, to sustain a particular “image of 

society” (Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke & Roberts, 1978, p. 59) primarily through 

differentiating what is ordinary and what is newsworthy, and delimiting all 

subsequent discussion on an issue by framing what the issue is in the first place. 

Crucially, however, the media is not an independent entity shaping the ideological 

frameworks of social groups by its autonomous will, neither it is all powerful in its 

efforts to do so. On the contrary, the structural position of the media subordinates it 

to individuals and cadres that are always already privileged within society. Hall et al.

illustrates this point clearly:

… the media are frequently not the 'primary definers' of news events 
at all; but their structured relationship to power has the effect of 
making them play a crucial but secondary role in reproducing the 
definitions of those who have privileged access, as of right, to the 
media as 'accredited sources'. From this point of view, in the moment 
of news production, the media stand in a position of structured 
subordination to the primary definers. (p. 59)

We can say therefore that the media is incorporated into existing social 

structures; however, we should also underline that this is a double incorporation, 

firstly to the general society within which the news are produced, and secondly to the
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specific social group within society that the media outlet in question is catering to. In

their production of daily news, media outlets employ distinct frameworks according 

to the perceived preferences of their patrons, however, these frameworks are limited 

by the standards of acceptability within the larger society that the outlet operates 

within.12

The question that follows from here is the ways in which the Turkish media 

fits into this framework. The groups within which specific media outlets are 

embedded into will be of particular interest.

2.3  On Turkish media

The fate of the Turkish media in the twenty-first century has been inextricably tied to

the continuous pressure that the ruling party of Turkey exerts on it. Ever since its 

ascension following the general elections in 2002, AKP attempted to discipline the 

existing media outlets via intimidation of the media owners, and mass firings and 

imprisonment of journalists, as well as creating its own media through buying 

existing outlets and setting new ones up from the scratch (Corke, Finkel, Kramer, 

Robbins, & Schenkkan, 2014, pp. 1-2). This intimidation campaign served a double 

function: Firstly, a new group of media outlets which were fiercely protective of 

AKP policies gradually appeared, and secondly, the range of acceptable speech for 

the whole of media was shrunk to such a narrow field that Freedom House changed 

Turkey’s press freedom status to “not free” in 2014 (Esen & Gumuscu, 2016, p. 

12 A question arises here regarding to which level of analysis that the framework of ideology could be 
applied to. If we are speaking only in terms of class, we can talk about the bourgeoisie ideology, but 
with increasingly granular frameworks of society, we can also speak of the Turkish ideology, or the 
Kemalist ideology. I think that this is first and foremost an instrumental problem, and different 
analyses can gainfully utilize the concept of ideology to highlight issues in different levels of interest. 
Hall’s definition of the term, which I will be using throughout this research for various ends, is 
flexible enough to be applied to any level of analysis.
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1592). Today, it has become impossible to separate the media outlets that the AKP 

consciously set up as party mouthpieces from the policies that the party advocates, 

and autonomy for the media in this sense is entirely extinguished.

The structural features of Turkish media ownership contributed heavily to the

effectiveness of AKP’s disciplining strategies. As almost all media outlets in Turkey 

are owned by multi-focused conglomerates that also heavily invest in other sectors, 

intimidation could be easily carried out for the media activities of these 

conglomerates in non-media sectors (Kurban & Sözeri, 2012, p. 23). Conversely, 

given government’s important role in the Turkish economy, conglomerates often 

willfully use the media as a weapon in the service of the AKP in order to benefit their

non-media investments. Most importantly, there are no legal barriers against the 

participation of such groups to public tenders, the administration of which was used 

to great effect to influence the media owners by the AKP.

What about the media outlets that were able to stay relatively free from 

AKP’s grasp? Even for independent outlets, it was impossible to stay totally 

autonomous in the face of the long-standing pressure exerted by the government. For

example, in a national survey of journalists from around Turkey conducted in 2011, 

96.2 percent strongly agreed that they could not air important news out of fear from 

political reprisal (Arsan, 2011), and there are no reasons to assume that this number 

would be lower under present conditions. However, there were varying degrees of 

disciplining, and even today it is possible to talk of an opposition media, albeit 

heavily repressed. An important point no note here is the presence of high degrees of 

political parallelism (Kaya & Çakmur, 2010), which is also present among these 

outlets that are relatively independent from the government. The level of institutional
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autonomy for the media has been comparatively low for the most of Turkish history, 

furthermore, the liberalization of the media ownership laws in the 1980s did not lead 

to the reconstruction of media as an institution autonomous from the state, as many 

predicted, but rather increased the level of subordination to political and economic 

structures (p. 528). As I have already mentioned, the main reasons for this 

convergence was the centralization of the production process in the hands of multi-

sector conglomerates. Moreover, in such an institutional culture where lines of 

distinction are sharply drawn along political lines, the remaining independent outlets,

which are often able to stay independent thanks to their lack of ties to non-media 

sectors, also differentiate themselves along the same lines. For example, the owner of

one of the more successful newspapers in Turkey that also follows a strict anti-AKP 

editorial stance, Sözcü, only has stakes in a number of newspapers. Another paper 

that fits this mold, Cumhuriyet, is publicly owned and entirely reliant to its print sales

to stay solvent.

The resulting sector under these historical conditions is remarkably 

consolidated and polarized at the same time. While politically mainstream media 

outlets have mostly adapted to AKP’s allowed range of editorial standards and the 

explicitly pro-AKP media has grown exponentially, there are still outlets that try to 

stay outside of, and even act against, AKP’s political and social hegemony. Most of 

these outlets are politically parallel to opposition parties and movements, and cater to

people from these political leanings. Thus today, the most significant marker of 

differentiation in all media, and print media especially, is political affiliation. It will 

also be the most important point of analysis of this thesis.
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2.4  Conclusion

Although the political consolidation of media in Turkey cannot be overstated, there 

are still some points of public policy where performances of contention are allowed 

to an extent. Esen and Gumuscu argue that the accurate descriptor of the Turkish 

political system at this historical moment is “competitive authoritarianism”, where a 

performance of opposition is allowed, and elections are formally open to challenge, 

but civil liberties are systematically violated and the “playing field” is highly skewed

in favor of the ruling party (2016). Therefore, although causing a change in policy 

through public deliberation and bargaining was unlikely at best, setting up a public 

discussion by whatever media channels that the opposition had at its disposal was 

possible on the issue of refugees from the Syrian Civil War, and many papers framed

the news regarding the refugees in ways that they hoped would benefit the political 

movement with which they were interconnected. As a result, a relatively multivocal 

discussion about the policies regarding the refugees from Syria was had in the media,

although most of the mainstream papers that were light in specifically political 

content usually ignored the event as usual (Erdoğan, Kavukçuer, & Çetinkaya, 2017, 

p. 16). Conversely, the majority of the news coverage came from politically engaged 

papers of either explicitly pro-AKP or anti-AKP leanings, and these coverages 

almost completely mirrored the policies instigated or proposed by the political 

movements that the papers were embedded in.

Herein lies the significance of this study. As the majority of newspapers in 

Turkey are reliant on political institutions in order to generate funding, either through

clientelistic elite networks or through the support of politically mobilized masses, 

they tend to support specific political movements which support specific policies. 
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From here, we can analyze how specific ideological frameworks and discursive 

techniques support these policies, and build an analytical bridge between political 

speech and political activity, which will stay significant at least for other cases of 

host countries accepting refugees. I think that this analysis is important, not only for 

understanding how public discourse influences and is influenced by public policy, 

but also for helping our theoretical search to understand the experience of 

displacement, and even highlight how our understanding of displacement effects the 

experience of displacement itself.
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CHAPTER 3

THE LEGAL STATUS OF REFUGEES FROM SYRIA

3.1  A historical background

The roots of the contemporary refugee crisis lies in the Syrian Civil War, and the 

roots of the civil war lies firmly in the context of the Arab Spring. While the 

contentions within Syria eventually spiraled out of control and morphed into a many-

sided civil war with numerous international actors involved, the beginning of the 

crisis was onset by a relatively minor act of civil disobedience. The arrest and 

subsequent torture of a group of high schoolers—aged between thirteen and fifteen—

for the crime of inscribing anti-government graffiti on a school wall in Daraa, a small

and predominantly Sunni town just a few miles away from the border to Jordan, at 

first only led to local sit-ins and protests, but when security forces opened fire on the 

protesters in March 2011, the unrest quickly spread to other cities across Syria.13 

Faced with a popular resistance at a historical moment when public demonstrations 

had already weakened and led to the toppling of authoritarian regimes in Tunisia and 

Libya, the Assad government responded with extreme violence, and security forces 

continuously shot at and brutalized protesters. However, these acts of repression 

failed to deter the protests, as protesters continued to re-assemble and re-mobilize 

even against the credible threat of violence (Bellin, 2012, p. 140). Under these 

conditions, an armed resistance to the Assad regime quickly developed, centered 

around Sunni-majority areas and materially supported by Turkey, Qatar, Saudi 

13 CNN. (2012). Daraa: the spark that lit the Syrian flame. Retrieved January 9, 2018, from 
http://edition.cnn.com/2012/03/01/world/meast/syria-crisis-beginnings/index.html
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Arabia, and the US1415 (Manna, 2012), although the extent and effectiveness of this 

support has been disputed (Holliday, 2012, p. 16). As the civil war ensued between 

the Assad regime and an armed opposition which was internally fractured along 

ethnic, religious, and political lines, what was then the Islamic State of Iraq 

capitalized on the situation by quickly taking control of eastern Syria and 

rechristening itself, at first as the Islamic State in Iraq and Levant, and then simply as

the Islamic State.16 The global aspirations of ISIL, and the fears of greater instability 

spreading through the region led to an intervention by the US-led coalition under a 

joint task force, and Russia also extended direct military support to the Assad regime,

one of its few close allies in the region.17 Currently, as of February 2019, the Syrian 

Civil War has been raging on for almost eight years, and while the eventual military 

victory of the Assad regime seems inevitable, reaching a quick and peaceful 

settlement in Syria hinges on surmounting significant problems of commitment 

between all sides of the conflict, and thus seems unlikely (Lundgren, 2016).

The displacement of civilians happened concurrently with the eruption of 

hostilities. Already from April 2011, just one month after the brutalization of protests

in Daraa, thousands of people from Syria were seeking refuge in the Turkish 

province of Hatay at the Syrian border (Council of Europe, 2011, p. 1). At this time, 

Turkey was following an open-door policy that allowed the refugees from Syria who 

could reach the border to cross the border and be admitted into Turkey, rather than 

14 The Financial Times [FT]. (2013). Qatar bankrolls Syrian revolt with cash and arms. Retrieved 
January 10, 2018, from http://ig-legacy.ft.com/content/86e3f28e-be3a-11e2-bb35-
00144feab7de#axzz53mASuXSp
15 BBC. (2015). Syria: how a new rebel unity is making headway against the regime. Retrieved 
January 10, 2018, from http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-32540436
16 Al Jazeera. (2017). MAPPED: the battle against ISIL. Retrieved January 10, 2018, from 
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/interactive/2017/04/map-isil-syria-iraq-170413092750456.html
17 Al Jazeera. (2015). Russia carries out first air strikes in Syria. Retrieved January 10, 2018, from 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/09/russian-carries-air-strikes-syria-150930133155190.html
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being intercepted or refused entry. While the initial group of arrivals to the Turkish 

border numbered no more than three hundred (AIDA, 2015), eventually very large 

number of refugees had to flee the country due to continuing threat of violence at 

home. The number of persons externally displaced from Syria were already at one 

and a half million by May 2013 (UNHCR, 2013, p. 7), and as of the writing of this 

thesis in early 2019, more than five million refugees from Syria are registered at 

neighboring countries, excluding those who managed to reach Europe and apply to 

asylum there (UNHCR, 2018a).

3.2  Refugees from Syria around the world

The arrival of the people displaced from Syria to other countries, despite the unusual 

speed in which the crisis developed, happened gradually and progressed 

geographically. States immediately bordering Syria felt the repercussions of the civil 

war quickly, as twenty percent of the country emptied with shocking speed which 

left the institutions tasked with supporting the refugees overwhelmed by the extent of

the required aid (UNHCR, 2015). The countries which received the most refugees at 

this early stages of the crisis were the neighboring countries of Turkey, Lebanon and 

Jordan. Iraq was not a viable destination for most, considering that the control of 

ISIL extended to both sides of the border, and Israel outright refused, and continues 

to refuse, to admit any refugees at all (Sobelman, 2015). It took until 2015 for the 

refugee crisis to reach the shores of Europe, and by this time Syria's direct neighbors 

were collectively hosting more than four million refugees already (UNHCR, 2015, p.

9). 2015 saw the record number of migration to Europe with the arrival of over one 

million people, about half of whom were fleeing the civil war in Syria and about one-
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third of whom were seeking political asylum in a European Union (EU) country 

(Greenhill, 2016, p. 317). The amount of asylum applications were highly unequally 

distributed among the EU states, with Germany clearly receiving the greatest number

of applications, totaling to 35.2% of all in the EU (Eurostat, 2016). Together with 

Sweden and Hungary, these three states received 61.5% of all EU applicants. The 

EU-Turkey refugee deal that was signed on March 2016, which attempted to redirect 

the flow of displaced people back to Turkish territory from where many of the 

refugees moved on to EU territories via either land or sea, was a result of these 

conditions which frightened the governments of Europe. Currently, as of early 2019, 

the EU-Turkey deal seems to have worked out for its stated aim of reducing 

incoming refugees to Europe, with the effects of the deal being felt immediately in 

the year it was signed. During 2016, the number of refugees who arrived at EU 

plunged by two-thirds.18 However, directly as an effect of this deal, more and more 

refugees were forced to rely on unreliable methods of transformation at moving to 

Europe in the hopes of avoiding border controls, and total migrant deaths increased 

by 35% in 2016 compared to the previous year, even though the total number of 

arrivals had decreased drastically (IOM, 2017). As a result of the EU-Turkey deal 

and the restriction of migration to the European mainland, the refugee populations in 

the countries neighboring Syria continued to increase, although there are a fewer 

number of refugees coming out of Syria in recent years. The reasons for this decrease

are twofold: Firstly, all of the countries neighboring Syria, with the exception of 

overwhelmed Iraq, instigated more strict border controls as the crisis dragged on, and

tightened what were once relatively porous borders. Secondly, the military situation 

18 Al Jazeera. (2017). Number of refugees reaching Europe plunged in 2016. Retrieved January 17, 
2018, from http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/01/number-refugees-reaching-europe-plunged-2016-
170106132732972.html
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in Syria, although far from being peaceful, became more localized and comparatively

more stable. As a result, some areas of Syria witnessed a relative decrease in 

violence in 2017 compared to previous years, and there were no large-scale 

population movement outside Syria. It is predicted that 2018 will also see no 

significant external displacement, although on-going conflict in parts of the country 

will continue to generate high levels of internal displacement (UNHCR, 2017, p. 6).

The legal situation that the refugees from Syria experienced in all of these 

different countries that they ended up in vary tremendously. Of the major host 

countries, I will leave Turkey aside for now and focus on the situation in the other 

four countries with biggest Syrian refugee populations: Jordan, Lebanon, Germany 

and Hungary. By doing so, I hope to place the Turkish refugee regime, which I will 

analyze later, within a global context of differing refugee regimes. Even though all of

these countries are bound with international treaties stipulating a certain form of 

legal commitment towards asylum seekers, nation states are still able to pursue very 

different strategies in managing the legal rights of refugees and the institutions 

designed for them. Thus, analyzing the range of opportunities in which these states 

operate is also important for understanding both the unexceptional aspects of the 

Turkish refugee regime and its unique characteristics.

3.2.1  Jordan

As of January 2018, Jordan has registered more than six hundred thousand refugees 

from Syria, making it one of the countries most heavily populated by refugees per 

capita (UNHCR, 2018a). Jordan is not a signatory to the UN 1951 Geneva 

Convention on Refugees (ACAPS, 2013, p.6), therefore it does not extend formal 
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legal protections to the refugees it accepts to the country.19 Significantly, Jordan 

lacks any specific domestic legislation concerning asylum seekers coming into the 

country, which is a fact made doubly significant by the long history of displaced 

Palestinians in Jordanian territory. In general terms, refugees to Jordan are subject to 

Law no. 24 of 1973 Concerning Residency and Foreign Affairs, which makes no 

differentiation between refugees and non-refugee foreigners and provides no 

protections to either (Library of Congress, 2016, p. 198). Rather, Jordan relies on 

direct executive action through policing and border controls, and on expanding or 

contracting funding to the programs that the refugees rely on in managing the refugee

population within the country. While the original response of the Government of 

Jordan (GoJ) to the people displaced by the civil war has been considered "open and 

generous" (Chatty, 2017, p. 29), through these executive measures, the GoJ gradually

restricted access both to the country at the Syrian border, and to the services critical 

to survival within Jordan. Two such services restricted by government intervention 

are health and education. In 2014, the GoJ decreed that refugees from Syria will no 

longer have the right to free health care at state hospitals (ACAPS, 2014, p. 15), 

making access to health care a virtual impossibility for the majority of refugees. In 

education, most children of refugees are only allowed to attend second-shift schools. 

Not only does this practice make the children go through an inferior curriculum with 

reduced hours, it also assures that interactions between Jordanian and Syrian children

are kept at a minimum, upholding the segregation between the refugee and host 

societies (Chatty, p. 29). On the issue of employment, a work permit is required from

19 The 1951 Geneva Convention defines the legal rights of refugees, most significantly the right of 
non-refoulement, and makes it possible for an individual who has been granted refugee status by a 
signatory country to move relatively freely between other signatory countries without a passport 
(UNHCR, 1978).
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non-citizens who wish to work at a legitimate sector, which in practice has never 

been granted to refugees from Syria. The GoJ reports that many refugees from Syria 

work informally (ACAPS, 2013, p. 2), which renders them vulnerable to work 

hazards and exploitation by their employers.

There are two unique features of the Jordanian refugee regime which further 

need to be mentioned. Firstly, the registration of refugees is not solely done by the 

state of Jordan, but also by the United Nations High Commissionaire for the 

Refugees (UNHCR). The UNHCR asylum seeker certificate gives access to 

international humanitarian services, while the service card granted by the Jordanian 

Ministry of the Interior is required for accessing state health care and education 

services (ACAPS, 2014, p. 18). In this way, the GoJ heavily relies on transnational 

humanitarian institutions in dealing with the most immediate needs of the refugees, 

and doubly benefits from the international aid it receives towards its expenditures for

the refugees. The extent of these benefits are hotly disputed, but policy-makers 

generally recognize how the host community directly benefits from international aid 

related to hosting refugees (Chatty, p. 30). Secondly, Palestinian refugees from Syria 

have been specifically barred from entry to and residence in Jordan since the 

beginning of the conflict (HRW, 2014). This distinction made between Palestinian 

refugees from Syria and non-Palestinian refugees from Syria is rooted in the history 

of Palestinians in Jordan, and especially the 1970-71 Black September conflict 

between Palestinian guerrilla organizations and the Jordanian army. This specific 

treatment of Palestinian refugees reflect the capability and willingness of the GoJ in 

selectively excluding a portion of the incoming asylum seekers from the country. In 

summary, the GoJ does not grant any legal protections to the refugees it admits, and 
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manages their lives through executive decisions made by the Ministry of Interior. 

Additionally, the GoJ heavily depends on international actors, especially the 

UNHCR, in providing aid to the most immediate needs of the refugees. In this way it

externalizes the cost of being a host country.

3.2.2  Lebanon

Lebanon, like Jordan, is not a signatory of the 1951 Geneva Convention (ACAPS, 

2013, p. 4). Also similarly to Jordan, Lebanon does not have any domestic legislation

specifically concerning refugees (Library of Congress, 2016, p. 213), although the 

Article 26 of the 1962 Law protects the right of non-refoulement.20 However, 

economic migrants from Syria had a long history of finding employment in Lebanon 

before the outbreak of the civil war, and additionally, Syria hosted a large number of 

Lebanese refugees first during the Lebanese Civil War and more recently during the 

2006 Israeli war on Lebanon (Chatty, p. 28). Partly as a result of these historical ties, 

and partly as a result of its geographical proximity, Lebanon, in the first quarter of 

2018, was the country that hosts the greatest number of refugees from Syria per 

capita (UNHCR, 2018a), with about one and a half million refugees living in a 

country of six million people. In managing these people, the Government of Lebanon

(GoL), like the GoJ, closely works together with international organizations, most 

prominently the UNHCR, under the Lebanon Crisis Response Plan (LCRP). The 

LCRP brings together the GoL and its international and national partners related to 

the persons displaced from Syria. The majority of the economic aid given to refugees

20 For a partial English translation of the 1962 Law regulating the status of foreign nationals in 
Lebanon, see 
https://www.unodc.org/res/cld/document/lbn/1962/order_no__319_regulating_the_status_of_foreign_
nationals_in_lebanon_en_html/Order_no_319_EN_excerpts.pdf. Retrieved February 16, 2018.
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are made possible only with the international donor contributions made under the 

LCRP (UNHCR, 2018b, p. 8), and the GoL is mostly uninvolved in providing 

assistance to the vulnerable refugee population (Chatty, p. 31). Rather, the GoL is 

involved in the lives of the refugees in its functions of policing and punishment. 

There are illegal curfews from six pm to six am in force in over forty municipalities, 

specifically targeting refugees from Syria, and in addition, vigilantism and social 

discrimination are often not prosecuted by the Lebanese judiciary (Chatty, p. 29). As 

a result, despite the long historical association between Syrians and Lebanon and 

existing kinship ties, many Syrians feel cut off from Lebanese society. The only 

assistance for the refugees from Syria are provided by international organizations, 

and they have no legal protections within Lebanon, neither from the host community,

nor from the GoL.

3.2.3  Germany

Unlike Jordan and Lebanon, Germany, being geographically removed from Syria, 

did not felt the effects of the Syrian Civil War immediately. It took until 2015 for the

refugees from the civil war to reach Europe regularly and in large numbers, and 

within the EU, Germany was the country that the asylum seekers applied most 

frequently: Over half a million asylum seekers applied to German authorities in 2015

alone. While this number is a historic high, a similar number of asylum applications 

were processed during the early 1990s in response to the war in former Yugoslavia 

(Juran & Broer, 2017, p. 150), implying that the contemporary crisis was not as 

unprecedented as the European media often claimed it to be. In dealing with this 

crisis, Germany has emerged as the leading country in the EU in accepting and 
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processing the asylum applications in a manner that consistently reflects the existing 

conventions and laws (Schmidtke, 2017).

According to German law, which incorporates and builds on the 1951 Geneva

Convention, the right to asylum is afforded to all who flee political prosecution. The 

rules for admission and management of refugees are laid out in the Asylum Act and 

the Residence Act.21 As a general rule, applicants have to demonstrate that they come

from an unsafe country of origin, fleeing political persecution in order to be accepted

as a refugee by German authorities. Once accepted as such, the refugees receive a 

residence permit (Aufenthaltserlaubnis) with a time limit of three-years, after which 

it is upgraded to a settlement permit (Niederlassungserlaubnis) with no time limit, 

provided that the Federal office for Migration and Refugees does not object (Library 

of Congress, 2016, p. 137). The application procedure and what it entails is clearly 

laid out in the domestic legislation of Germany, and the law is consistently exercised 

as it is written.

While the process of applying for asylum is streamlined and the results are 

mostly sufficient for satisfying the immediate needs of the refugees, the process itself

can often take years to complete. Moreover, the expansion of legal rights for asylum 

seekers through domestic legislation has often been followed by equally legal rights 

restrictions (Crage, 2016). For example, the law passed by the Bundestag in February

2016 included restrictions to the reunification rights of refugees by requiring those 

who were not personally persecuted by an unsafe state to wait for two years before 

being allowed to reunify with their families (p. 360). However, the restrictions of 

21 For the complete English text of the Asylum Act, see 
https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/englisch_asylvfg/index.html. For the complete English text of the 
Residence Act, see https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/englisch_aufenthg/englisch_aufenthg.html. 
Translation provided by the Language Service of the Federal Ministry of the Interior in both cases. 
Retrieved February 9, 2018.
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these kind are different in kind than the restrictions practiced by the governments of 

Qatar and Lebanon, where the absence, rather than the presence, of domestic 

legislation becomes the basis of executive restriction.

3.2.4  Hungary

As a member of the EU, Hungary is a signatory to the 1951 Geneva Convention, and 

the Dublin Convention of 1990.22 This means that the country is within the 

established common framework of refugee acceptance and management of the EU. 

Its domestic legislation is on par with the established EU standards, and the rights of 

the refugees for asylum, non-refoulement, access to health care, etc. are respected de 

jure (AIDA, 2016). However, the practical situation in Hungary differs widely from 

other countries where similar legislation exist, such as Germany or Sweden. Anti-

immigration rhetoric plays a major part in the political program championed by the 

ruling party Fidesz in Hungary,23 and its control of the executive institutions of the 

country allows for a level of restriction that goes beyond what is implied by the 

written legislation. For example, two barbed-wire fences were erected at the borders 

of Hungary, one along the border with Serbia in September 15, 2015, and the second 

along the border with Croatia in October 16, 2015 (AIDA, 2016, p. 16). There are 

only two points of access each to Hungary along these fences, and the procedures for

entry are deliberately kept slow and difficult. The Government of Hungary (GoH) 

provides little to nothing to meet basic human needs of the refugees who are kept 

22 The Dublin Convention is an agreement between EU countries that establishes a common 
framework for determining which country in the EU decides an asylum seeker’s application and 
ensures that only one member state should process each asylum application. For more information on 
the Dublin Convention, see https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/assets/0001/5851/dublin_aug2002.pdf.
Retrieved February 17, 2018.
23 POLITICO. (2018). Viktor Orbán: Hungary doesn't want 'Muslim invaders'. Retrieved February 17,
2018, from https://www.politico.eu/article/viktor-orban-hungary-doesnt-want-muslim-invaders/
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waiting at these so-called transition zones. Coupled with the draconian punishments 

meted out for irregular entry to Hungary, which is imprisonment of up to ten years 

and/or the immediate deportation (p. 17), the security practices established by the 

GoH practically negates the right of asylum for refugees in Hungarian territory.

The case of Hungary demonstrates the relative independence of a hostile 

environment from the possible legal protections enjoyed by the refugees. Executive 

action, regularly and with government’s blessings, hinders those who try to claim the

protections codified by national law and international treaties. Contrasted with 

another country with similar legal provisions, Germany, where executive action has 

been far less hostile towards the refugees, the Hungarian case typifies a combination 

of practical hostility and ineffective legal protections. As of early 2019, the 

antagonistic contradictions between legislative principles and executive action in 

Hungary has been moving towards a resolution that may establish an even more 

restrictive refugee regime, with the Hungarian parliament approving a law that will 

allow for the unconditional detainment of all asylum seekers within the country,24 

and the recent elective increases predicted to the opposition party Jobbik at the polls 

ahead of the April 2018 general elections, which is even more xenophobic and 

nationalist compared to the far-right ruling party Fidesz.25

24 The Independent. (2017). Hungarian parliament approves law allowing all asylum seekers to be 
detained. Retrieved February 17, 2018, from 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/hungary-parliament-asylum-seekers-detain-law-
approve-refugees-immigration-crisis-arrests-border-a7615486.html
25 Reuters. (2017). Support for Hungary's ruling Fidesz highest in six years in October: pollster. 
Retrieved February 17, 2018, from 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-hungary-politics-fidesz/support-for-hungarys-ruling-fidesz-
highest-in-six-years-in-october-pollster-idUSKBN1D21DE
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3.3  Refugees from Syria in Turkey

Turkish domestic policy for treatment of displaced people arriving from Syria has 

been closely linked with the Turkish foreign policy regarding Syria. Turkey was 

involved with the Syrian Civil War even since its inception, as it supported and 

continues to support various rebel groups fighting against the Assad government 

(Kanat, 2012), excluding the Kurds. As the conflict grew in intensity and changed in 

unpredictable ways, Turkey directly intervened in Syria multiple times, most notably 

in Jarablus and Afrin, and has hinted at further intervention at Manbij and east of 

Euphrates.2627 During the seven year long civil war, Turkish foreign policy in Syria 

shifted from an aggressive approach that sought to depose the Assad government to a

more conservative strategy which seeks to secure the border territories of Turkey 

from perceived hostile forces such as ISIL and YPG (Gawwad & Mostafa, 2018, p. 

65). The reigning refugee regime of Turkey, like its foreign policy, also significantly 

shifted during this period, thus, its analysis should be aware of these transformations 

and how they paralleled the transformation of foreign policy. Broadly speaking, we 

can analyze the transformation of the refugee regime of Turkey through two distinct 

tendencies: The open borders and exclusionary care of the early years, which was 

later changed by increasing militarization at the borders and a domestic policy that is 

less antagonistic to integration.

During the first years of the civil war, Turkey pursued an open door policy 

towards displaced persons from Syria crossing the border, which was in line with 

26 Al Jazeera. (2016). Operation 'Euphrates Shield' ends ISIL rule in Jarablus. Retrieved February 19, 
2018, from http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/inpictures/2016/08/operation-euphrates-shield-ends-isil-
rule-jarablus-160825085704650.html
27 Al Jazeera (2018). Turkey to launch imminent Syria operation against YPG. Retrieved February 19,
2018, from http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/01/turkey-launch-imminent-syria-operation-ypg-
180114161302663.html
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Turkey’s attempts to portray itself as a normative power that opposed the Assad 

regime in Syria on humanitarian grounds (Oktav & Çelikaksoy, 2015, p. 412). All 

arrivals from Syria were allowed to cross the border, and after October 2011, the 

Government of Turkey (GoT) extended the status of temporary protection28 to 

refugees from Syria, thereby granting them access to basic humanitarian services and

protection against refoulement. Legally, however, the status of refugee was withheld 

from displaced persons from Syria, even though Turkey was a signatory to the 1951 

Geneva Convention which guarantees the rights of asylum seekers and regulates the 

procedures that they could be subjected to. The legal basis for this restriction was 

Turkey’s upholding of the geographical limitation clause of the 1951 Convention 

(Library of Congress, 2016, p. 256), which limits the protections granted by the 

refugee status only to persons arriving from Europe. During this early phase of the 

conflict, Turkey attempted to keep most of its refugee population within designated 

camps. The conditions within these camps were described as being “five-star” by 

international experts (International Crisis Group, 2013, p. 9), with most of them 

boasting dedicated areas for education, healthcare and recreation, although 

conditions deteriorated in time as camps started to house more inhabitants. Under 

this status of temporary protection, displaced persons from Syria were provided with 

immediate relief, but the status also excluded them from transferring to third 

countries as UN-recognized refugees, legal employment, out-of-camp education and 

healthcare (p. 6). The expectation of the GoT was for a swift end to the Syrian Civil 

War, the deposing of the Assad regime, and the return of the refugees from Syria to 

28 Temporary protection is an exceptional status devised by the EU in response to the Yugoslavian 
War. It is designed to provide displaced persons from non-EU countries with immediate and 
temporary relief, and it applies where the standard asylum system is unable to cope with the mass 
arrival of refugees. For the 2001 directive that defined the status, see 
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2001:212:0012:0023:EN:PDF
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their homelands. The hopes of the government were perfectly exemplified by an 

interview given by the then-prime minister of Turkey where he argued that the 

resolution to the civil war in Syria and the overthrow of the Assad regime was not a 

matter of years, but of months or even weeks (NTV, 2012). These hopes came to 

naught, however, as the war dragged on and more and more refugees arrived at the 

borders every year. Only about 200,000 of these refugees could be housed at camps 

as the resources allocated by the GoT were drawing

thinner, and the rest of the arrivals lived out-of-camp, in increasingly precarious 

conditions as their savings dwindled.

The GoT sought funds from overseas as the financial situation grew more 

precarious. While it eventually succeeded in securing significant funding via the 

Facility for Refugees in Turkey,29 this institution was established on the aftermath of 

the signing of the Turkey-EU deal on refugees in early 2016, and was dependent on 

the GoT fulfilling its obligations towards the EU by acting as a gatekeeper for future 

refugees. The funds devoted to the Facility were directly spent on the care of 

refugees, significantly lessening the economic role played by the GoT in this 

capacity, although it did not relieve it completely.30 The shift in the strategy of the 

GoT in the later stages of the Civil War towards more securitized border practices 

can be partly explained by the Turkey-EU deal, and the aims of the international 

parties to lessen the number of refugees leaving Turkey for Europe. It is also 

important to note that Turkey was not special in receiving EU funds related to the

29 See https://www.avrupa.info.tr/en/eu-response-refugee-crisis-turkey-710
30 The Facility had a total budget of about €6 billion to spend between 2016-2019. Turkey spent an 
estimated amount of $30 billion for the care of refugees since 2011. See 
https://www.avrupa.info.tr/sites/default/files/uploads/facility_table_1.pdf
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care of refugees, Germany, which accepted far fewer number of refugees throughout 

the crisis, enjoyed a similar amount of monetary compensations from the EU.31

As a response to these new conditions where an end to the Syrian Civil War 

was not immediate and the number of out-of-camp refugees dwarfed those living in 

camps, the GoT began shifting its strategic priorities. In April 2013, an extensive 

new law on foreigners and international protection, prepared jointly with the 

UNHCR, came in effect that had important consequences for both in-camp and out-

of-camp refugees.32 Previously, asylum was covered in Turkey under secondary 

legislation such as administrative circulars only, and this was the first domestic law 

in Turkish history that specifically regulated asylum (Library of Congress, 2013). 

The law includes provisions which:

i. Defines the purpose and the scope of the right to non-refoulement.

ii. Establishes the Directorate General of Migration Management, directly 

under the Ministry of Interior, in order to implant migration policies and 

strategies.

iii. Defines the rights and guarantees granted to stateless persons.

iv. Regulates the process of detention and deportation of foreigners.

v. Defines the concept of international and temporary protection and 

regulates asylum applications and refugee status.

vi. Defines the rights and obligations of persons under international or 

temporary protection and regulates the recipients’ access to assistance and 

services.

31 Deutsche Welle. (2018). Germany to receive compensation payments for refugees: report. 
Retrieved May 28, 2019, from https://www.dw.com/en/germany-to-receive-compensation-payments-
for-refugees-report/a-44038746
32 For an unofficial translation of “Law of Foreigners and International Protection” published by the 
Ministry of Interior, see http://www.goc.gov.tr/files/files/eng_minikanun_5_son.pdf
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The 2013 law on foreigners was praised by UNHCR in no uncertain terms. 

The High Commissioner himself commended the law as a reflection of “Turkey’s 

strong commitment to humanitarian values and principles.”33 While the 2013 law laid

the ground for the legal protections of rights of persons seeking asylum in Turkey, its

installment was accompanied by increasing militarization at the Syrian border and an

active policy of excluding the refugees from Syria from the host society in urban and 

sub-urban spaces.

Although the Turkish border to Syria was considered to be “open” for a long 

time, in practice this access was always mediated by a variety of factors which 

prioritized the asylum claims of some displaced persons’ over others. For example, 

Palestinians residing in Syria who were displaced by the civil war were routinely 

denied access to Turkey on the grounds that they lacked proper visas (Amnesty 

International, 2014, p. 12). Another refugee group who has been excluded from the 

open door policy of Turkey were Yazidis fleeing from the massacres perpetrated by 

ISIL in Mount Sinjar in the early August 2014. Many Yazidis without passports were

denied entry to Turkey and had to rely on illegal smugglers for crossing the border 

(Pamuk, 2014). This exclusionary policy was openly admitted by the then Deputy 

Prime Minister who openly stated that Turkey would prefer if the Yazidi community 

stayed outside the country in camps instead of coming to Turkey (Koca, 2015, p. 

217). As time went on, these exclusionary practices were gradually generalized to all 

displaced persons from Syria, culminating in the building of a massive border wall, 

911-kilometer long and heavily militarized, at the Syrian border (Vamenn & Lucht, 

2017). This strategic shift was also influenced by the EU’s desire to lessen the 

33 UN News. (2013). Turkish law on protecton of foreigners wins UN praise. Retrieved February 25, 
2018, from https://news.un.org/en/story/2013/04/436952-turkish-law-protection-foreigners-wins-un-
praise
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number of refugees from the pint of their entry into the EU. The EU funds that 

Turkey received were conditioned on Turkey pursuing a strict border security and 

accept the refugees that the EU refused to. Currently, as of early 2019, the militarized

border practices of Turkey, combined with visa restrictions instigated for arrivals 

from Syria by air and sea, polices the borders to such an extent that they make legal 

crossing unlikely at best for the majority of persons displaced in Syria.

Once within Turkey and under the temporary protection regime, most 

refugees from Syria faced a variety of exclusionary practices. Most of these practices

were designed to keep the population from Syria separate from the host community 

and to keep them manageable for the executive actions that the GoT felt could be 

necessary in order to reach a favorable resolution in the Syrian Civil War. First of all,

the services that were to be provided by the state as part of the temporary protection 

status that was afforded to refugees from Syria were left to the arbitrary mercy of the 

executive authority (Yıldız & Uzgören, 2016, p. 199), making the refugees 

vulnerable to direct and indirect political manipulation. Moreover, these services, 

such as access to healthcare, education, and direct material aid, not only failed to 

provide refugees with basic legal rights, but also prevented the development of 

effective integration strategies (p. 200) rather than facilitating them. For example, the

existence of direct material aid made it possible for the GoT to prevent refugees from

working under legal protections with work permits. For almost five years, work 

permits were not granted for refugees from Syria, and this became possible only 

through an executive decree issued by the prime minister in April 2016.34 This 

decree, while representing a significant step in the integration of the refugees from 

34 For the regulation regarding the work permits, see 
http://www.resmigazete.gov.tr/eskiler/2016/04/20160426-1.htm
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Syria into the larger Turkish society, still does not protect refugees from direct 

relocation and management by the GoT as it limits the validity of the work permits to

the specific city in which the refugee is registered in. As of early 2019, there are still 

no avenues for reaching refugee status of naturalizing as a Turkish citizens available 

for the majority of refugees from Syria, who are left in a legal limbo, at the same 

time both outside the Turkish state in their status as foreigners, and within it, in their 

vulnerability to Turkish state power.

3.4  Political contentions: Challenges to the refugee regime of Turkey

Turkey has been ruled by the single-party governments constituted by the AKP since 

the fateful general elections of 2002. AKP and its long-time leader increasingly 

centralized political power during this period, culminating in the adoption of the 

presidential system as the result of a narrowly won referendum in 2017. The growing

authoritarianism of the Turkish state has been widely recognized in the literature 

(Öniş, 2015, Öktem & Akkoyunlu, 2016, Somer, 2016), however, Turkey's strain of 

authoritarianism is not marked by the total eradication of the political opposition and 

elections, but their co-option for the seemingly healthy continuation of the existing 

political power in a form of competitive authoritarianism where the playing field is 

highly skewed in favor of the ruling party (Özbudun, 2015, Esen & Gumuscu, 2016).

Political contentions towards specific policies by opposition parties are not 

uncommon in such a system, and the refugee regime of Turkey has emerged as one 

of the most significant sites of contention following the arrival of refugees from 

Syria in 2011. In this section, I will highlight some of these political contentions
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which were intertwined with the coverage of the refugees made by opposition-

adjacent media.

The most visible contention to Turkey's refugee regime has been mounted by 

the secular nationalist opposition, which is most prominently constituted by the 

nationalist faction within the Republican People's Party (CHP),35 and more recently 

by the newly established Nationalist Movement Party (MHP) off-shoot İYİ Party. 

AKP's policies regarding refugees from Syria has been harshly criticized from this 

perspective for being too permissive and inclusionary, and for being unable to 

effectively advocate for the interests of Turkish ethnic nationals. Alternative policies 

proposed by this segment of the opposition has ranged in their extent, from a CHP 

MP modestly arguing against the work permits granted in 2016 in the parliament 

floor (Şimşek, 2016), to the leader of the CHP radically calling for the expulsion of 

all refugees back to Syria.36 Underlining the propaganda significance of framing the 

refugees from Syria as deserters from an ongoing battle, multiple MP's from both 

CHP and the ultra-nationalist MHP37 independently called for the forced conscription

of all Syrian refugee men to wage a proxy war in Syria on Turkish behalf.383940 These 

35 For a long time, CHP has been internally fractured between nationalist and reformist factions 
(Ciddi, 2014, p. 48), with the nationalist faction upholding a uniquely strict interpretation of 
Kemalism and advocating for a continuation of ethnic nationalist policies. While the current leader is 
often seen as a proponent of the reformist wing, he tries to uphold a fragile balance between these two
factions, often disappointing both.
36 Posta. (2017). Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu: 'Suriyeliler ülkelerine geri gitsin'. Retrieved March 12, 2018, 
from http://www.posta.com.tr/kemal-kilicdaroglu-suriyeliler-ulkelerine-geri-gitsin-haberi-1325769
37 While MHP's constituency is strongly anti-immigration, the ongoing political alliance between 
MHP and AKP makes it politically unfeasible for MHP officials to advance radical criticisms against 
government policies.
38 Hürriyet. (2017). CHP'li Yedekci : Suriyeli erkekler askere alınsın, Suriye için savaşsın. Retrieved 
March 12, 2018, from http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/chpli-yedekci-suriyeli-erkekler-askere-alin-
40395090
39 Sözcü. (2017). Sinan Oğan: Suriyeliler sahilde Türk kızlarını dikizliyor. Retrieved March 12, 2018, 
from http://www.sozcu.com.tr/2017/gundem/sinan-ogan-suriyeliler-sahilde-turk-kizlarini-dikizliyor-
1712208/
40 Diken. (2018). CHP’li Toprak: Suriyeli sığınmacılar eğitilip ÖSO’ya katılsın, vatanlarını kurtarsın. 
Retrieved March 12, 2018, from http://www.diken.com.tr/chpli-toprak-suriyeli-siginmacilar-egitilip-
osoya-katilsin-vatanlarini-kurtarsin/
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contentions all center on the perceived vulnerability of the nation against the threat of

foreigners, and they seek to introduce exclusionary or repressive policies in order to 

isolate and neutralize this threat.

A significantly different contention to the Turkish refugee regime came from 

the left-wing opposition. Although purely left-wing parties, with the important 

exception of Peoples' Democratic Party (HDP),41 saw little electoral success during 

the AKP period, many leftist voters support CHP electorally, and moderate leftists 

are present and visible in the party cadres. The existing left-wing criticism mounted 

from these parties starts from the point of human rights, and they repeatedly 

underline the importance of legal rights for refugees. HDP representatives advocated 

for the establishment of labor protections for refugees,42 criticized nationalist calls for

the conscription of all refugee men43 and called for the granting of the refugee status 

to non-Europeans in accordance with the 1951 Geneva Covenant.44 CHP, on the 

other hand, gathered an official commission to investigate refugee issues in 2016. In 

stark contrast to the public pronouncements for state repression often made by the 

party, this commission produced a report which criticized the legally undefined 

position of the refugees from Syria, and advised the government to legally recognize 

the reality of their situation by abolishing the geographical clause of the 1951 

Covenant (CHP, 2016, pp. 61-62). A call for the adoption of a legally guaranteed,

41 HDP is a left-wing party that places strong emphasis on minority rights, local governance and 
egalitarianism. Its voter base and cadres come from predominantly Kurdish backgrounds and their 
political positions are intertwined with Kurdish nationalism. The party apparatus was subjected to 
severe repression following the breakdown of peace talks between the GoT and the Kurdish 
insurgency.
42 Bianet. (2016). HDP Suriyeli çocukların çalıştırılmasını Meclis’e taşıdı. Retrieved March 12, 2018, 
from https://bianet.org/bianet/cocuk/179969-hdp-suriyeli-cocuklarin-calistirilmasini-meclis-e-tasidi
43 Diken. (2018). HDP’den ‘Suriyelileri savaştıralım’ diyen CHP’li Toprak’a: ÖSO’yu meşrulaştırır. 
Retrieved March 12, 2018, from http://www.diken.com.tr/hdpden-suriyelileri-savastiralim-diyen-
chpli-topraka-osoyu-mesrulastirir/
44 Hürriyet. (2016). Demirtaş'tan 'Suriyelilere vatandaşlık' açıklaması. Retrieved March 12, 2018, 
from http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/demirtastan-suriyelilere-vatandaslik-aciklamasi-40144578
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internationally valid refugee regime has been the bedrock of the left-wing contention 

to the existing policies.

Since the Turkish parliament is almost entirely dominated by the AKP, and 

the executive organs of the state are subordinated to the office of the president, who 

is officially the head of the AKP, how predictive these policy proposals are for the 

case of hypothetical future governments are unclear. I would argue that they are 

mostly advanced for their function as speech acts in the public sphere rather than 

being genuine policy proposals for an alternative refugee regime. Nevertheless, these

speech acts are intertwined with the ways in which refugees from Syria has been 

represented by the Turkish mainstream media, and they can help us understand the 

precise functions and effects of these representations.

3.5  Conclusion

The refugee regime of Turkey must be understood in an international and political 

context. Like Jordan and Lebanon, Turkey was not a signatory to the 1951 Geneva 

Convention, and it did not boast extensive domestic legislation concerning refugees. 

Unlike Jordan and Lebanon, however, Turkey was politically invested in the fate of 

the refugees, as it attempted to promote itself as the head of a humanitarian order 

struggling against the barbaric Syrian regime, although for a long time it did not 

compromise its executive arbitrariness by codifying the rights of refugees in Turkey. 

Yet as the Hungarian case shows us, the willingness to legalize is still distinct from 

the intent to actualize, and the conditions created by the Turkish refugee regime was, 

at least for a time, relatively sufficient for the care of the refugees. Turkey also did 

not, and still does not, commit to a policy of integration between the refugee 

44



community and the host community, and preferred to keep the refugee community 

separate and vulnerable to political action. The refugee regime resulting from these 

conditions was one of exclusionary care, although the quality of the care 

continuously deteriorated with the decreasing prominence of camps. The 

representations of refugees found in the Turkish media, particularly those articulated 

by pro-government papers, is closely related to this regime of exclusionary care, and 

these representations are tied to the specific policies constituting this regime.
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CHAPTER 4

INVESTIGATING THE REPRESENTATIONS OF REFUGEES FROM SYRIA

IN TURKISH NEWSPAPERS

4.1  Refugees from the Syrian Civil War in pro-government newspapers: The cases 

of Sabah and Star

4.1.1  Overview

As of 2019, both Sabah and Star have been firmly established as fervently pro-

government newspapers for a significant period of time. A quick glance at their 

history and the changes of ownership are sufficient to determine the extent of this 

association, and the processes which led to their convergence with the AKP 

government. They are not alone in experiencing these processes, many such 

newspapers were turned into partisan outlets after being bought out by controlled 

capital, or after their owners were intimidated through economic and extra-economic 

means.

Sabah has been daily published as a national newspaper with significant 

circulation since 1985.45 It had a complicated financial history, having been owned 

by multiple groups since its establishment. In 2007, the newspaper and a number of 

other firms owned by Ciner Group were seized by the Saving Deposit Insurance 

Fund of Turkey (TMSF),46 ostensibly for the illegal and secret dealings involved in 

their original acquisitions.47 Following a legally scheduled public auction, the 

45 Although bearing the same name, it has no relation to the Ottoman newspaper Sabah (1875-1922).
46 TMSF is legally the governing body which insures all savings deposits and participation funds in 
Turkey. Its extensive authority in administering legally liable firms and their assets puts the institution
into a powerful position of financial influence.
47 Hürriyet. (2007). TMSF atv ve Sabah'a el koydu. Retrieved March 14, 2019, from 
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newspaper was bought by Çalık Group, whose CEO was a major ally and the son-in-

law of the then-prime minister. There was no other participant in the auction, and the 

whole operation took less than an hour.48 The new owners dismissed the editor-in-

chief of Sabah, and established a new editorial direction which involved providing 

active support for the AKP government as a mainstream, middle-brow newspaper. 

Although Sabah’s circulation numbers almost halved following the ownership 

change, it remained as a high circulation newspaper for the Turkish market.49

Star, first published in 1999, was politicized by a political actor rival to AKP.

The newspaper was owned by the Uzan Group, of which the majority shareholder 

entered politics as the head of Genç Parti in 2002. This party earned a large amount 

of the votes in the general elections of 2002 at 7.25%, surprising many 

commentators, but failed to win any seats as a result of stringent Turkish election 

threshold at ten percent. Following this showing, Uzan Group’s corruption and 

embezzlement was exposed, and many of its companies, including Star, were seized 

by the TMSF.50 At this point, Star was the unofficial mouthpiece of Genç Parti. 

Following a public auction, Star and some other media firms were bought by the 

Hedef Alliance Holding, which was owned by an old AKP ally, and underwent an 

extensive readjustment. Owner of the Hedef Alliance Holding later became a 

member of AKP’s top decision making committee,51 and presently holds this 

position. Under his ownership, Star has evolved into a fiercely pro-AKP newspaper 

http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/ekonomi/tmsf-atv-ve-sabaha-el-koydu-6248828
48 Hürriyet. (2007). Sabah-atv Çalık Grubu'na satıldı. Retrieved March 14, 2019, from 
http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/ekonomi/sabah-atv-calik-grubuna-satildi-7814793
49 In 2013, Sabah changed hands once more and was sold to Kalyon Group. However, Kalyon Grup is
also close to the government, and this sale did not bring about a change in editorial direction.
50 Sabah. (2004). TMSF, Uzan şirketlerine el koydu. Retrieved March 14, 2019, from 
http://arsiv.sabah.com.tr/2004/02/15/eko101.html
51 Evrensel. (2007). AKP'nin yeni MKYK'si belli oldu: Ethem Sancak da listede. Retrieved March 14, 
2019, from https://www.evrensel.net/haber/320487/akpnin-yeni-mkyksi-belli-oldu-ethem-sancak-da-
listede
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that also boasts of having a strong writing staff that stands in close proximity to the 

Islamist publishing tradition of Turkey. Compared to Sabah, it is lower in total 

circulation and has less mainstream in appeal, but aims for more informed and 

politically active readers.

At the beginning of the Syrian Civil War in 2011, both Sabah and Star, in 

conjunction with the foreign policy of the Turkish government, engaged in an 

energetic campaign of support for the opposition in the civil war. This campaign also

involved urging acceptance for the refugees who were just starting to move into 

Turkey, and the majority of these refugees were envisioned as temporary guests who 

would be leaving the country with the defeat of the Syrian regime (Efe, 2015, Pandır,

Efe, & Aksoy, 2015, Erdoğan, Kavukçuer, & Çetinkaya, 2017). As the military 

situation changed during the early years of the war and a stalemate began to develop,

these assessments began to change.

4.1.2  Analysis

Between 2014 and 2015, Sabah and Star ran 72 and 68 major new stories 

respectively on refugees from Syria. Comparative to their total page count and the 

stories ran in other newspapers (see Appendix), these are low numbers, and show the

willingness of pro-government papers’ to ignore the issue in the first place. Some 

common strategies emerged where they chose to confront it, most prominent of 

which was the framing of the refugees as sympathetic coreligionists to the host 

society. According to this framing, it was a religious obligation upon the host society

to help shelter their brothers and sisters against the tyranny of the Syrian regime.
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This necessitated utilizing certain techniques and ignoring non-religious obligations 

in some situations.

The first step in stressing the obligation of the hosts was to uncover the 

magnitude of violence suffered by the refugees at the hands of the tyrannous regime; 

thus justifying the extent of this obligation on the one hand, and possible military 

action against the tyrant on the other. For example, Sabah ran a story on the violence 

suffered by the Syrians since the beginning of the Civil War at the hands of the 

regime (see Figure 1) in March 15, 2015, that included some of the most violent 

images printed without censorship for the publication. As a mainstream conservative 

newspaper, Sabah rarely publishes violent or sexually risky imagery, but made an 

exception to stress the barbarity of the regime in this case.

In these violent news, children and women were prominently displayed as

objects of pity. In the aforementioned Sabah story—which is about the mounting

death toll of the Syrian Civil War—both of the prominently displayed bloodied

figures are children, and a caricature on the top left features a wounded child holding

out his hand to grasp a fleeing Bashar al-Assad. Both of the newspapers were careful

to associate all cases of violence with the military rivals of Turkey in the region, the

most prominent of which was the Syrian regime. In Sabah, 14 (an occurrence rate of

0.19 in all of the news) news stories were ran with explicit criticism of the regime, in

Star, 18 (0.27) of them were. Most of these news were the ones reporting on the

victimization of the refugees, whose suffering was starkly and repeatedly depicted.

European states were also heavily criticized in these types of news, mainly for their
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Fig. 1  A Syrian dies every 10 minutes

unwillingness to domestically host more refugees, contribute financially for the 

countries that already do—primarily Turkey—and for obstructing diplomatic and 

50



military efforts of Turkey in Syria. This criticism was often combined with the 

laudatory tone adopted when describing the Turkish help given to refugees. The 

relation proclaimed here was unmistakably paternal, with the Turkish state being 

willing and able to fulfill its responsibilities to the helpless refugees as European 

powers watched on without pity. An oft-repeated figure of speech to describe this 

relation was ‘kucak açmak’, which means to open up one’s bosom, as an analogy of 

the paternal love the Turkish state and society bears for the refugees. The close 

relation between the criticism of European states and adulation of the Turkish policy 

was perfectly encapsulated in a Star header from September 20, 2014 (Figure 2), 

which reads:

Five thousand Syrians, mostly women and children, sought refuge in 
Turkey from the cruelties of ISIS taking with them the few 
belongings that they could carry. As Turkey opens its bosom for these
refugees, who say that Turkey in their “new homeland”, the silence of
Europe drew criticism. (Translations mine unless stated otherwise)

The primary source of this obligation to care was unmistakably religious. 

Star, in particular, stresses the sanctified nature of this obligation by often referring 

to the host Turkish society as ensar, and the refugees from Syria as muhacir.52 

Except on opinion pieces, this historical-religious framing was not used by Sabah, 

attesting to the more mainstream editorial direction of the newspaper compared to 

Star’s more explicitly Islamist aspirations.

52 Ensar (ar.: the helpers) and Muhacir (ar.: the emigrants) refer to the citizens of Medina who gave 
refuge to the early Muslims after the latter were driven out of Mecca; and the emigrating Muslims, 
respectively. It is a commonly made historical analogy on the religious obligation of the host society 
to care for refugees.
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Fig. 2  Brother’s door

The central quality of the one group of refugees which obligated the Turkish 

state and society to render them assistance, their religion, also meant that another 

group of refugees who lacked this quality could only be comparatively weakly 

accepted. Sunni Muslim refugees could claim to be related to the Turkish body 

politic in several ways, such as through their shared denomination, through the bonds

of centuries of proximity, and most nakedly through a bare, common humanity; non-

Sunni Muslim refugees on the other hand, could not stake a claim to the most 

operationally powerful of these. This method of separation also mirrored Turkish 

military strategy in Syria, where support of cash and equipment was primarily 

granted to Sunni Muslim challengers to the Syrian regime (Philips, 2012, p. 12-13).53

Given that the minorities who were displaced from Syria often belonged to some of 

the most hard-pressed and oppressed groups, this representational choices often

53 The relations between YPG and Turkey is an exception to this, and will be explored further in 
detail.
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ended up implicatively differentiating between refugees with no regards to how 

badly they needed Turkish help.

A good example of this dynamic could be seen in the flight of the Yazidis, 

who were heavily persecuted by ISIS in Northern Iraq and sought help from Turkey 

at its Syrian border. Belonging to a minority religion in Iraq, the Yazidis were barred 

from crossing the border into Turkey (Koca, 2015), but limited humanitarian aid was 

provided through a multinational effort. Star ran a story on the situation of the 

Yazidis at August 16, 2014 (Figure 3), which described it as a “mobilization to make 

sure that the Yazidis who are fleeing from the terror of ISIS can stay in their own 

country”. Although a glaring difference between the treatment of Yazidis and other 

refugees remained, the selective enforcement of the border security was normalized 

and reframed as being for the good of the people who were supposed to be seeking, 

in the terms of these outlets, the paternal protection of the Turkish state. This 

normalization was made possible in the first place by the representation of the 

refugees primarily as brothers and sisters in religion. Although the Turkish state 

admitted the non-Yazidis within the country and set up camps for their well-being, 

the Yazidis’ treatment was decidedly exclusionary in comparison. The newspaper 

justified this exclusion by stressing the separate “homeland” of the Yazidis, and 

reporting that the Turkish state was trying to make sure that the Yazidis would stay 

in “their own homelands” rather than coming into Turkey.
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Fig. 3  Mobilization for the Yazidis

Overall, refugee representation in pro-government papers were in harmony 

with the exclusionary care policy of the Turkish state. The moral responsibilities of 

the Turkish state and people were repeatedly underlined, and positive examples of 

Turkish hospitality were prominently displayed. In 35 (0.49) and 36 (0.53) news 

respectively, Sabah and Star displayed instances of selfless Turkish assistance to the 

refugees, a rate that far outstrips newspapers which were relatively independent of 

government policy. However, this enthusiasm in promoting material help was not 

replicated in questions of legal difficulties and the integration of refugees to the host 

society. In all news, Sabah only ran one (0.01), and Star two (0.03) news stories that 

represented the refugees as rights-bearing subjects, and these were about difficulties 

faced by refugees in getting regular work, which was a serious problem that deeply 

affected the community for a long time. As we have seen in Chapter 3, the refugee 

54



regime of Turkey shifted in time in response to the political developments in Syria, 

and the border security was progressively ramped up in time. How these newspapers 

reported the tightening border security was also revealing.

Koca analyzed the increased securitization54 of the refugees from Syria and 

investigated how this securitization proceeded without accompanying exclusionary 

“speech acts” in the public discourse (2016, p. 1). The conundrum was simple: 

Scholars of the Copenhagen School, who developed the critical framework of 

securitization, posited that these “speech acts” were a necessity in the process of 

securitization, yet Koca argued that the refugees from Syria were securitized in 

Turkey without such shifts in the discourse. In my investigation, Sabah and Star 

presented the process of securitization—which mainly consisted of practices of 

extraordinary policing at the border in this case—as acceptable by reframing these 

practices as being made against Turkey’s external enemies, rather than against 

refugees themselves.

In March 13, 2015, Sabah ran a rather prominent news story on border 

security (Figure 4). It was headlined “Syrian border locked,” and reported that 

Syria’s leader had “planned to create chaos in Turkey through thousands of prisoners

that he has specially trained”, thus, “all procedures in Cilvegözü and Öncüpınar 

border check-points were put under close scrutiny”. The story further conveyed that 

creation of “special military zones” in border cities was being discussed by the high 

command of the Turkish military and the government in order to protect public 

safety in the eve of elections. In this way, the responsibility in the tightening of 

border controls and further possible policing actions were transferred onto 

54 Securitization theory is an analytical framework utilized to make sense of how states legitimate 
extraordinary practices again certain groups which are socially constructed as security threats (Buzan, 
Wæver & de Wilde, 1997, Bain, 2006).
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geopolitical rivals. This was not an isolated story, as the same arguments regarding 

security were made numerous times, at times impugning the Syrian regime and at 

others YPG, in both newspapers.

Fig. 4  Syrian border locked

The logical endpoint of this representation is the direct weaponization of the 

refugees at the hands of the nation’s enemies. In this case, securitization is enabled 

rather directly, and the very bodies of the refugees that the state was obligated to 

protect can be turned into clear-cut threats by denying them agency. A good example

of this technique can be seen in a news story Star ran at November 13, 2014 which 
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described the displacement of Aleppo residents (Figure 5). The story was titled 

“Great exodus has started from Aleppo”, and argued that “since the beginning of the 

battle (of Aleppo), Assad’s objective was to create a flood of exodus towards 

Turkey”. These newly displaced peoples who were moving towards the Turkish 

border should be understood primarily as weapons of the Syrian regime, and strict 

scrutiny, legal exclusion and arbitrary policing could all be utilized in order to 

neutralize these weapons. In this way the threat of the refugees can be socially 

constructed even when the refugees themselves were not considered its applicators, 

but merely its objects. These instances of securitizing discursive techniques were 

mirroring the tightening controls on the Syrian-Turkish border and the unwillingness 

of the Turkish state in admitting new refugees to the country as the military situation 

in Syria devolved into a stalemate.

The representative strategy broadly followed by the pro-government 

newspapers were faced with a crisis at the September of 2014 as civilians fleeing 

from the city of Kobani and its surroundings reached Turkish border. To explain why

the Siege of Kobani posed a unique problem, I must first recount the context around 

the event and its direct impact in domestic Turkish politics. In the middle of 

September 2014, the vanguard of the ISIS forces in Iraqi Kurdistan, in cooperation 

with certain other military groups such as al-Nusra Front and Ahrar al-Sham, 

wheeled west from the banks of mount Sinjar to mount a massive assault at the YPG 

positions at the province of Kobani. Reaching the Turkish border at Hasakah and 

Manbij, they commenced the siege by fully encircling the city and cutting off its land

connection to surrounding YPG controlled areas.
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Fig. 5  Great exodus began from Aleppo

More than three hundred thousand civilians at the countryside took flight 

before the ISIS assault and sought refuge at Turkey, the border of which remained 

the only way out of Kobani.55 Being fully encircled, YPG units deployed at the city 

had no choice but to make a stand against the comparatively heavily equipped ISIS 

forces, which were armed with a variety of artillery and even a limited number of 

armor and self-propelled guns. The siege involved heavy urban fighting, and during 

the early months of 2015, YPG fighters, enjoying the close air support provided by 

US planes and bolstered by a limited number of Free Syrian Army (FSA) soldiers 

55 The Daily Star. (2014). Syria says giving military support to Kurds in Kobani. Retrieved March 26, 
2019, from http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Middle-East/2014/Oct-22/274938-syria-says-giving-
military-support-to-kurds-in-koban.ashx
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and peshmerga from the Iraqi Kurdistan, managed to drive back ISIS forces and 

gradually recaptured the city and its environs.

From the point of view of the Turkish policy makers, this campaign posed a 

uniquely complicated problem to overcome. The fact that ISIS had Kobani 

completely surrounded apart from its border with Turkey meant that Kobani’s 

defenders had to rely on, if not Turkey’s help, then at least its benign disinterest in 

order to get resupplied and reinforced. However, Turkey was making it clear from 

the beginning of the Syrian Civil War that it saw YPG as the extension of PKK, and 

it had no interest in the prolonged existence of YPG fighters at its southern border. 

On the other hand, the fact that it was hostile ISIS, and not one of Turkey’s own 

clients in the region such as the FSA,56 who were seeking to displace YPG at the east 

of Euphrates meant that the alternative scenario was also a threatening one for 

Turkish interests. Trapped between a rock and a hard place, Turkey at first decided to

navigate the quagmire though disjointed policies: First, the Kurdish refugees were 

granted passage into the country—a repeat of the Sinjar massacre right at the border 

checkpoint would have been greatly damaging to Turkey’s international image—and 

basic resupplying of the YPG fighters—with food, fuel, small arms ammunition and 

such—was tolerated. However, USAF air supply operations were criticized directly 

by the president,57 and peshmerga from the Iraqi Kurdistan, who were substantially 

more heavily equipped compared to YPG fighters trapped at Kobani, were not 

allowed through Turkish territory to help with the defense.58 A substantial portion of 
56 Turkey would later help its clients to conquer large swathes of YPG territory west of Euphrates and 
repeatedly threatened to invade the eastern part from 2017 to 2019.
57 Diken. (2014). Erdoğan: ABD üç gün önce Kobani’ye YPG için iki uçak dolusu silah indirdi. 
Retrieved March 28, 2019, from http://www.diken.com.tr/erdogan-abd-uc-gun-kobaniye-ypg-icin-iki-
ucak-dolusu-silah-indirdi/
58 Radikal. (2014). Peşmerge’nin Türkiye’ye geçişine henüz izin verilmedi. Retrieved March 28, 
2019, from http://www.radikal.com.tr/politika/pesmergenin-turkiyeden-gecisine-henuz-izin-verilmedi-
1220329/
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the military was mobilized, and the border at Kobani was reinforced by two armored 

brigades which dwarfed the forces engaged in the fighting, yet Turkish forces did not

intervene one way or another.59 Ultimately, Turkey allowed passage to the 

peshmerga and negotiated FSA’s limited support against ISIS only after the domestic

Kurdish opposition took to the streets in widespread protests starting from early 

October of 2014.60

Therefore, for policy makers, refugees coming from Kobani provoked a 

different strategic consideration compared to the refugees who arrived in the earlier 

years. Most importantly, being predominantly ethnically Kurdish, they were of a 

people who were already being securitized by the Turkish state for at least forty 

years, and were considered to be a dangerous population, especially by the security 

apparatus. Furthermore, the fluidity of the military situation east of Euphrates also 

meant that, unlike the days of 2011 and 2012, their quick departure from the country 

after a swift victory could not be hoped for. How did the pro-government newspapers

manage to represent these refugees in a way that was conductive to government 

policy, but also cast the ruling party as being beyond reproach from different sections

of the population? The answer of this question is also illuminating to the constitution 

of the very refugees themselves in the public discourse.

For the first day, and the first day only, Turkish border policy towards 

refugees from Kobani was undecided. The civilians were not admitted into the 

country, but neither were they immediately dispersed. With the official policy non-

existent, the pro-government papers reported this event in a subdued and neutral 

59 Takvim. (2014). Kobani’ye 5 bin asker. Retrieved March 28, 2019, from 
https://www.takvim.com.tr/guncel/2014/10/04/kobaniye-5-bin-asker
60 The extent to which these protested effected Turkish policy towards Kobani is highly contentious. 
However, the limited Turkish tolerance in this case can be best understood as a reluctant compromise. 
The protests would later be referenced by the president as a betrayal, a stab-in-the-back, etc.
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manner. For example, Sabah reported the story at September 19, 2014, with these 

words: “ISIS attacked Kurdish villages in Syria. Prime minister Davutoğlu ordered 

the governors to “provide help” for the Kurds massing at the Turkish border”. Star 

also reported of the arrival of specifically Kurdish Syrians as a result of the ISIS 

offensive, and the Turkish help provided for them at the border. The language 

utilized was an unremarkable one, widely used prior for describing refugees arriving 

at Turkey, save for the lack of embellishments of suffering.

In September 20, Turkey admitted these refugees into the country, and the 

language that the newspapers were using for them immediately changed. After this 

date, the ethnicity of the newly admitted refugees was quietly but uniformly and 

consistently dropped in both Sabah and Star, and they were started to be reported 

generically as Syrians, rather than specifically being Kurds, or Kurdish Syrians. 

Sabah, after first reporting the refugees at the border as Kurds, stopped doing so as 

early as September 21. The news story Sabah ran regarding the refugees from 

Kobani at this date does not use the word Kurdish, consistently refers to the refugees 

as Syrians and represents ISIS and YPG as being equally responsible for their flight 

(Figure 6). The story summarizes the situation in these terms:

A great number of Syrians, who are running away from the conflict in
the Tel Abyad district of the city of Raqqa between the Islamic State 
of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and the Democratic Unity Party (PYD), 
which is the extension of PKK in this country, continues to enter 
Turkey at the district of Suruç … indicating that they have barely 
saved their lives, the Syrian refugees said that they felt grateful for 
Turkey which has opened its gates for them.

On September 20, Star also ran a similar story (Figure 2) that also avoided 

the Kurdish identity of the majority of refugees. Ironically, a quote by the then-Prime

minister which was used by the newspaper in this story read: “We will receive our 
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brothers who thought of Anatolia as a place of refuge against the threat of death 

without any discrimination on the basis of sect or ethnicity”. Both politically and 

discursively, however, discrimination on the basis of sect or ethnicity have been the 

cornerstone for distinguishing between refugees who were to be accepted as guests, 

and refugees who were seen as security risks. For Kobani refugees, this meant that 

their primary form of representation was tied to their momentary position with 

regards to government policy, as they could become either Kurds or Syrians when it 

was deemed necessary.

Fig. 6  The number of refugees at the border became 60 thousand
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How these pro-government newspapers treated of the identity of Kobani 

refugees with increased plasticity, underlines a significant point on media analysis. 

As I have emphasized in relation to theoretical debates regarding refugees, the 

refugee is first and foremost a social figure, which should be understood as a social 

position rather than identity. A person who occupies the social position of the 

refugee is also constituted by a multiplicity of identities, the histories of which 

almost certainly predate his current positioning as a refugee. Thus, these multiple 

identities could be immediately referred to in their representation, and taken together 

they constitute the historically specific refugees in question. Understanding how 

these identities were deployed, as well as their discursive effects, is crucial in being 

able to conceptualize and analyze a particular historical moment of refugee 

representation. In the case of refugees from Kobani, pro-government newspapers 

relied on already conceptualized identities which predated the refugees’ existences in

order to render the world intelligible to their core audiences. When the government 

acted in a supportive way to the refugees, representations based on the priorly 

securitized Kurdish identity were shelved in favor of comparatively benign—but 

passive and needy—ones based on a shared Syrian identity. On the other hand, when 

the refugees acted in a way that was contrary to the Turkish policies in the region, the

former representation could be deployed again, as it happened when the YPG 

fighters were contacted and resupplied by the newly arrived refugees and the local 

Kurdish population around Suruç. In these cases, the Kurdishness of these people 

were repeatedly emphasized, in stark contrast to how they were represented under 

different circumstances.
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4.1.3  Conclusion

From these findings, we can draw a direct parallel between Turkish policies 

regarding refugees—which evolved from a regime of exclusionary care into a strict 

border protectionist one—and discursive techniques utilized by pro-government 

newspapers in refugee representation. A suitable subject of the caring regime is 

constructed as oppressed, religiously proper, grateful and dependent on vital Turkish 

assistance. The legal system of exclusion is set into place only for the protection of 

this subject and harmonizing the relations between refugee and host societies. 

Politically, this subject is stunted in its lack of a territorial community and military 

weakness, which necessitates its physical protection from common enemies by the 

Turkish state. On the other hand, strict security measures are justified by invoking 

already established, and already securitized groups and identities. The Syrian regime 

and the YPG are both used as justifications for the securitization of the border and 

the refugees. This representation has a double function, not only does it permit 

extraordinary measures to be taken domestically, it also justifies military activity 

against the invoked entities. In this way, military and domestic policies merge in a 

single continuity of governmental policy, with the latter concerns being necessarily 

subordinated to the infinitely more vital demands of the former sphere, as military 

action is definitionally a matter of life and death. Therefore, we can also 

conceptualize these discursive strategies as parts of the larger process of Turkey’s 

broader shift towards what can be called a politics of emergency in recent years 

(Kaygusuz, 2018, p. 281).61

61 Politics of emergency broadly refer to a state of affairs in a polity where executive sovereignty is 
enhanced in order to combat a perceived existential threat (Honig, 2011).
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4.2  Refugees from the Syrian Civil War in nationalist newspapers: The cases of 

Hürriyet and Yeniçağ

4.2.1  Overview

Although at various points of time they have both used the same slogan Türkiye 

Türklerindir62 below similarly stylized pictures of Mustafa Kemal as their logos, 

Hürriyet and Yeniçağ are very different newspapers on their targeted audience, 

scope, and ownership histories. What brings them together in my classification is a 

shared ideological commitment to what could be called the post-28th February 

consensus, which considered Kemalist principles of nationalism and secularism to set

the limits on acceptable public discourse, and asserted the absolute primacy of 

security concerns to ensure the continuation of the state (Cizre, 2003, p. 213). 

Through time, both of these newspapers politically diverged from this shared 

framework in various ways, but by the mid 2010s, they were still firmly writing for 

secular nationalist patrons and audiences, although their position within this 

framework significantly differed.

Hürriyet was one of the oldest and most prominent Turkish newspapers. 

Founded in 1948, it has enjoyed a consistently high circulation and mainstream 

acceptance for most of its existence. By the time of AKP’s electoral victory in 2002, 

it was owned by the Doğan Media Group, a juggernaut of a media conglomerate that 

controlled numerous major Turkish newspapers and TV channels. A mainstream and 

conservative newspaper by the standards of the early 2000s media landscape 

(Özyürek, 2006, p. 197), Hürriyet, as a part of the Doğan Media Group, famously 

clashed with the AKP government over a number of contentious issues, such as the 

62 Literally: Turkey belongs to the Turks.
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headscarf ban and the office of the presidency (Silverman, 2014). This conflict was 

resolved by the March of 2018, as Doğan Holding finally capitulated to political and 

fiscal pressures and sold the majority of its media companies to the Demirören 

Group, a key AKP ally. The signs of this eventual capitulation was already visible by

2014. Hürriyet, as a part of the general Doğan Media Group strategy to appease the 

government and avoid further punishments such as the massive fine of half a billion 

dollars levied for tax fraud in 2009,63 had adopted a softer editorial tone in general 

and appointed certain high profile conservatives as opinion writers in particular. In 

spite of these concessions, however, the editorial direction of Hürriyet was still one

of mainstream secular-nationalist one, albeit tempered with a strong unwillingness to

antagonize the government.

Compared to Hürriyet, Yeniçağ was, from its inception, a much more modest 

but politically minded enterprise. It was founded by Ahmet Çelik, an active member 

of the Turkish ultranationalist movement and its flagship party MHP. Personally 

supported by the leader of MHP, Yeniçağ was a continuation of an older weekly 

paper named Kurultay. Although circulating only in modest numbers, the paper was 

successful enough to survive, and boasted some prominent intellectuals as opinion 

writers. However, Yeniçağ’s editorial direction shifted away from MHP and its 

leader as the party came to an understanding with the AKP government, and 

continued to present itself as a staunchly Kemalist and secular-nationalist alternative 

to the ruling government. In 2018, Ahmet Çelik became an İYİ party MP from 

İstanbul, and oriented the newspaper towards the İYİ party line, which was an off-

shoot of the MHP that primarily criticized MHP’s cooperation with the AKP 

63 Reuters. (2009). Turkish index suspends Doğan group, Petrol Ofisi shares. Retrieved March 29, 
2019, from https://uk.reuters.com/article/dogan-shares/turkish-index-suspends-dogan-group-petrol-
ofisi-shares-idUKIST00336620090318
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government. Published under these conditions, Yeniçağ was, and still is, a thoroughly

political newspaper, concerned most with criticizing the ruling government and 

presenting an alternative vision based on secular ultranationalism. Conversely, it has 

a diminished reach compared to papers such as Sabah or Hürriyet, but is still sold 

more than the majority of other politics-first newspapers.

The general outlook of these newspapers to the refugees from Syria were 

similar. In both cases, the government’s open door policy was understood as overly 

generous to the detriment of native Turkish citizens, and competing political 

arguments were given more weight. In Hürriyet’s case, the majority, but not all, of 

criticisms were implicitly advanced, and relied on uses of framing, and subtle turns 

of the phrase; Yeniçağ, on the other hand, was much more aggressive and explicitly 

critical on the issue. This contrast will help us distinguish implicit discursive 

methods employed in policy criticism and promotion.

4.2.2  Analysis

At their core, both Hürriyet and Yeniçağ utilized a globally widespread 

representative strategy in referring to refugees and ethnic minorities, which can be 

called the competitor model. Fundamentally, this model relies on framing the 

refugees as competitors to the host society for scarce resources, and their presence as 

problems to be solved by the representatives of the host society. In his research on 

racism in the European press, van Dijk finds this “overall topicalization of affairs” to 

be a common one (1991, p. 114), and its use in Turkey is little different from that in 

Europe. The two papers differ from one another in the extent of their reliance upon 

this model, and in the aspects of it which they stress; with Hürriyet usually adopting 

67



a more restrained and mild tone, especially on the criticism of the government for the

perceived favoritism of refugees over native citizens, and Yeniçağ being much more 

overtly critical of the government and the president. On the whole, Hürriyet’s pattern

of commonly used refugee representations were more similar to pro-government 

newspapers compared to Yeniçağ (See Appendix). Hürriyet ran more stories that 

represents the refugees as victims (0.54 to 0.29), and significantly less stories that 

represented them as threats, material or otherwise (0.18 to 0.52). While these patterns

reveal the extraordinary hostility of Yeniçağ’s coverage, Hürriyet also differs 

significantly from pro-government papers in tone and framing, even while utilizing 

formally similar representative strategies.

The competitor model of minority coverage relies on reporting a scarcity of 

goods caused by the minority, and how this scarcity hinders the majority, and both 

Hürriyet and Yeniçağ often framed their news stories in these terms. For example, 

Hürriyet reported the rising housing prices in November 28, 2014, with the title 

“Many Syrians, few houses,” and featured an image of a large group of haggard-

looking families with regional attires (Figure 7). The majority of this news story 

focuses on the refugees as the catalyst of rising housing prices, and relegated another 

explanation, that of the rising number of students seeking housing, to a mention that 

is easily ignored by a passing eye. In comparison, when Star ran a similar story in 

August 1 of 2014, it gave prominence to the explanation which credited the students 

for the rising prices, and featured an image of a group of happy young people in a 

university setting. A criticism, not necessarily explicit, implied by this representation

is that the government was at fault for choosing to provide for so many refugees with

so many goods, and that it was the host society which would grow inevitably poorer 
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as a result of this excess. Yeniçağ, less concerned with upholding amicable relations 

with the government, often made this criticism explicit.

Fig. 7  Many Syrians, few houses
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A cartoon which was published by Yeniçağ on the same date with the 

Hürriyet story, November 28, 2014, presents us with a visual version of the 

competitor representation (Figure 8). In this cartoon, a man carries a heavy load, 

which is helpfully described as “Turkey’s own problems”, while another man, with 

traditional Syrian headgear, is in the process of falling upon him, who is just 

presented as “the refugees”. It is implied, with the subtlety of a freight train, that at 

its current troubled state, the addition of a refugee problem would crash the Turkish 

society, and this fate can only be avoided by a refusal to admit them.

Fig. 8  Turkey’s own problems
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These critical news were concurrent to the nationalist opposition’s criticisms 

of the government on the grounds of refugee assistance, and functioned, in the 

political sphere, to legitimate these criticisms, and the nationalist opposition relied on

these reports of scarcity to ground their criticisms. The focus on scarcity—the 

scarcity of space, of money, of goods, etc.—relies on problematizing the very 

existence of the refugees outside their proper place, that is, the country of their 

citizenship. If the host society did not have enough to begin with, even without the 

extra drain on these resources exerted by these newcomers, and if the refugees did 

not have the capacity to present them with any benefits whatsoever, then even the 

barest existence of the refugee would have to be deemed a problem. Thus, the mere 

biological functions vital to the bodily reproduction of the refugee would take on a 

political significance, which shows itself in these newspapers as a disproportional 

preoccupation with the biopolitical markers of the life of the refugee: The birth rate, 

the number of the diseased, the intricacies of their diet, etc. The birth of the children 

of refugees, especially, is presented as a unique problem that must be politically 

overcome. Hürriyet, on 8 November, 2014, reported on the new births in border 

cities, and the estimates on how many of those births were given by refugee women 

(Figure 9). This story was titled: “30 thousand Syrian babies born: In 3 years, the 

number of Syrian babies born ‘only in the 10 cities with camps’ has surpassed 30 

thousand. And these were merely the ones under record.” The story was flanked by 

two annotations; on the left side, a helpful table informs the reader of the number of 

refugees in Turkey’s major cities, and on the right side, the story of the photo of a 

woman who just gave birth is provided: “Amir and Meryem Mirşağ, who came last 

year from the city of Hama as a couple with their 7 children, just had their 8th baby in
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Turkey”. The choice of using an uncharacteristically prolific couple for the photo 

was not a neutral one, neither was it to provide the total number of the refugees with 

the story.

Fig. 9  30 thousand Syrian babies born

The birth rate was reported in a way that evokes social ills such as habitual 

drinking or personal firearm use, with concerning statistics and an especially 

troubling case provided by the paper. Here, the problematization of the refugees start 

with their bare bodies. Another example of this type, if of a different subject, was the

story Yeniçağ ran on 8 May, 2014 (Figure 10). Titled “By not getting their shots, 

they are damning Turkey,” this story was about a new vaccination program targeted 

at eradicating polio from children in the southeast, and most prominently featured an 
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unsubstantiated claim about how the refugees from Syria were placing Turkish 

children in danger by choosing to not get their children vaccinated.

Fig. 10  By not getting their shots, they are damning Turkey
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The fear of disease, as a part of the risks posed by the human body, dominates this 

story, as well as the foreign threat towards Turkish ethnic nationals.

This preoccupation with the body of the refugee, and the perceived clear 

ethnic delineation between the host and refugee societies also underline other 

problems, more peculiar to their Turkish context. While reducing ethnic minorities to

their physical functions and representing them as fierce competitors over scarce 

resources is common worldwide, another quality of the refugee-host dichotomy—

constructed by, and for, Turkish nationalists—that is little found elsewhere is the 

emasculation of the refugee through this process of physical reduction, and 

valorizing the military capabilities of the host society in its reverse. In parts, the 

construction of this dichotomy draws on from older formations of self identity and 

representations of Arabs within Turkey. The most prominent discursive artifacts here

are the identification of Turkishness with skill and inclination towards the manly 

pursuit of war, and Arabness with womanish cowardice and backstabbing.64 Drawing

from these historical representations, the nationalist view sees the refugees as 

cowards who, rather than defending their homeland, in a way that a red blooded, 

noble Turk would have done, chose to disgrace themselves and run away. This 

dichotomy also maps onto how the refugees are most prominently presented through 

their biological qualities, and thus the refugee is identified with nature, passivity, and

femininity, and the host is identified with culture, militarism, and masculinity.65 In 

64 Turks’ natural inclination for military pursuits is exemplified in the famous slogan: Every Turk is 
born a soldier! Inversely, the view of Arabs as habitual backstabbers is justified with reference to the 
experiences of the World War I, when major Arab tribes allied with the British forces and fought 
against the Ottoman Empire.
65 To my knowledge, this dichotomy is unique to the Turkish case in the issue of refugee 
representation, but analogous accounts may be found for larger social contexts. For example, 
Ghassem-Fachandi describes a similar dichotomy between the Hindus and Muslims of Gujarat, where 
the former assumes the qualities of peacefulness, vegetarianism, and femininity, and the latter of 
violence, carnivorousness, and masculinity (2012). For a more humorous take on the similarly 
contentious representational relationship between Israeli and Diaspora Jews, see Valley (2016).
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contrast to how seemingly radical it is, this representational schema is actually 

commonplace in Turkish public discourse, sometimes appearing explicitly and 

comprehensively, at others implicitly and through assumptions, associations, and 

other operationalizations. It is the logic that informs nationalist MP’s in the 

parliament when they propose that the refugees should be forcibly conscripted so that

they will not ogle Turkish girls when the Turkish youth were dying at the Syrian 

border on their behalf (Sözcü, 2017).

On October 11, 2014, Hürriyet ran a news story titled “The message of the 

martyr” (Figure 11). It was about the last Facebook messages sent by a Turkish 

policeman killed in the line of duty. One of the messages, which the newspaper 

quoted at length for about half of the story, said:

Did you ever hear something like a Turkish refugee in history? You 
cannot hear such a thing. If a civil war ever happens, the Turk either 
dies by standing exactly where he is, or establishes a new state by 
planting his flag. An honorable death is preferable to living on your 
knees.

These sentiments perfectly encapsulate the roles associated with the refugee 

and the host through the application of the historical representations of the Arabs and

Turks to the present moment. The Arab, living on his knees, is destined to a life of 

passive domination, while the ethnic Turk lives or dies gloriously by the sword. In 

Yeniçağ’s coverage of the Syrian Civil War, these representations are often utilized 

for highlighting the nobility of the Türkmen military groups fighting in Syria even as

Syrians themselves flee the country. A strategy of motivated support for Türkmen 

military groups and fervent opposition to Kurdish ones informed the majority of 

Yeniçağ’s coverage of the Syrian Civil War, therefore, these representations are 

influential frameworks for the refugees residing in Turkey as well.
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Fig. 11  The message of the martyr

Like the pro-government papers, nationalist papers also considered Kurdish refugees 

as special cases within the larger refugee population, and the Kobani events brought 
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those considerations fully into view. For decades, Kurdish identity was 

extraordinarily securitized by the Turkish state and security apparatus, and public 

discourse on Kurdishness followed suit. This historical fact was especially important 

for Yeniçağ, which was committed to seeing an end to the peace process,66 and return

to the heavily securitized status quo of the late 90s. The majority of news, opinion 

pieces, and sheer space of the newspaper was devoted to what was presented as the 

grotesqueness of the peace process, and the shame which was being visited upon the 

Turkish army and the state. Thus, the siege of Kobani and its spillovers in Turkey 

was covered extensively by Yeniçağ, which refused to use the Kurdish name in 

referring to the city and, as a matter of principle, used its Arabic name, Ayn al-Arab. 

While Hürriyet’s mettle was blunted by the government long ago, and utilizing a 

level of discursive aggression approaching Yeniçağ was not feasible for the paper, a 

similar logic also motivated Hürriyet’s coverage during this period.

During the first days of the crisis, Yeniçağ utilized a reversion of the method 

pro-government papers used in navigating between Kurdish and Syrian identities in 

reporting the siege and the admission of refugees. Where Sabah and Star mentioned 

the Kurdish identity of the incoming refugees during the first days of fighting and 

then ceased doing so after they were admitted into the country, Yeniçağ mentioned 

the identity of the refugees only after they were admitted into the country. In 

November 19, 2014, Yeniçağ wrote:

Thousands of Syrians are swarming our border! About 3 thousand 
people, running away from the fierce fighting in Syria’s Telabyad and
Kobani provinces between ISIS and YPG, which is the armed force of
PKK’s extension in this country, PYD, started to swarm our borders. 
The military took security precautions with armored vehicles at the 

66 The peace process was a period of truce and negotiation between the PKK and the Turkish state to 
end the long running conflict in Southeast Anatolia. The talks collapsed in 2015, partly as a result of 
the ongoing Syrian Civil War and the parts played by the primary actors during it.
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border for the sake of this Syrian crowd, which has women and 
children among them.

By November 21, this group of refugees were admitted into Turkey. Yeniçağ 

reported this story, now with the title: “We opened our border to the PKK!” And 

further wrote: “The border was opened for the Syrian Kurds who swarmed the border

two days earlier at the Dikmetaş village in the Suruç province of Şanlıurfa, running 

away from the terrorist organization ISIS” (Figure 12). The Kurdishness of the 

Kobani refugees, newly discovered by Yeniçağ after reporting it became a viable 

avenue of attack to the policies of the government, were never forgotten hereafter, 

often being invoked in order to advocate for adopting an aggressive foreign policy 

against YPG, further securitizing the refugees within Turkey as a result. Thus, 

admission of Kobani refugees into Turkey was thoroughly instrumentalized in 

Yeniçağ’s continuous campaign of agitation against the Kurdish political movement 

in Turkey and the YPG in Syria. The refugees in general, and the Kobani refugees in 

particular, were used for this function in Yeniçağ’s proposed military strategy, and 

their representation was tailored in order to legitimate it and bring this strategy into 

practice. Hürriyet’s editorial direction was less motivated for agitating for an anti-

YPG military strategy in Syria. Rather, the events around Kobani and the Kurdish 

identity of the refugees were utilized in order to bring other, less radical nationalist 

policy priorities into the public eye. Most important of these priorities was for more 

stringent border security, and these specific representations were used towards that 

end.
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Fig. 12  We opened our border to the PKK!

In November 27, 2014, Hürriyet reported on the people who went through 

the border in order to reach and help Kobani, with the title: “They bulldozed through 

it,” and used a picture of men tearing down a border fence (Figure 13). The same 

story also argued that all of those men were HDP members, and quoted them as 

saying: “We do not recognize borders. All of here are Kurdistan soil.” The choice of 

quote and the framing of the event all implied a much more fragile border security 

regime compared to pro-government papers, and Hürriyet also made use of other 

opportunities to legitimate a more strict border regime.
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Fig. 13  They bulldozed through it

4.2.3  Conclusion

Although their representations of the refugees differed significantly from pro-

government newspapers, Hürriyet and Yeniçağ adopted similar logics in deciding 

which representations to deploy, and when. Like Sabah and Star, Hürriyet and 

Yeniçağ chose from well established, and widely used forms of representation and 

discursive techniques in order to legitimate specific policies proposed by the political

movements that they articulated for. For the nationalist papers, these policies were a 

stringent border security, minimizing the economic aid given to refugees or cutting it

entirely by deporting them, and in Yeniçağ’s case, an enthusiastic military strategy at 

Syria and Turkey aimed at crushing YPG and PKK. While this military strategy was 
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not directed at the refugees, it was unavoidably about the refugees, and the specific, 

historical identities carried by them. This was not only true for Yeniçağ’s case, the 

logic carried for both of the pro-government papers as well, and the refugees 

themselves were thoroughly differentiated from one another based on the role that 

they could potentially play for specific military situations, distinguished by their 

ethnoreligious identity. In this sense, it is impossible to separate refugee policies, and

their representations, from military strategies, and the demands of the latter dictated 

the preferred form of the former in many cases.

4.3  Refugees from the Syrian Civil War in a leftist newspaper: The case of BirGün

4.3.1  Overview

Leftist newspapers usually have a diminished reach in the Turkish press compared to 

right-wing or moderate ones, partly owing to the numerous political purges suffered 

by the left following the military coups of the twentieth century. Since there was no 

influential, mainstream left movement apart from the center-left wing of the 

nationalist adjacent CHP for a long time, there was no leftist media outlet with a 

reach comparable to that of Hürriyet or Sabah either.67 The existing leftist print 

media operate as highly politically engaged publications with shoestring budgets, 

often surviving purely through establishing a small but passionate group of readers 

that share the politics of the paper’s editorial direction. BirGün, while a part of this 

group, is distinguished by its comparatively successful sale numbers, which is still 

dwarfed by all of the other newspapers analyzed in this thesis.

67 An exception may be made here for the Kurdish political movement and publications that are close 
to it. However, these publications are seen as security risks to a much greater degree than BirGün, and
are rarely allowed to publish daily and nationally.
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BirGün was founded in 2004 by a collection of funders; including private 

persons, certain unions, and trade associations. The majority of these funders were 

affiliated with the DevYol tradition within the left, and some of them were involved 

with the Freedom and Solidarity Party (ÖDP). BirGün has remained collectively 

owned since its foundation, beholden more to its readers rather than to a private 

ownership structure. In editorial direction, it follows the left libertarian political 

movement which stands in close contact to, but not overtly affiliated with, the 

Kurdish political movement led by HDP. As expected, its coverage of the Syrian 

Civil War and the refugees fleeing from it paralleled its political positioning in 

Turkey.

4.3.2  Content

The majority of BirGün’s news stories regarding the refugees focused on their daily 

plight. However, in contrast to pro-government newspapers, these stories were 

focused on their lives in Turkey, and not the ones they led in Syria, which were 

destroyed by the civil war. The difficulties the refugees were faced with in their 

access to housing, clean water, health care, and the social exclusion that they 

suffered from were all common topics in these stories. Unlike nationalist 

newspapers, the refugees’ presence within Turkey was not problematized, and prior 

of potential refugee admissions into the country were not considered to be valid 

avenues of criticism towards the government. Nevertheless, BirGün was 

comparatively the most critical news outlet analyzed so far, with 28 (0.54) of the 

news stories published being explicitly critical of the AKP government. Yeniçağ, as 

aggressive as it was in other issues—such as the peace process—was not nearly as 
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critical on the issue of refugees. Most of these criticisms focused on the two aspects 

of the existing refugee regime: Firstly, the care provided to the refugees were often 

found to be lacking, and secondly, the exclusionary practices of the Turkish 

government and its refusal to integrate the refugees into the host society were 

considered discriminatory. Of those analyzed, BirGün was the only newspaper that 

consistently represented the refugees as rights-bearing subjects, with 14 (0.27) of the 

stories constructed as such.

A good example of this type of rights based news story was ran at December 

2, 2014. Titled “They are suffering from discrimination”, the story was about the 

problems of the refugees in Hatay and Urfa provinces, most prominently the 

difficulties they faced in accessing health care and housing (Figure 14). The 

interesting part of this story is its framing of these difficulties, with the subheading 

stating: “Syrians are facing difficulties in accessing their fundamental rights. 

Although it is though that regulations would solve these problems, a regulation is not

the answer for the doctors who refuse to see them as patients.” It is evidently true 

that access to basic necessities are, as per the constitution of Turkey, a fundamental 

human right, yet refugees are rarely represented as being entitled to these rights. The 

pro-government papers prefer to represent the refugees as beneficiaries of the beatific

charity of the Turkish nation, and with any obligation upon the nation to provide this 

charity being purely moral. Since the relationship thus asserted is unmistakably that 

of a benefactor and a beneficiary, the continuation or the intensity of the relationship 

is left to the wishes of the benefactor. While their tone is decidedly different, the 

nationalist papers also present this relationship in similar terms. Acknowledging that 

the refugees are entitled to certain rights legally provided to them, and arguing for 
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the expansion of these rights and protections, BirGün mirrored the arguments made 

by the then-leader of HDP (Hürriyet, 2016), and the CHP’s special commission for 

immigration and immigrants (CHP, 2016) for the extension of legal refugee status 

towards refugees from Syria. These policies recognize the refugees first and foremost

as legal subjects, with rights and responsibilities dictated by the foundational legal 

texts of the country and superseding international agreements, and this recognition is 

supported by BirGün’s chosen method of representation.

Fig. 14  They are suffering from discrimination
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Among the refugees, BirGün was careful to not to make distinctions based on

religion and identity. Diligence in doing so sometimes obfuscated relevant news, 

especially following the exodus of people from the city of Kobani, which BirGün 

referred to by its Kurmanji rendering, Kobanê. In November 20, 2014, BirGün 

reported the people fleeing ISIS and admitted at the border gate of Suruç into Turkey

with the titles: “The people who were running from ISIS attacks came to the Turkish 

border,” and “They closed the border at first, but then opened it” (Figure 15). In this 

news story, the incoming refugees, the majority of whom were Syrian Kurds, were 

referred to as: “halk” (lit. people), the “halk of Kobanê”, or as Syrians, but not once 

as Kurds or Syrian Kurds. This practice was in stark contrast with that of nationalist 

papers, which utilized this Kurdish identity of the refugees from Kobani in order to 

securitize their admittance into the country, or that of the pro-government papers, 

which also utilized it in order to securitize their activities within the country. 

However, BirGün was not entirely blind to differing ethnic or religious identities, as 

another story visible on the very same page demonstrates. It was titled 

“Discrimination of the Yazidis is unacceptable,” and focused on the Yazidi people’s 

struggles in southeastern Turkey. As Koca also demonstrated, Yazidi people were 

discriminated against by the Turkish government on the basis of their ethnoreligious 

identities throughout the war (2015, p. 217), and BirGün made an exception in their 

editorial direction in order to highlight this.
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Fig. 15  They closed the border at first, but then opened it

86



BirGün’s reluctance to represent the refugees from Kobani as Kurds, or as 

Kurdish Syrians also paralleled, in subtle ways, the strategic aims of the Kurdish 

Democratic Union Party (PYD) in Syria. PYD, which was the ruling party of the 

Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria—commonly known as Rojava

—relies on the ethnically Kurdish population of Syria as its base of power. 

Moreover, YPG, which forms the nucleus of Rojava’s armed forces, is 

predominantly constituted by Kurdish militias. However, PYD also claims to 

practice democratic pluralism, and its leaders often stresses the multicultural aspects 

of the Rojava federation rather than its reliance on the Kurdish population (Carnegie 

Middle East Center, 2012). Consistent with this portrayal, BirGün was careful to not 

refer to the YPG and the PYD as specifically Kurdish organizations, and represented 

them as institutions that embodied the wills of the peoples of Syria. Reluctance in 

distinguishing between the refugees, especially of those coming from Kobani, was 

therefore the extension of an unwillingness to distinguish between PYD’s 

constituencies for BirGün’s part. In the news stories where the subjects were reported

in relation to a non-PYD organization, such as the story about Yazidis in Turkey, this

unwillingness was not observed. In this way, we can see how BirGün’s 

representation of the refugees was, at least partly, influenced by the military situation

is Syria and the parties that engaged in the Syrian Civil War.

While BirGün averted from openly distinguished among refugees on the 

basis of their ethnoreligious identity, and were usually guarded against applying the 

logic of security against them, on occasion it used political distinctions to a similar 

effect. For this end, “Jihadists” was a popular term used in the paper, which was 

virtually unseen in pro-government newspapers and only rarely invoked by 
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nationalist ones. BirGün often argued that there were Jihadists present within the 

refugee population, and that the state should take care not to be blindsided by their 

presence, since their interests stood in opposition to the people’s. On October 5, 

2014, BirGün published an investigative piece about the relations between the 

refugees and the host society in İstanbul’s three neighborhoods of Bağcılar, Esenler 

and Güngören, titled: “Neighborhoods that are ready to explode” (Figure 16). In this 

story, these neighborhoods were likened to “fault lines,” with conflicts between 

“certain Syrians who are Jihadist sympathizers,” and “small business owners” being 

commonplace and poor and homeless Syrians being targets of racist violence. The 

growing of racism was also associated with the low wages paid to unprotected 

refugee workers, which also depreciated the wages of legal native workers. Some 

local people were also reported as gathering support for ISIS ad other Jihadist 

groups, or going to Syria in order to join the fight themselves. A local person was 

quoted in the story as saying: “There was someone here, who for years dabbled in 

marijuana and such. On the other day he came to me and ‘asked for my blessing,’ 

saying that he was going to Jihad. There are a great number of young people like him

leaving too.” Through news stories such as these, BirGün attempted to draw attention

to the security risks posed, both to the social and political orders, by the Jihadists 

both local and refugee. While a political and not ethnoreligious category—although 

intersecting heavily with Sunni Syrians—the logic of securitization was extant in the 

presentation of it.
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Fig. 16  Neighborhoods that are ready to explode

4.3.3  Conclusion

As already indicated, BirGün’s strategy in representing the refugees cannot be 

analyzed separately from the political movement constituted by its funders and 

readers; who were, as a result of BirGün’s unique ownership structure, one and the 

same. Unlike pro-government papers, which constructed the refugee subject 
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primarily through its religion and lack of capacity to self-regulate, necessitating a 

benevolent authority in order to manage their lives, BirGün preferred to construct 

this subject primarily in its shared humanity, transcending ethnoreligious identities, 

and in their capacity and rights to bear the rights entitled to them by treaty and law. It

is important to note that this was not a choice necessitated by tactical or strategic 

considerations as they pertained to the insurgency in southeastern Turkey and the 

Syrian Civil War; nonetheless, it legitimated the preferred refugee regime of HDP 

and the left wing of the CHP on a discursive level. BirGün was also suspicious 

towards the security apparatus of the Turkish state, consistently reporting in 

opposition to its usual deployment against minorities. In the place of ethnoreligious 

identities, BirGün substituted political categories as security risks, most often with 

the Jihadists.

4.4  Conclusion

A common thread of political instrumentalization is present in all of the newspapers 

analyzed in this thesis. Most importantly, the discursive techniques mentioned can be

understood only within this context. An emphasis on the communal and personal 

powerlessness of the refugees and their lack of political agency, and a prioritized 

focus on their bodies, whether this focus is presented positively or negatively, is 

present in both pro-government and nationalist newspapers, in spite of the 

antagonistic political and discursive ends towards which they labor. This 

contradiction can be resolved considering the fact that both the pro-government 

newspapers and the nationalist newspapers share exclusionary refugee regimes as 

political ends, which demonstrates the function of this representative strategy of 
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focusing on the shared bare humanity of the subjects rather than their lived contexts. 

The pro-government newspapers, favoring an exclusionary care regime, interpret this

strategy as obligating upon the host society relevant responsibilities to care for the 

refugees, whereas the nationalist newspapers interpret it as presenting an 

unresolvable contradiction with the host society that necessitates complete exclusion 

and even expulsion. The leftist newspaper, by contrast, does not utilize this strategy, 

since it does not share an exclusionary refugee regime as a political goal. It is also 

easy to see how the basic logic of securitization was shared to some extent by all 

newspapers, yet mobilized towards different subjects. As expected, these subjects 

were drawn from existing political contentions, and their securitization was pursued 

with differing intensities, but a shared logic prevailed.

A general question can be raised on what determinates the specificities of the 

content that the newspapers produce. Since this discursive production rests on the 

real political movement, the question then becomes one on whether the ideological 

character of the political movement, or its structural position vis-à-vis state power 

determines its political goals. This thesis is too narrow in scope to satisfactorily 

answer the question, however the analysis of the discursive techniques can, in a 

limited way, help us with answering it. The antagonistic relation between pro-

government and nationalist papers, in particular, hints to a structural explanation for 

their differences, since their ideological divergences are few and far between, 

especially for more mainstream papers. However, a final answer to this question can 

only be answered through further and broader research into the political movements 

themselves.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

The work permits granted to the refugees in the spring of 2016 was a huge step for 

the integration of the refugees into the host society. However, this integration was 

made deliberately partial, and the refugees were kept only in a semi-protected 

position in relation to Turkish workers precisely for the economic benefits that this 

precarity brought to certain sections of the Turkish capital. Bélanger and Saracoglu 

described this situation as a “state-market convergence,” (2018, p.1) and argued that 

“the existing regulations pertaining to the employment of Syrian refugees enable 

Turkish capital to generate higher profits through the informal use of Syrian labor, 

which, in turn, keeps the wages of Turkish workers low” (p. 15). More than seven 

years after the arrival of first refugees from Syria in Turkey, the refugees still live in 

a state of legal limbo, and the executive management of their lives have been 

weaponized by the capital against labor. In this way, the integrative tendencies of the

recent years fell quite short of any comprehensive objective, and the already existing 

legal precarity of the refugees was indefinitely extended.

In the field of foreign policy, Turkish incursions into Syria have been more 

and more extensive. A long-term safe haven for Turkish supported rebel groups in 

Syria were created with the operations Euphrates Shield and Olive Branch, and the 

rebel pocket encircled at Idlib is partially occupied by the Turkish-backed National 

Front of Liberation (NFL) coalition, which is spearheaded by the FSA and Ahrar al-

Sham. As a direct result of these territorial acquisitions made by Turkish clients at 

the border, possible transportation of the refugees from Syria into these territories is 
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being discussed at the highest levels of decision making. In January 2019, the 

President of Turkey said that in the near future four million refugees would be placed

at the newly created safe regions in Northern Syria.68 Today, it seems that such an 

attempt would not be overtly difficult, even if some refugees may not want to move 

back into these territories, since the existing refugee regime of Turkey renders the 

refugees vulnerable to direct executive management by limiting their movement to a 

single city within which they could work, and leaving most of the aid they receive to 

the mercy of executive organs of the state. Any decision that stands to be made in the

near future for the continued presence of the refugees in Turkey or their translocation

will be done according to a measurement of gains and losses that their presence or 

absence could bring about for the Turkish government. Both economic and political 

consideration are involved in this calculation.

It is easy to see how the refugee representation of the Turkish newspapers 

intersects with the present situation. The passively victimized representation that was

ever present in pro-government media not only reflected the existing refugee regime 

of the time, but also predicted the possible future trajectories possible for this regime.

Extending legal rights to the refugees was never seriously entertained as a policy 

idea, in no small part from fear of both international and national backlashes, and this

was evident from the forms of representation consistently utilized by pro-government

papers. The opposition, on the other hand, never held executive power since the 

government’s first electoral victory almost two decades ago, and their proposals, 

both from the left and from the right, were never implemented in any large scale. 

However, from the discursive techniques and methods of representation analyzed so 

68 Evrensel. (2019). Erdoğan: Güvenli bölgelere 4 milyon Suriyeli mülteci yerleştirilecek. Retrieved 
April 7, 2019, from https://www.evrensel.net/haber/372169/erdogan-guvenli-bolgelere-4-milyon-
suriyeli-multeci-yerlestirilecek
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far in this thesis and the present situation on the ground, we could conclude certain 

point; not just about the refugee regime of Turkey and its print media, but also about 

the academic analysis of discourse and its effects on politics.

At their core, both pro-government and nationalist newspapers advocated for 

an executive refugee regime; in contrast, the leftist newspaper argued for a rights-

based one. The fact that the pro-government and nationalist newspapers disagreed on

the content of this form was certainly significant, and the markers of this difference 

in the competing discourses deployed by the camps were plain to see, however, the 

form which they advocated for through their constant and deliberate editorial 

direction was reliant on the state’s practically unlimited power over the lives and 

bodies of the refugees. Both pro-government and nationalist newspapers resorted to 

what could be called the de-politicization of the subject in legitimating this authority.

The refugee was, in pro-government newspapers, a body upon which pain was 

unleashed by a heretical oppressor. The Turkish state and nation has afforded the 

refugee the only relief from pain that he has known, and enjoys the refugee’s 

boundless gratitude as a result. In many cases, the refugee was not politically 

positioned at all, and his loyalty towards the Turkish state and its leaders was 

explained only in reference to this bodily relation even as it was explicitly paraded 

for political capital. The nationalist newspapers took this paradigm and inverted it. 

They accepted that the refugees were fleeing from pain and seeking asylum in 

Turkey, but then criticized them for not being political subjects in the first place. 

Various Türkmen armed groups within Syria were often placed as foils for these non-

Turkish refugees, and their political activities were posited as evidences of a superior

moral character. In both cases, the refugees were associated primarily, or only, with 
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issues that were essentially outside of politics. The leftist newspaper, by contrast, 

often reported the myriad legal problems faced by the refugees in trying to navigate 

the obscurantist regime that the Turkish state created for their management. Here, the

refugees existed as legal subjects, and their relationship with the state, at least 

normatively if not practically, was not altogether one-sided. A leftist direction for the

refugee regime to take, according to this newspaper, would be one that is based on 

recognizing the rights entitled to refugees according to what the law and international

treaties demanded, thus also protecting the wage of the host workers from 

depreciation.

In creating these methods of representation, the newspapers did not rely on 

abstract and theoretical conceptualizations—such as the refugee or the citizen—but 

drew from an already established well of historical representations of existing 

identities. From here, we can see how the concrete practices diverged from the 

theoretical tradition of trying to make sense of the figure of the refugee by his present

situation alone. Ethnoreligious identities with long historical contexts in Turkish 

public discourse—Kurds, Arabs, Türkmens, Sunnis, Shias, and others—were 

deployed for a variety of ends by all media outlets. These identities, together with 

some other features, informed the historical and spatial particularity of our subjects, 

both refugee and media. Political affiliations, while distinct from ethnoreligious 

identities, were often conflated with one or more identities for advancing seemingly 

impartial, but very often sectarian positions. The Kurdish identity—often substituted 

with and for various political affiliations, such as the KCK, PYD, etc.—was 

especially important for already being hyper-securitized through decades of Turkish 

state discourse. Both pro-government and nationalist newspapers were careful in 
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using it in order to securitize certain processes of refugee admission, or avoid using it

in order to not securitize others. Most of the decisions involved in these articulations

—which amounted to choosing which group of refugees to securitize and when—

were taken in accordance to strategic demands that the military situation in the 

Syrian Civil War created. Of course, since these political movements were 

articulating for competing social groups, the strategic demands widely differed 

between them, most starkly seen in the nationalist hostility and leftist approval 

towards YPG activities in Northern Syria. Representations of refugees from Syria, 

especially for the case of those arriving on the outbreak of the siege of Kobani, were 

determined to a very large degree by these strategic concerns, and reflected the 

preferences of military priorities for the political movements paralleling the 

newspapers. In these cases, there could be no sole engagement with the 

representation of a subject as it is, since the representation would always be tied to a 

political aspect of the subject. Since these representations are inextricably tied to 

political interests, any argument for or against a particular representation, or the 

discursive securitization of a particular identity, must necessarily leave the bare 

discursive sphere and become a political argument in order to be resolved.

In the literature of refugee representation in Turkey, directly political 

implications of the most fundamental forms of representations, as well as the 

spatially and historically bounded nature of the identities utilized in constructing 

those representations were often ignored in favor of a strictly abstracted discursive 

analysis approach. While this thesis was heavily influenced by Koca's important 

work on deconstructing the open door policy of the Turkish government, and the 

process of securitization of refugees and its effects on labor (2015, 2016); many 
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other research projects operated by separating discursive material from its legal-

political context. For example, Pandır, Efe and Paksoy (2015), and Erdoğan, 

Kavukçuev and Çetinkaya (2017) both analyzed the print media during the years of 

2014 and 2015 in their research, yet they did not once referred to the obvious 

particularity of the refugees from Kobani, or how their representation differed from, 

and modified that of the larger refugee community. In handling the discursive 

material in the abstract, and not making a concentrated effort to link it to the concrete

political reality, most of the work done in content analysis limits itself to being able 

to say only what is directly related to the discourse. This can be a conscious choice 

since limiting our engagement to a single facet of a subject can help us reach a 

deeper understanding of it; yet in the case of Turkish press, which is so tightly 

intertwined with what is directly political, doing so distorts our understanding of 

what is being said and why that was being said in the first place. In direct opposition 

to the aims of such specialized analysis, a narrow engagement with the discursive 

can distort our understanding of the very content of that discourse.

Here, the practical realities of the media and the rational scrutiny of theory 

converge. In establishing the theoretical framework of this thesis, I have discussed 

the significance of refugees in contemporary political philosophy. The challenge of 

conceptualizing being a refugee as a determinant category that is self-sufficient for 

explaining certain social facts is a difficult proposition precisely for the reasons that 

have been discussed throughout this thesis. Moreover, the de-politicizing logic of this

abstraction mirrors the discursive techniques used by both pro-government and 

nationalist newspapers in stripping the refugee from their political context. In this 

way, the very question that was the driving force behind this thesis, which was 
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composed in an attempt to understand how refugees were represented in host 

societies, demonstrate its limitations. Can we understand refugees, in this case, as a 

coherent category? Of course, a degree of distortion of the concrete is necessitated by

the very attempt of abstraction in the first place, but the second question can only be 

satisfactorily answered in the affirmative by showing that this particular abstraction, 

which is that of all refugees as a common object of the print media, helps us 

understand more about the case than what it distorts. I would argue that, within the 

strict confines of this thesis, the category of the refugee unearths some common 

aspects of representation for the actual people displaced by the Syrian Civil War in 

Turkey. This conclusion, however, is by no means foregone, and must be drawn in a 

case-by-case basis.

Malkki argued, in her research on the displacement and loss among Hutu 

refugees in Tanzania, that any special insight of a people must be derived from the 

lived experiences of those specific people, and the meanings that the people attach to 

their experiences, rather than try to derive it from abstract commonality of human 

tragedy and loss (1995, p. 16). This thesis attempted to apply this method to the other

side: In order to come to an awareness about how the displacement of the Syrians 

was understood by the Turkish media, it tried to look at the meanings that the media 

attached to the experiences of a specific people at a specific time. Thus, considering 

also that the Turkish media presents a limit case in the integration of the political and

the discursive, it is unclear how much that we can apply the insights derived from 

this analysis to other contexts. The autonomy of the editorial direction of the media 

from ideological pressures has been a contentious issue for a long time, and further 

research in different contexts would always be illuminating. However, I think that 
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the major pitfalls that I have underlined in assessing the literature on refugee 

representation in Turkey would hold for the majority of the cases approached in this 

vein. An analysis of a content of media, much like an analysis of the media in 

general, should rely on the economic and political context in which the media 

apparatus operates; not solely for better understanding the economic and political 

context, but for understanding the content under analysis in the first place.
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APPENDIX

METHODS OF REPRESENTATION USED IN ALL NEWS

BY TOTAL NUMBERS AND RATE OF OCCURRENCE

Sabah Star Hürriyet Yeniçağ BirGün

Total news 72 68 66 62 52

Active agents 9 (0.13) 2 (0.03) 8 (0.12) 6 (0.1) 8 (0.15)

Victims 34 (0.47) 44 (0.65) 36 (0.55) 18 (0.29) 32 (0.62)

Criticism, 
AKP

0 0 8 (0.12) 20 (0.32) 28 (0.54)

Criticism, 
Turkish 
opposition

4 (0.06) 12 (0.18) 2 (0.03) 0 1 (0.02)

Criticism, 
Assad

14 (0.19) 18 (0.26) 6 (0.1) 4 (0.06) 3 (0.06)

Criticism, 
Europe

10 (0.14) 12 (0.18) 10 (0.15) 10 (0.16) 2 (0.04)

AKP support 18 (0.25) 24 (0.36) 6 (0.1) 0 0

Turkish 
support

35 (0.49) 36 (0.54) 20 (0.3) 10 (0.16) 4 (0.08)

Benefits 9 (0.13) 6 (0.09) 4 (0.06) 0 1 (0.02)

Rights-bearing 1 (0.02) 2 (0.03) 2 (0.03) 0 14 (0.27)

Strife 4 (0.06) 14 (0.21) 2 (0.03) 28 (0.45) 8 (0.16)

Threat 10 (0.14) 6 (0.09) 12 (0.18) 32 (0.52) 1 (0.02)
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