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Like many places in the world, in Turkey we witness the use of biased, prejudiced 
and discriminatory language in the media. Universal and national principles of 
journalism generally do not include references to hate speech and discriminatory 
discourse, but even when they do, media outlets sometimes violate them. 

The provocative, racist and discriminatory language commonly used by the 
media –particularly in headlines and news titles– becomes an instrument that 
incites hatred and discrimination, cements stereotypes and allows prejudic-
es against vulnerable groups to take root in society. Targeted individuals and 
groups become restless and silent, and are railroaded into giving up their essen-
tial democratic right to be involved in social and political life. 

Discourse has the power to produce effects well beyond being a neutral instru-
ment for expressing thoughts or describing events, and the language used in the 
media can directly affect social life, escalating social tensions and increasing po-
larization. Discourse, which can be analyzed only in reference to the historical 
and social context in which it is generated, affects the way people make sense of 
a fact or situation and how they position themselves1 

Types of discrimination such as prejudice, racism, xenophobia, sexism, and ho-
mophobia lie behind the use of hate speech and discriminatory discourse. Fac-
tors such as cultural identity and group characteristics influence the frequency 
of use of hate speech, and certain circumstances such as rising nationalism or 
intolerance against difference further increase the impact of hate speech.

Insofar as the media, often referred to as the fourth estate in addition to legisla-
tion, execution and jurisdiction, has the power to embrace diversity and difference, 
it can also be extremely influential in normalizing and fomenting conflict. When the 
media behaves irresponsibly and carelessly, it can very easily trigger and deepen 
racism and hatred, and worst of all, legitimize and justify such attitudes.

1 Teun A. Van Dijk, “Discourse and Power” in Hate Crimes and Hate Speech, ed. Ayşe Çavdar and 
Aylin B. Yıldırım (İstanbul: Hrant Dink Foundation Publications, 2010), p. 16.

FOREWORD
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For many years, willingly or unwillingly, the media in Turkey has been one of the 
primary sources of hate speech and discriminatory discourse, considerably es-
calating the polarization within society. One of the main objectives of the Hrant 
Dink Foundation, which was founded in order to carry out the dreams and strug-
gles of Hrant Dink, who had been portrayed as an enemy in the eyes of the society 
by the media , is to contribute to ending polarization and enmity in society. In 
this regard, a media monitoring work for identifying and exposing hate speech 
against ethnic, national and religious identities in the print media of Turkey has 
been carried out since 2009 as part of the “Media Watch on Hate Speech” proj-
ect. In addition to research focusing on hate speech, discourses that are implic-
itly constructed and which convey discriminatory and marginalizing messages 
more covertly than hate speech are also included in the work as discriminatory 
discourse reports. Issued for assessing 2018 more broadly and providing a source 
text, “Hate Speech and Discriminatory Discourse in Media 2018 Report” includes 
qualitative and quantitative analyses of hate speech data for 2018, and also dis-
criminatory discourse analysis of two topics (representation of children in print 
media and “The Saturday Mothers” [Cumartesi Anneleri/İnsanları]) that stood 
out this year.

We hope this report reveals the extent of polarizing discourse in society as well as 
the need for new language that respects human rights. 
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ABOUT MEDIA WATCH ON HATE SPEECH PROJECT

AIM AND SCOPE OF THE STUDY 

The general objective of “Media Watch on Hate Speech” project is to contribute to 
efforts to combat racism and discrimination in Turkey. Considering the importance 
of civilian oversight of the media, it aims to strengthen respect for human rights 
and tolerance of differences in the media, to draw attention to discriminatory lan-
guage and hate speech against groups targeted for certain characteristics of their 
identity, and to raise awareness. 

The long-term aim of this project is to combat hate speech and discriminatory dis-
course, to enhance the media monitoring skills of non-governmental organizations, 
and to contribute to the development of mechanisms that make the language and 
methods used by media more egalitarian and respectful to social and cultural diver-
sity, by working together with departments of communication and media studies. 

As part of the “Media Watch on Hate Speech” project carried out by Hrant Dink 
Foundation, through monitoring national and local press in Turkey, texts that in-
clude discriminatory, marginalizing and targeting discourse are identified. Every 
four months, media monitoring reports, including qualitative and quantitative 
analyses based on these data, are issued. These reports are sent to NGOs, media 
outlets, and occupational unions of journalists and academics, and are also re-
leased on our website.2

In addition, as part of the project, meetings, seminars and trainings with NGO rep-
resentatives, legal experts, academics, occupational organizations and journalists 
are organized in order to raise awareness about hate speech. Upon invitation from 
NGOs and related institutions, workshops and trainings are organized in order to 
exchange knowledge and experience. Moreover, international panel discussions are 
held, meetings on hate speech are organized at universities, and the findings of the 
project are discussed in order to inform people about the concept of hate speech, to 
provide opportunities for discussing the possible methods for combating discrimina-
tory and racist discourse, and to encourage the media to use a more conscious lan-
guage which respects human rights. 

2  https://hrantdink.org/en/asulis-en/activities/projects/media-watch-on-hate-speech 
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In 2012, with the purpose of adding to the curriculum conceptual discussions on hate 
speech and ways of combating it, a draft syllabus titled “Discrimination, Hate Speech 
and Media” was prepared through close cooperation with academics and representa-
tives of NGOs, and then shared with academics. Currently, the content of the syllabus is 
being developed in accordance with feedback from academics, and the work continues 
towards implementing the syllabus in universities.

In parallel with the curriculum work, a book study was conducted in December 2013 
both for a supplementary source for the syllabus and for the general reader. Titled Me-
dia and Hate Speech: Concepts, Outlets, Discussions, it is edited by Mahmut Çınar and 
prefaced by Fuat Keyman.

Since the 2015 fall semester, as part of a collaboration with Istanbul Bilgi University 
Communication Department, students taking the courses titled “Independent Inter-
disciplinary Work” (IWW) under the supervision of Assistant Prof. Itır Erhart and As-
sociate Prof. Nazan Haydari Pekkan have been attending a workshop that focuses on 
media monitoring methods and hate speech, and contributing to the media scanning 
work led by the Hrant Dink Foundation throughout the semester.3

Continuing in 2018 as well, news discussion workshops facilitated discussions on discrimi-
nation, hate speech and rights-based journalism through the analysis of selected columns 
and articles. Moreover, in order to reach a wider audience, the findings from the media 
watch reports have been turned into infographics and published as booklets. Infographics 
and videos are also shared via social media.

The knowledge and experience on hate speech and discriminatory discourse gained thanks 
to work carried out since 2009 have paved the way for the founding of ASULIS Discourse, 
Dialog and Democracy Laboratory at the Hrant Dink Foundation as the first research cen-
ter focusing on discourse in Turkey. Since the foundation of ASULIS in 2016, the project 
continues as a part of a broader study on discourse under the umbrella of the laboratory.

3 In this regard, we would like to thank the students of Bilgi University who contributed to media 
monitoring in 2018 and our volunteers for their contribution to the project and the process of issuing 
this report.
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METHODOLOGY

As part of the media monitoring work focusing on hate speech against national, 
ethnic and religious identities, all national newspapers and approximately 500 
local newspapers are monitored based on predetermined keywords (e.g. “Jew”, 
“Muslim”, “traitor”, “bigot”, “giaour”, “refugee”) via a system provided by a 
media monitoring center. Weekday editions of these publications are scanned 
for news articles and columns containing these keywords and items containing 
hate speech are thus found. 

While the main focus is hate speech on the basis of national, ethnic and religious 
identity, striking examples of discourses targeting women and LGBTIs are also 
included in the reports. The critical discourse analysis method commonly used in 
media studies is employed in the analysis process. In order to determine specific 
indicators for the content and discourse of the media items, quantitative scaling 
is first used and then it is revealed in which newspapers, how and by which sourc-
es hate speech is generated most frequently, and who it targets.

In identifying hate speech in the news articles and columns, the Recommenda-
tion adopted by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe in 1997 is 
taken as a basis. “Hate speech”, as defined by the Council of Europe, “covers all 
forms of expression which spread, incite, promote or justify racial hatred, xeno-
phobia, anti-Semitism or other forms of hatred based on intolerance, including 
intolerance expressed by aggressive nationalism and ethnocentrism, discrimina-
tion and hostility against minorities, migrants and people of immigrant origin.”

In accordance with the purpose and scope explained above, news articles identified 
as featuring hate speech are categorized based on qualitative characteristics of the 
adopted discourse. The categories of hate speech determined by international stud-
ies previously conducted in the field of discourse and in consideration of the coun-
try-specific lingual and cultural differences are as follows:

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

2 swearing/insult/defamation: Any discourse that contains swearing, insult or 
defamation about a community (e.g. “treacherous”, “traitor”, “immoral”).
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3 enmity/war discourse: Any discourse that includes hostile, war-mongering 
expressions about a community (e.g. “Greek atrocity”).

4 symbolization: Any discourse that uses various aspects of one’s inherent 
identity as a basis of hate, humiliation or symbolization (e.g. “Will a Jew rep-
resent us in Eurovision?”)
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MEDIA WATCH FINDINGS

As part of “Media Watch on Hate Speech” project, 4,389 columns and news arti-
cles targeting national, ethnic and religious groups were found in 2018. 205 pub-
lications generated hate speech against more than one group in different catego-
ries, and these articles were analyzed in accordance with the number of featured 
groups/categories (each evaluated separately). Thus, the total number of items 
reached 5,044. Within all this analyzed content, 6,517 hate speech items against 
98 groups were found.

In the January-April 2018 period, issues such as the “Olive Branch Operation” 
(January 20 – March 24), the Dutch Parliament’s vote to recognize the Armenian 
Genocide (February 22), the anniversary of the Khojaly Massacre (February 23), 
tensions between Turkey and Greece over Kardak (February 13), Armenian Geno-
cide Remembrance Day (April 24), the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the pres-
idential and general elections on June 24 contributed to the generation of hate 
speech.

In the May-August 2018 period, issues such as the notice released in France de-
manding removal of some verses from the Quran (May 6), the opening of the US 
Embassy that was moved to Jerusalem from Tel Aviv (May 14), the presidential 
and general elections of June 24, the tensions between Turkey and Greece that 
erupted after the release of coup suspects who stood trial in Greece, the anniver-
sary of the Srebrenica Massacre (July 11), the anniversary of the July 15 coup at-
tempt, the passing of the Jewish Nation State Law in the Israeli parliament (July 
19), August 30 Victory Day and the diplomatic crisis between Turkey and the US 
over the trial of clergyman Brunson contributed to the generation of hate speech. 

In the September-December 2018 period, issues such as the Israeli-Palestin-
ian conflict, gas and oil exploration in the Mediterranean Sea by Southern Cy-
prus and Greece, the murder of journalist Cemal Kaşıkçı, human rights violations 
against refugees in Greece, local elections of March 31, and New Year and Christ-
mas celebrations contributed to the generation of hate speech. 



18

Items on the agenda around which hate speech is centered 
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DISTRIBUTION OF CONTENT PER TARGETED GROUPS

Jews 

Armenians

Syrians

Greeks
Cypriot Greeks and/or 

Greeks in Turkey 
Christians

non-Muslims

the British

Westerners

the French

Arabs

Russians

Americans

Germans

Serbians

Buddhists

atheists

Europeans

Iraqis

Kurds

Afghans

Iranians

refugees

Israelis

Italians

Saudis

1133

973

918

672

439

370

262

235

215

140

112

105

101

90

73

73

70

47

47

39

29

23

22

20

20

20

graph 1: Hate speech per targeted groups 

Considering the distribution of hate speech produced more than 19 times per tar-
geted groups in the analyzed items, we have the following table:
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In 2018, 

Jews are
.    identified with violence and portrayed as enemies, especially in articles covering 

the escalated Israeli-Palestinian conflict and tensions in Al-Aqsa Mosque,
.   associated with violence as a community in articles reporting police interven-

tion to Palestinians’ commemoration ceremony on May 15 Nakba (catastro-
phe) day and protests against the US Embassy in Jerusalem on May 16,

.   targeted after the passing of Jewish Nation State Law in Israeli Parliament on 
July 19,

.   targeted by using Jewish identity in a generalized manner instead of referring 
to persons/institutions using terms such as “Israeli state”, “Israel” or “Israeli 
Defense Forces”,

. portrayed as the hidden power in conspiracy theories and presented as a 
threat against Turkey’s national security,

. associated with many persons and institutions mentioned with unfavorable 
references in the media,

.   subjected to the use of Jewish identity as an expression of insult;

Armenians are
.    associated with violence in articles covering the Khojaly Massacre and April 24 

Armenian Genocide Remembrance Day, and portrayed as enemies,
.    mentioned in association with PKK and ASALA and identified with “terrorism”,
.   targeted in news articles and commentaries concerning the dispute between 

Azerbaijan and Armenia,
.    associated with violence as a community in “National Struggle” narratives,

.    labeled as the force behind “enemy” groups and persons.

Syrian refugees are
.    systematically mentioned with criminal actions like murder, theft and harass-

ment, and thus labeled as potential criminals,
.    identified with security concerns and “terrorism”,
.    targeted because of their presence in Turkey in articles and columns on “Olive 

Branch Operation”, 
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.   presented as responsible for unfavorable economic conditions and unemployment,

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

Greeks are
.    targeted in discussions about the trial of soldiers who took refuge in Greece 

after the July 15 coup attempt,
.   labeled as a “threat against Turkey” because of the tensions in Kardak,
. portrayed as enemies in reference to past incidents,

. labeled as “a source of threat for Cypriot Turks” along with Cypriot Greeks in 
articles and columns about Cyprus,

. held responsible as a community for human rights violations against refugees  
in Greece,

. portrayed as enemies due to oil and gas exploration in the Mediterranean Sea.

Cypriot Greeks and/or Greeks in Turkey are
. portrayed as enemies due to oil and gas exploration in the Mediterranean Sea,
. associated with violence and massacre on the basis of clashes that took place in 

Cyprus in the past.

Christians are
. labeled as a threat by way of identifying the US, European countries and the 

EU with the Christian identity, with which Turkey has had diplomatic crises, 
. presented as a threat to Turkey’s national security,

. targeted in articles and columns upon the opening of the US Embassy that was 
moved to Jerusalem from Tel Aviv in May,

. portrayed as enemies in regard to the diplomatic crisis between Turkey and the 
US over the trial of clergyman Brunson, 

. targeted due to New Year and Christmas celebrations.

Non-Muslims are
. portrayed as enemies with the use of the word “giaour” which is used as an 

expression of hatred and insult against non-Muslim identities in Turkey,
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. mentioned as “giaour” in regard to the EU, European states, the US and politi-
cal developments.

The British are 
. associated with violence as a whole in narratives of World War I and the “Na-

tional Struggle”,
. presented as an active force in “conspiracy theories”, defined as an enemy of 

“Muslim identity”.

Westerners are
. targeted by holding all Western societies responsible for diplomatic crises be-

tween Turkey, the EU, European states and the US,
. labeled as “immoral”, “perverted” and “corrupted” as a community,
. positioned as a threat to Muslims.

The French are
. positioned as a threat to Muslims after the notice that was released in France 

demanding removal of some verses from the Quran,
. associated with violence and massacre as a community in World War I and 

“National Struggle” narratives.



24

The groups subjected to hate speech in less than 20 items are as follows:

19 items Bulgarians, deists 

18 items Evangelists 

15 items the Chinese 

14 items Croatians 

11 items Hindus 

10 items the Dutch 

7 items Africans, Alevis, Albanians, the Spanish,  
Pakistanis, Zoroastrians 

5 items Georgians, Indians, the Irish, Kazakhs, the Roma

4 items Palestinians, Canadians, Montenegrins, Uzbeks 

3 items Bangladeshis, Chechens, the Japanese, Macedonians, 
Nestorians, the Sudanese, Syriacs, Shiites 

2 items Abkhazians, Belgians, Bosniacs, Cherkes people, the 
Danish, Yazidis, Catholics, Kyrghyzstanis, Lezgins, Pomaks, 
the Portuguese, Protestants, Somalians, Ukranians 

1 items Asians, Austrians, the Myanmarese, Jafaris,  
Djiboutians, Eastern Turkistanis, the Druses,  
Ethiopians, the Gagauz, Guineans, South Koreans,  
Cypriot Turks, Coptic people, Koreans, the Laz, Libyans, 
Hungarians, Moldavians, the Myanmarese, Nigerians,  
Nusayris, Orthodox Christians, Romanians, Slavs, 
Slovenians, the Taiwanese, Turkistanis, Turkomen
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DISTRIBUTION OF CONTENT PER TYPE, NEWSPAPER  
AND CATEGORY

graph 2: Hate speech per type

graph 3: Hate speech in national and local press
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%11

Excluding the repeated items, items analyzed in 2018 consist of 2,577 columns 
and 2,054 news articles. Media archive pages, files, articles published in the 
readers’ pages, book reviews/evaluations and similar items were analyzed under 
the title of “other”; hate speech was found in 217 items under this category.
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graph 4: Hate speech in national press
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graph 5: Hate speech in local press4

4 Local newspapers generated hate speech in 15 or fewer items are not included in the graph.  
For the full list: bit.ly/2018hatespeech
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graph 6: Distribution of newspapers containing the largest number of hate speech according to 
the groups they targeted most
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graph 7: Hate speech per categories

Instances of hate speech in newspapers are analyzed in accordance with  
four categories:

.   exaggeration/attribution/distortion

.   swearing/insult/defamation

.   enmity/war discourse

.   symbolization

These categories are determined in order to help understand and distinguish  
between different types of hate speech. In the case of identifying more than 
one category in the same item, the dominant category is regarded for the sake  
of classification. 
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headline: Yahudi Sapıklığı 1 (Jewish Perversion 1)
newspaper: Samsun Denge
date: 08.01.2018
type: column
author: Dursen Özalemder
target group(s): Jewish people 
category: enmity/war discourse

In this column, Jewish identity is associated with “treason” and Jews are portrayed as ene-
mies, as we see in the following remarks: “The history of humanity is full of Jewish treason” 
and “It is known that Jews are behind the plots concerning Southeastern Anatolia, which 
is a target of Jewish occupation, and PKK actions.” Through insulting Jews by writing “Jews 
who put many perversions that are beyond the scope of this column into their scripture as 
verses have lived as THE ENEMY OF HUMANITY throughout history and been subjected 
to EXILES because of these perversions”, the columnist escalates enmity by provoking the 
readers against Jews.
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headline: Cenk Tosun’a gavur eziyeti (Giaour torment to Cenk Tosun)
newspaper: Bursa’da Meydan
date: 05.02.2018
type: news article 
author: Bursa’da Meydan 
target group(s): non-Muslims 
category: symbolization

The headline of this article frames statements made about Cenk Tosun by his coach in a dis-
torted way and foments enmity against non-Muslim identities by using the word “giaour,” 
which is an expression of hatred and defamation against non-Muslim people in Turkey. 

How could it have been written? 

suggested headline: Allardyce: Foreign players face difficulties in the 
Premier League

The word “giaour” should not have been used in the headline, and the contrast 
of Muslim and non-Muslim should have been avoided. According to the dictio-
nary of the Turkish Linguistic Society, the word “giaour” has four meanings: 1. 
Non-believer, 2. Non-Muslim, 3. Cruel, ruthless, 4. Stubborn. Considering the 
meaning of the word in social memory, it has many meanings and is used in a way 
that encompasses all of them. Thus, using the word “giaour” labels non-Muslims 
as cruel and ruthless.
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headline: Vermeyene ve yapmayana yazıklar olsun! (Shame on anyone who does not give 
and do!)
newspaper: Yeni Söz
date: 06.02.2018 
type: köşe yazısı 
author: Can Kemal Özer 
target group(s): Americans, Germans, Armenians
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion
target group(s): Russians, the British, Greeks, the French, and non-Muslim people
category: enmity/war discourse

In this article, Americans, Russians, Germans and Armenians are presented as threats and 
portrayed as enemies, as one can observe in the following sentence: “The American, the 
Muscovite, the Zionist, the grandchildren of Hitler, the Pharisee nationalists, the Ba’athist 
monsters, the Armenian masquerading as Kurdish; all of them will attack us, disturb the 
peace of our country and we will just watch, is that so?”

He also writes: “Those who lecture on how they saved the country want us to surrender the 
country to the giaour in the same way that they offered Mosul, Kirkuk and Cyprus to the 
British; Batumi and Nakhichevan to Russians; the islands and Western Thrace to Greeks; 
Aleppo to the French. Would a Muslim or a Turk want this? These are the converts who 
became Turks a century ago… These are the Bagratids pretending to be Kurds in order to 
deceive the Kurds.” With these statements, he holds all the British, Greeks, and French re-
sponsible for the historical events that he references and reinforces the perception of these 
people as enemies.
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headline: Şerefsizler (The Dishonored) 
newspaper: Akdeniz’de Yeni Yüzyıl 
date: 20.02.2018 
type: column
author: Ahmet Ayçiçek 
target group(s): Syrians
category: swearing/insult/defamation

In this article, the national identity of the perpetrators of singular events are highlighted 
and all Syrian refugees are held responsible, as one can observe in the following sentences: 
“For God’s sake, expel these Syrians from our country. It offends me that my soldiers die for 
saving their country while the dishonored among them terrorize my country, leer at or even 
harass and rape our women and daughters, attack the young people walking on the street, 
have better living conditions than I have in my home country”, “I do not want these men in 
my country. I cannot bear the fact that they live in better and more comfortable conditions 
than I do”, and “Yesterday, one dishonored man attempted to rape a 19-year-old university 
student in broad daylight. Really, what can you expect from a man who could not defend 
his country, left it to the terrorists and then escaped?” Expressing his annoyance about the 
presence of refugees in Turkey with insults and hateful language, the author reinforces neg-
ative opinions about Syrians and incites the perception of Syrian refugees as enemies.
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headline: Rumlar yine kaşınıyor (Cypriot Greeks look for trouble again)
newspaper: Ortadoğu 
date: 22.02.2018
type: news article
author: Ortadoğu 
target group(s): Greeks
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

With the headline “CYPRIOT GREEKS LOOK FOR TROUBLE AGAIN” and summary “Cypriot 
Greeks’ attempt at fait accompli in the East Mediterranean was defeated by Turkey’s inter-
vention”, issues between states are attributed to a national identity and existing prejudices 
are reinforced.

How could it have been written? 

suggested headline: Tensions over exploration in East Mediterranean

Ethnic identities should not have been mentioned in the title and text, general-
izations based on the reported event should have been avoided and the discourse 
should not have been provocative. 
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headline: Hocalı’yı unutursak haram olsun (Damn us if we forget Khojaly)
newspaper: Kayseri Star Haber 
date: 06.03.2018 
type: column
author: Ahmet Sıvacı 
target group(s): Armenians
category: enmity/war discourse 

In this article, Armenians are demonized and associated with massacre, and Armenian 
identity is defamed through insults, as we see in the following sentences: “Armenia is get-
ting ready to cry like painted whores and tear itself up on the occasion of the so-called cen-
tennial of the genocide on April 24” and “Do you remember who was the one that scratch 
people’s eyes out, skinned them alive and cut their limbs off? Armenians. An unbelievable 
massacre of Muslims that even Pharaohs wouldn’t do.” The author reinforces prejudices 
against Armenians and labels them as the “enemy.” 
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headline: Budist seri katiller can almaya doymuyor (Buddhist serial killers on a killing spree) 
newspaper: Milat 
date: 14.03.2018 
type: news article
author: Milat 
target group(s): Buddhists
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

With this headline, the article holds all Buddhists responsible for reported attacks and vio-
lence, portraying them as enemies.

How could it have been written? 

suggested headline: At least 9,400 Rohingya Muslims killed in Myanmar

A general identity should not have been used, the details of the incident should 
have been given, more information should have been provided, and hate speech 
should have been avoided.
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headline: Haçlı terörist öldürüldü (Terrorist wearing the cross was murdered) 
newspaper: Güneş 
date: 28.03.2018
type: news article
author: Güneş
target group(s): Christians 
category: symbolization 

The article, which reinforces enmity against Christians by the way of emphasizing the cross 
found on the body of the person murdered, associates the Christian identity with terror and 
incites the reader against Christians. 



47

headline: Alarm (Alarm)
newspaper: Sözcü
date: 06.11.2018
type: column
author: Yılmaz Özdil
target group(s): Syrians
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

In this column, Syrians are associated with crime and violence as one can observe in the follow-
ing remarks: “In Gaziantep, one out of every five people is Syrian. In Şanlıurfa, one out of every 
four is Syrian. And in Kilis, we are now the minority”; “The number of criminal actions in which 
the so-called suffering Syrians are involved is increasing. They threaten social peace. There are 
fights with casualties. Syrians are involved in drug dealing and women trafficking; the econo-
my of crime has become unstoppable. Southeastern cities are on the verge of imploding”; and 
“Taking Syrian women as second or third wives is common now. Social and moral deformation 
and degeneration are intensifying.” The columnist targets Syrians by representing their pres-
ence in Turkey as a “threat” to society and reinforces discrimination against Syrians. 
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headline: Sapkınlar kudurdu ‘Kur’anı değiştirin’ (Heretics gone wild ‘change the Quran’)
newspaper: Yeni Akit
date: 07.05.2018
type: news article
author: Tahsin Tan
target group(s): Jewish and French people 
category: enmity/war discourse

This article reports a petition by attributing it to all Jewish and French people as one can 
observe in the following statements: “The heresy of Islamophobic Jews and French people 
has no limits,” “Grandchildren of heretic Jews, who changed the Torah and interpreted it 
in their own way, took action to change the Quran” and “Jews attempting an impudent 
attack against Islam and their Islamophobic supporters dared to make a call for removing 
or changing the verses in the Quran about Jews.” Thus, the article labels the Jewish and 
French identities as hostile against Islam and Muslims. 
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headline: Gazze’de Yahudi terörü (Jewish atrocity in Gaza)
newspaper: Yeni Konya
date: 15.05.2018
type: news article
author: AA
target group(s): Jews
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

The article reports the incidents that took place during protests along the Gaza border 
against the United States Embassy’s move to Jerusalem. Attributing the killing of 43 Pales-
tinians by Israeli soldiers to all Jews, the article reinforces negative opinions about Jews and 
cements the perception of Jews as the enemy.

How could it have been written? 

suggested headline: 43 Palestinians killed in Israeli soldiers’ armed attack

The discourse targeting an entire identity should have been avoided by removing 
the identity information from the headline. Furthermore, the word “martyr” used 
to refer to the deceased Palestinians may be considered wrong since it sanctifies 
death and leads to regeneration of a militarist discourse.
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headline: Yeşilköy Arapköy oldu (Yeşilköy[Greenvillage] became Arapköy[Arabvillage])
newspaper: Sözcü
date: 12.07.2018
type: news article
author: Sözcü
target group(s): Arabs, Syrians
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

The article points to Syrians as an element of disturbance and danger with its headline 
and subtitle (“THEY ARE FLOODING IN”) and the following statement: “Yeşilköy coast in 
Bakırköy district of Istanbul is practically under occupation… Day trippers looking to avoid 
the heat consisting of mostly Syrians invade the coast with trucks starting every Friday.” 
Negative perception of Syrians is cemented based on singular events with the subtitle 
“THEY LEAVE TRASH AND GO” and the statements “The coast is starting to look ugly due 
to lack of toilets” and “CHP alderman Nadir Ataman says, ‘Residents of Istanbul cannot 
benefit from the city’s blessings. Incidents of theft have increased in the district.’” The mar-
ginalizing language of the article leads to the spread of discrimination and hatred against 
Syrians, which are already prevalent in Turkey.



52

headline: Terörist sevici Yunan’a bak sen (Look at the terrorist-loving Greeks)
newspaper: Star
date: 30.07.2018
type: news article
author: Star
target group(s): Greeks
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

This article reports the claim that Greek officials saved the soldiers involved in the July 15, 
2016 coup attempt in Turkey from a fire in Greece on July 23, 2018. Holding all Greeks re-
sponsible for the incident with the title, the article reinforces negative opinions about and 
enmity against Greeks by associating them with terrorism.
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headline: Suriyeli fidyecinin ‘rehine’ tezgâhı (Syrian kidnapper’s ‘hostage’ scam)
newspaper: Milliyet
date: 22.08.2018
type: news article
author: Ferit Zengin
target group(s): Syrians
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

Highlighting the national identity of the suspect though it is not directly related to the inci-
dent, the article reinforces the negative perception of Syrians by associating them with crime.

How could it have been written? 

Suggested headline: Hostage scam

The adjective “Syrian” should not have been used in the headline and in the news 
text, and the reinforcement of common prejudices against Syrians should have 
been avoided. Furthermore, journalistic ethics should have been followed and 
names and photos of suspects should not have been published.
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headline: Suriyeliler Türkleri işinden etti (Syrians took Turks’ jobs)
newspaper: Yeniçağ
date: 19.09.2018
type: news article
author: Fatih Erboz
target group(s): Syrians
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

In this article featured on the front page of the newspaper, an MP’s statements on unem-
ployment and economic problems such as “Factories prefer Syrians because they don’t 
have insurance and they can pay them less. Danger is near since the unemployment rate 
rose” are reported. These statements are reflected in the title in a distorted way without 
quotation marks. Creating a direct contrast between Syrians and Turks, the article holds all 
Syrians responsible for these problems and labels them as an economic threat. 

How could it have been written?  

suggested headline: Syrians are employed with lower wages

The article should have emphasized the fact that Syrians, who are in a precarious 
economic situation, are employed for low wages and a narration putting Syrians at 
the center of larger economic problems should have been avoided.
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headline: Hristiyan ve Yahudi terörüne gözler kör (No one sees Christian and Jewish terrorism)
newspaper: Yeni Söz 
date: 29.10.2018
type: news article
author: Yeni Söz
target group(s): Christians and Jews 
category: enmity/war discourse

The article associates Jews and Christians with massacre and terrorism as one can observe 
in the following sentence: “The entire world is shaken by individual or collective massacres 
of non-Muslim terrorists, especially Jewish and Christian ones. From Europe to America, 
Christian and Jewish terrorist organizations carry out genocides all around the world and 
kill indiscriminately.” Thus, the article causes an escalation of prejudice and enmity against 
Jews and Christians.
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headline: Suriyeli mülteciye İngiliz işkencesi (British torture to Syrian refugee)
newspaper: Akşam
date: 29.11.2018
type: news article
author: Akşam 
target group(s): the British
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

Reporting the attack against a Syrian refugee in an English school, the article’s headline 
cements negative opinion about the British by attributing a singular incident to the perpe-
trator’s British identity and associating it with violence.

How could it have been written?

suggested headline: Racist attack against Syrian child in school

A generalizing description of the perpetrator should not have been used in the ti-
tle and the article should have been written without generating prejudice against 
the British. Furthermore, it should be taken into consideration that revealing 
personal information of the children involved in reports with violent content and 
highlighting them as either the “perpetrator” or the “victim” might have trau-
matic effects on those children. Because of this, national and international publi-
cations on journalism ethics express reservations about using children’s images 
and personal information in reports in which the children are involved in an inci-
dent as perpetrator, victim or witness. 
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headline: Müslümanlara Alman domuzluğu (German swinehood to Muslims)
newspaper: Milat
date: 03.12.2018
type: news article
author: Milat
target group(s): Germans
category: swearing/insult/defamation

This article, which was featured on the front page of the newspaper, reports that pork was  
served without notice to the participants of the “German Islam Conference.” Attributing  
the incident to all Germans in the headline, the article reinforces negative feelings  
about Germans.

How could it have been written?

suggested headline: Serving pork at Islam Conference caused controversy 

Although serving pork without notice at an Islam Conference, and the ensuing 
controversy, is newsworthy, the incident should have been reported objectively 
and the issue should have been explained more accurately and informatively. 
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headline: Türk’e kefen biçmek kimin ne haddine? (Who would dare to threaten Turks?)
newspaper: Gaziantep Oluşum
date: 03.12.2018
type: column 
author: Hakan Yağlı
target group(s): Kurds
category: enmity/war discourse
target group(s): Armenians 
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

In this column, Kurds are associated with various crimes and labeled as a “threat” as one 
can observe in the following statements: “We let 500,000 Kurds in during the Gulf War in 
1991. We shared our food with them. The result is 20,000 PKK terrorists. They don’t pay 
taxes, but they receive social welfare. They don’t pay their bills. They make others pay for 
them. They produce and deal drugs and say ‘just ignore it.’ They cross the borders to smug-
gle and say ‘this is my livelihood, you stay out of it.’ They clash with soldiers and the police, 
but they say ‘I surrender, I have human rights, I want to benefit from them’ when they are 
out of ammo. They say ‘Kurds are dying across the border,’ but they don’t go to fight and ask 
Turks to fight.” The columnist also associates Armenian and Kurdish identities with crime 
with statements such as this one: “They say ‘I am Kurdish and fighting for my freedom’, 
but half of their organization consists of Armenians. They raid villages and kill, kidnap and 
rape patriotic innocent Kurds.” Thus, he reinforces negative opinions about Armenians and 
Kurds and foments enmity against them. 
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headline: Yunanlılar ölüme terk etti (Greeks left them to die)
newspaper: Yeni Şafak
date: 05.12.2018
type: news article 
author: Star
target group(s): Greeks
category: enmity/war discourse

This article, which is featured on the front page of the newspaper, reports on the human 
rights violations committed against refugees by police in Greece. Through attributing the 
incident perpetrated by the police to all Greeks with the chosen headline and adjective 
“barbarous” that is used to characterize Greeks, existing prejudices against Greeks are in-
cited further. With the subtitle “Turkish soldiers are compassionate,” the Turkish-Greek 
contrast is reinforced.

How could it have been written?

suggested headline: Three migrants, sent back by Greece froze to death

The right way to cover the incident is to put human rights violations at the center, 
report mistreatment and violence against refugees and emphasize the struggles 
and dangers which refugees face in their journeys. The media coverage of human 
rights violations and violence can help raise awareness and contribute to the devel-
opment of methods for countering these problems. However, it is essential to use 
discourse and images that do not violate refugees’ human rights and that respect 
their human dignity, instead of highlighting only the tragic aspect of such incidents 
and giving excessive details of violence.
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headline: Deist Yunan’dan din dersine engel (Deist Greeks hinder religion class)
newspaper: Yeni Akit
date: 18.12.2018
type: news article 
author: Yeni Akit
target group(s): deists, atheists
category: symbolization
target group(s): Greeks
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

Reporting that Greece had decreased the hours of Turkish language and religion courses in 
a madrasa in Komotini and attributing it to all Greeks, the article uses descriptions like “de-
ist Greek” and “atheist Prime Minister Tsipras” to evoke negative meanings and provokes 
the reader against Greeks, deists and atheists. 

How could it have been written?

suggested headline: Religion lessons restrained in Greece

Identity-oriented generalizations in the title and summary should have been avoid-
ed, and discourse reinforcing prejudices against the identities in question should not 
have been used.
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headline: Batılın simgesi Noel’e hayır (No to Christmas and superstitious symbols)
newspaper: Milat
date: 24.12.2018
type: column
author: Muhammed Özkılınç 
target group(s): Westerners, Christians, Jews
category: exaggeration/attribution/distortion

In this column, Jews and Christians are accused of aggression, and hatred against these 
identities is reinforced as one can observe in the following remarks: “Do Jews and Chris-
tians celebrate our holidays? Do they respect any sacred values of ours? On the contrary, 
they attack those values as much as they can. Moreover, they should abandon their su-
perstition and convert to Islam, and we should insist on the truth of Islam.” The columnist 
encourages enmity against Westerners by associating “Western” identity with “violence,” 
“exploitation” and “massacre”: “Such celebrations are horrible in a time when Westerners 
have turned the land of Islam into to a death field full of blood, tears, cries, occupation, 
exploitation and plunder. This is treason. It is applauding and celebrating your own death.”
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headline: İmamoğlu değil “Rum dostu” (Not İmamoğlu, but “Greek-lover”)
newspaper: Diriliş Postası
date: 26.12.2018
type: news article
author: Diriliş Postası
target group(s): Greeks in Turkey
category: symbolization

This article presents Greek identity as a threat to Turkey both with the headline and subtitle 
(“Enemy of Turks, friend of Greeks”) and escalates negative opinions about, and enmity 
towards, Greeks.
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OTHER DISADVANTAGED GROUPS

headline: Bugün ‘dünya erkekliği yok etme günü’ (Today is ‘global manhood destruction day’)
newspaper: Yeni Söz 
date: 08.03.2018 
type: other
author: Sema Maraşlı 
target group(s): women

Presenting March 8 International Women’s Day as “global manhood destruction day,” the 
article ignores systemic violence against women and holds an invisible hand responsible, 
claiming that holding all men responsible for violence against women makes men victims. 
The content and subtitles include the following: “Men’s fatherhood rights are up to wom-
en,” “Those who look at a woman sideways are sacked from public service,” “Men are sub-
jected to psychological castration.” In this way, the author discredits the fight against dis-
crimination of women and places women in a hostile position against men.
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headline: Ahlâk ‘sınırı’ aşılıyor (Moral ‘limits’ are breached)
newspaper: Milli Gazete 
date: 27.06.2018
type: news article
author: Onur Şehmus Şahin
target group(s): LGBTI

In this headline story, LGBTI people are repeatedly insulted and labeled as “perverts”. 
LGBTI people are portrayed as a “threat” to society because of their gender identities and 
sexual orientations as one can observe in the subtitle “Society is forced to accept perver-
sion” and the following remarks: “Perverts with LGBTI disease are getting ready to spread 
immorality in Istanbul once again” and “LGBTI organizations, activists, unions, various 
student groups and some political parties will attend shameful events that will be held 
for the 26th time this year. The theme of this year’s shameful events is ‘borders,’ and var-
ious perversions and immoralities will be exhibited through ‘workshops,’ ‘panels,’ ‘talks,’ 
‘screenings’ and ‘parties.’” As a whole, the article encourages normalization and spread of 
discrimination and violence against LGBTI people and discredits the struggle against ho-
mophobia and transphobia.
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headline: Sapık kadınlar (Perverted women)
newspaper: Erzurum Milletin Sesi
date: 20.07.2018
type: column
author: Savaş Uçar
target group(s): women

In this column, the murder of women and children is legitimized and women are held re-
sponsible for these crimes by claiming that women “incite” the murderers, as one can ob-
serve in the following remarks: “Men play the lead role in the incidents of abuse, rape and, 
recently, murders that hurt us even in our hearts. However, one cannot but wonder ‘if’ wom-
en are a factor that leads the perpetrators to this point,” and “Women who wander around 
half-naked and freely satisfy themselves must have a part in murders of children. Women 
have the primary effect that keeps Muslims, whose faith is on thin ice, away from haram. 
Regarding only men as ‘perverted’ amounts to approval of this factor: if you approve it, your 
children may be the victim of an action which is a manifestation of the sudden explosion of 
teased and oppressed feelings.” The columnist also writes, “Dressing nicely and dressing 
provocatively are different of course. I know ‘perverted’ women who enjoy being looked at 
and do this on purpose,” labeling women who are beyond the limits of his own moral values 
based on religion as “extreme” and “immoral.” He labels women who go beyond his own 
moral understanding which he bases on religious references as “excessive” and “immoral”; 
he invites women inside normative boundaries and hence he reproduces the multi-layered 
discrimination women are subjected to in society. Throughout the column, murders of chil-
dren and women are presented as a matter of morality, and women, who are victims them-
selves, and their choice of clothing, are cited as the cause of these murders, and violence 
against women is legitimized.
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headline: Allah’ın laneti üzerinde olsun (May God curse you) 
newspaper: İstiklal
date: 15.10.2018
type: news article
author: İstiklal 
target group(s): LGBTI

In this article, in which homosexuality is repeatedly labelled as “immoral” and “perverted,” 
homosexuality is represented as a threat and homosexuals are portrayed as enemies. One 
can observe this in the article summary: “A video shared on social media shows that homo-
sexuality, which caused the destruction of the immoral people of Lot, has become common 
now. May God curse the ones who support and live this perversion.” The article contributes 
to the normalization and spread of discrimination and violence against homosexuals.
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headline: Travestiler gasp etti (Transvestites robbed)
newspaper: Gazete Damga
date: 23.12.2018
type: news article
author: DHA 
target group(s): LGBTI

Reporting a criminal incident with an emphasis on the suspect’s gender identity, though it 
is not directly related to the incident, the article foments transphobia and discrimination.

How could it have been written?

suggested headline: Robbery suspects caught

It would be enough to report that the suspect has been caught. Since the sus-
pect’s gender identity is not directly related to the incident, this information 
could have been omitted. The word “transvestite,” which is used commonly in 
the media to refer to transgender people, has many negative connotations in the 
social memory and reinforces transphobia.
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INTRODUCTION

While we were systematically monitoring the print media for our project “Me-
dia Watch on Hate Speech”, we realized that the print media of Turkey have 
very little coverage of children or issues related to them. Though the strength 
of representation from our analyzed sample in terms of children is questionable 
since we were scanning media items based on keywords for finding hate speech 
against ethnic, national and religious identities, we still wanted to raise some 
questions concerning the facts pointed out by this observation: Where are chil-
dren in the media, especially print media? How, and how widely are issues con-
cerning children covered in articles and columns? Are these texts addressed to 
children? What could be said about the relationship between children’s rights 
and the media?

For the purpose of issuing this report, we focused on the month of June 2018 to 
obtain a sample concerning how children are covered in the media. During this 
period, news stories on children were rather plentiful: the High School Entrance 
Exam (LGS) was held on June 2, the academic year ended on June 8, the Rama-
dan Feast started on June 15, and the presidential election was held on June 24. 
The children, who were portrayed as “worried, excited and anxious” before and 
after the LGS, were covered as “tired after a long academic year, excited for the 
summer” on June 8. During the Ramadan Feast, they were again the unchanging 
decoration of nostalgic stories about the feasts of old and presented as enthusi-
astic objects in the triangle of candy-new clothes-pocket money. And before the 
presidential election, they were a part of arguments for the importance of voting 
or the legitimacy of party propaganda as “the future of the country”.5

Articles on children featured in June were not limited to these pieces highlight-
ing the emotions attributed to children. As always, children were featured in vi-
olent stories, content concerning the official education system or stories about 
migrants, refugees and asylum seekers due to increasing migration movement 

5 Kemal Özmen ve Erhan Üstündağ, “Çocukları Görünür Kılmak İçin”, in Çocuk Odaklı Habercilik, 
ed. Sevda Alankuş (İstanbul: IPS İletişim Vakfı, 2012), p. 229.
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in recent years. Moreover, unfortunately, June 2018 was remarkable for its wide 
coverage of the issue of missing children in print and visual media. This became 
another issue that occupied Turkey’s agenda during this month: the search 
and rescue efforts for children who had gone missing in June in various cities of 
Turkey, questions and theories about how and why they had gone missing, the 
families’ pain, and other related stories about the missing children. We see that 
the media once again abused the tragedy and highlighted the sensational, as 
we have come to expect. The questions concerning the media’s position when 
the subject or object of the news is children and the representation of children in 
print media did inspire us to carry out this research.  

This report is an analysis of the content and structure of news articles and columns 
about children that appeared in print media during the month of June 2018. Common 
practices of news production and the concerns that dominate this process limit the 
coverage of children in print media and result in silencing of children’s voices within 
this limited space. In fact, this is not a conundrum caused only by media itself. Exist-
ing stereotypes concerning children and childhood are reflections of a social percep-
tion that regards children as “non-adult” or “incomplete individuals” who are only 
supplementary elements of adult issues. “[W]e are faced with a media which limits 
its duties to regenerating the existing notions of childhood in society--due to com-
mercial concerns or to ignorance, but also always due to an inability to question-and 
mostly causes harm instead of contributing to the public interest.”

Looking at the content of news articles and columns, the context in which articles 
featuring children are structured, the ways of producing newspaper material and 
similar discourses in these ways are important for examining the media’s rela-
tionship to children’s rights. Often defined as “the fourth estate”, the media is in 
a position to initiate civilian oversight for informing about and raising awareness 
of children’s rights, protecting these rights and providing social and physical con-
ditions in accordance with these rights. Indeed, the principles of journalism on 
both national and international levels emphasize the media’s role in enhancing 
public knowledge about children’s rights. 

Methodology

Common practices of journalism generally produce texts that are either discrim-
inatory or not focused on children’s rights when children are the subjects or the 
objects, and that regenerate the perception that children are “incomplete adults” 



89

and “incomplete citizens”. In print media, children are featured in the stories 
about criminal incidents or opinions about official education; most of the time, 
they are presented in the frame of “a matter of adult morality” or as “a dramatic 
instruments of adult politics”. In media, especially print media, it is hard to find 
texts which include children in the process of news production. In consideration 
of these main hypotheses, print media was scanned and a discourse analysis car-
ried out that qualitatively examines the data obtained from the scanning in order 
to issue a general assessment on the representation of children in print media. 

As in the systematic hate speech scanning, a media monitoring agency contrib-
uted to this report by scanning print media on the basis of keywords. All texts 
in newspapers that include the word “child”--and variations of it--are listed. 
As part of the research, 2,459 articles and columns that had been published in 
8 newspapers (Birgün, Cumhuriyet, Hürriyet, Karar, Ortadoğu, Sabah, Sözcü, Yeni 
Şafak) throughout the month of June 2018 were reviewed.  The contents were 
analyzed according to two main questions: What are the themes of texts about 
children and how is the produced content presented? 6 

While the texts in the sample are examined according to the topics that they cov-
ered about children they are categorized in terms of their content and the explicit 
quality of their adopted discourse. These categories were analyzed under two 
main titles in the report: “What are the themes of stories on children produced 
in print media?” and “How are the stories on children presented in print media?”

The report starts with an article titled “Children’s Rights and Media”, which is 
an introduction to the notions of “child”, “childhood”, “children’s rights” and 
the relationship between children and the media, written by Ezgi Koman, who 
works in the field of children’s rights. In the chapter covering the analysis of print 
media, in which the findings of the scanning work are presented, there are analy-
ses dealing with structures and discourses of texts that are exemplary of themes 
frequently found in newspaper pieces. The report ends with a concluding chapter 
which summarizes the analysis of the representation of children in print media 
and offers some suggestions for a practice of media that respects and promotes 
children’s rights. 

6 The newspapers are selected on the basis of daily circulation of national newspapers in June 
2018. We were careful to select newspapers belonging to different media groups and with 
different ideological orientations.
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Ezgi Koman

The community, or maybe the class, called “children” is not a homogenous whole. 
Including various categories such as rich, poor, girl, boy, ill, working, the members of 
“this child(ren) group/class” have something in common: being treated differently 
than adults just because of their “status of being a child” regardless of these differ-
ent categories. As Bob Franklin puts it, children “are subjected to political, economic, 
legal, educational and daily restrictions” because of this “status of being a child”; 
compared to adults, they are usually more affected by all the ongoing evils of a world 
designed by adults.7

The notion of “children’s rights” is defined in relation to this “status of being 
a child”, but it also brings along various philosophical, moral and legal ques-
tions such as “Who is a child, whom do we call a child?”, “Are children’s rights 
different from those of adults?”, “Should some rights (like voting) be denied to 
children and why?”, “Are children economically vulnerable because of their need 
for care?”, “Are they seen as the property of their parents, because they cannot 
acquire property due to the weakness in their legal status?” In fact, it took con-
siderable time to come up with this notion and thus attribute a “value” to the 
group/class called “children”.8

It is agreed that the first social policy document concerning the rights of the so-
cial construction that is “children” is the decree released in 1779 in Zurich canton 
of Switzerland.9 The 1924 Geneva Declaration, the Declaration of the Rights of the 
Child, which was adopted by the UN General Assembly on November 20, 1959, 
and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child issued by the UN on November 
20, 1989 are still the most important documents on children’s rights. 

7 Bob Franklin, The Rights of Children (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986).
8 Ezgi Koman, “Çocuklar ve Hakları”, Ayrıntı Dergi 5 (July-August 2014). 
9 Aydın Atılgan ve Eylem Ümit Atılgan, “Çocuk Hakları Paradigması ve Çocuk Ceza Yargılaması-

na Hakim Olan İlkeler Açısından Türkiye’deki Düzenleme ve Uygulamaların Değerlendirilme-
si” (Ankara: İHOP, 2009), p. 6.

CHILDREN’S RIGHTS AND THE MEDIA 
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Children’s rights are indeed human rights, but they are defined as rights particular to 
children and limited to the status of being a child. They are defined distinctly from hu-
man rights conventions for various reasons: children are in a special phase of human 
development; their opinions are rarely considered in a world designed by adults; they 
have no right to vote; they are unable to play a meaningful role in political processes 
that determine a state’s attitude towards human rights; they are faced with signifi-
cant problems in regards to being ensured that the judiciary system will protect their 
rights; they are unable to take legal action on their own when their rights are violat-
ed; and they have limited access to organizations that protect their rights. 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) issued in 1989 is the human 
rights document that covers the rights of children in the most comprehensive way. 
Aiming to provide children with the best living conditions and enable them to realize 
themselves, and also to ensure development which is physically, intellectually, emo-
tionally, socially and morally free, respectable, dignified and healthy, the convention 
is also the human rights document with the largest number of signatory states. 

Given the fact that many states have acknowledged their responsibilities to children 
by signing this convention, why are children still subjected to poverty, discrimination, 
inequality and violence?

The UNCRC holds the signatory states responsible for creating a better world for 
children, but unfortunately it cannot impose sanctions. Thus, states do not deem 
children’s needs and potentials for realizing themselves as a priority, while they 
are consolidating global centers of power. 

A perception of child contrary to the spirit of the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child

The UNCRC defines a child as an individual having rights, and childhood as a way 
of existence. Therefore, in addition to the right to protection, it notices rights of 
expression, thought, organization, and participation that make self-realization 
possible for children as well. However, states in general regard children only as 
being in need of protection. For states, children are beings who are not yet fully 
grown, who are incomplete, in need of protection and who will be valuable only in 
the future. This perception among states reflects society’s perception of children 
which also regenerates it is important to note, because it facilitates a hegemony 
over children. 
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The media is a considerably effective mechanism for constructing social per-
ception, because it produces representations of institutions, events and facts.10  
These representations do not necessarily exclude truth, but they do not convey 
them “neutrally”; in some cases, they ignore truth to the point of presenting a 
whole different reality to society and become the most important guide in it. 

Representation by media not only reflects how the represented subject is per-
ceived and positioned in society, but also reinforces the perception in question 
and creates a brand new perception and position.11 This perception and acquired 
position can change the entire life of certain subjects or groups of subjects. That 
is why the manner of representation of rights holders in the media is important in 
terms of the human rights movement. 

How and how widely children are covered in the media is important for the same 
reason. Representation of children in the media indicates how a given society un-
derstands children and the notion of childhood, and also is guiding in forming 
attitudes toward children. Indeed, some research states that this representation 
not only shapes adults’ perceptions of childhood, but also children’s perceptions 
of it. So, the way in which children are represented in the media may shape how 
children perceive themselves. 

Children in the media

Children constitute 30% of the world’s population. One might expect such a large 
group to be covered by the media proportionally, but unfortunately, this coverage 
constitutes only 5%. This means that children are rarely featured in media world-
wide. It is the same for Turkey. While 28.7% of Turkey’s population is children, 
the coverage is only 4%. So, children are almost invisible in the Turkish media. 

When children are covered in the media, they are often represented in a way that 
resembles the state’s and society’s perception of “problem” child, which is at 
odds with the UNCRC. So, children are featured in media only as objects, “vic-
tims” or “cute extensions of adults”.

Since the state and society perceive children as weak, innocent, fragile and pitiful 
beings, they are featured as not subjects but objects of the news with the purpose 

10 Mehmet Akif Barış, “Medyada Çocuk ve Çocukluk (Medyada Çocukların Temsili)”,  
https://slideplayer.biz.tr/slide/8836660/ 

11 ibid.
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of drawing more attention and causing more emotional reactions. Children’s ac-
tual relation to the covered incident, its effects on them, and their thoughts and 
feelings, become insignificant, and the fact that they are subjects is ignored. 

While children are generally featured in the media only as victims, they are also sub-
jected to discrimination, racism and hate speech through connection to aspects of 
their parents’ or their identities, such as class, ethnicity, religion and gender. While 
children’s sincere opinions are used for making adults laugh, especially in visual 
media, children’s most “heartbreaking” images are easily shown for emotional ex-
ploitation. Furthermore, children are disdained in media items that address mainly 
adults, they are treated as passive individuals, and their voices are interrupted. 

For a study carried out by the English newspaper Children’s Express in 1998, na-
tional newspapers were monitored for a week and stereotypes concerning chil-
dren’s representation in media were determined, showing the following results:12 

1. “Victim children”: 31.5%
2. “Cute children” (random images): 26.7%
3. “Little devils” (demonized children): 10.8%
4. “These children are great” (extraordinary children): 9.7%
5. “Children as accessories” (like parents’ properties): 8.4%
6. “Children of today!” (adults’ nostalgia for the past): 7/.5%
7. “Little angels” (they never misbehave): 5.4%

Though less frequently used since Turkey signed UNCRC in 1990, these stereo-
types are similar to the ways children are still represented in Turkish media.  
Demanding implementation of the UNCRC in countries that are party to the con-
vention, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child identified three main areas 
that should be considered regarding the relationship between children and the 
media: improving the image of the child through media reporting, encouraging 
children to participate actively in the media, and protecting children from harm-
ful influences in the media.13

However, it cannot be said that Turkish media fulfills these three functions for 
children. In fact, the media sometimes acts as an agent who violates all of them. 

12 Child Rights International Network, “Children, Discrimination and the Media”,  
https://www.crin.org/en/docs/Mediafinal.pdf

13 UNICEF, “Child Rights and Journalism Practice – A Rights-Based Perspective” (Dublin: 
UNICEF, 2007), p. 23.
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The media’s representation of children –or its avoidance of representation by 
not giving coverage– shapes society’s perception of children and influences de-
cisions made on their behalf. This is why journalism based on children’s rights is 
not a favor, but a responsibility. 

In fact, children’s rights concern everyone

In 1996, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child held a meeting titled “Media 
and Children”. Thomas Hammarberg, chairperson of the Committee at the time, 
stated in the subsequent report that while the UNCRC is meant for states and does 
not intervene in the media’s independence, media outlets yet have two main duties 
for protecting children’s rights: ensuring children’s right of expression and access to 
media, and playing an educational role in the field of human rights.14 

In November 1999, young people involved in media projects came together in the 
Norwegian capital of Oslo with media professionals and children’s rights experts 
and issued a text titled “Oslo Challenge”.  Intended as a call for action, the text 
provides suggestions for governments, institutions, and persons interacting with 
children, including teachers, parents, researchers, and media professionals on 
what to do about “children’s right and media”; it emphasized that media profes-
sionals should be careful about how children are represented in the media within 
the limits of ethical codes, without dramatizing them, resorting to various cli-
chés, or using discourse that humiliates them.15 

Declared by media owners and professionals, teachers, politicians and children 
who came together on the decennial of the Convention of the Rights of the Child 
to find new ways for making the means of mass communication have a positive 
effect on children, the Oslo Challenge conveyed these messages to media owners 
and the private sector. It suggests:

. Taking into account the rights of children in terms of access, participation, 
media education and protection from harmful content in the development of 
new media products and technologies.

. Making the best interests of the child a primary consideration in the pursuit of 
commercial and financial success.16

14 United Nations Human Rights of Office of the High Commissioner, “The Child and the Media”, 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/crc/documents/recommandations/media.pdf

15 ibid.
16 ibid.
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According to the Oslo Challenge, this is the only way for children to become 
adults in a universal society where all people are protected, respected and free. 
Recent reports and research on children’s representation in the media reveal that 
this call made 20 years ago is still relevant. On the other hand, examples showing 
that a practice of media respecting children’s rights is possible can empower and 
encourage all of us.
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PRINT MEDIA ANALYSIS

Şeyma Özkan

WHAT ARE THE THEMES OF NEWS FEATURING CHILDREN? 

Media representation of children both reflects and affects the social perceptions 
concerning who children are and how they behave. In other words, through this 
representation, a perception of children is created and, at the same time, the exist-
ing perception is regenerated.17 The sample formed for this report shows that cer-
tain patterns dominate the topics which are discussed in the articles and columns 
about children. These patterns are examined under the titles “Children in violent 
stories”, “Children in danger”, “Children in the context of reports on education, 
culture, arts and sports.” 

Children in violent stories

Constituting 28.3% of Turkey’s population,18 children’s representation in media is 
not proportional to this percentage. The limited coverage of children mostly con-
sists in violent news, children are featured in stories in which they are the victim or 
the perpetrator. In these news, tragic aspects of the incidents told are highlighted 
and children are presented as accessories complementing the touching narration of 
the news.

The practice of providing children’s personal information and highlighting them 
either as “the perpetrator” or “the victim” in violent stories sometimes create 
traumatic effects on the children involved. Thus, in national and international 
principles of publication and journalism, some reservations are made about the 

17 Gülgün Erdoğan Tosun, “Çocuklar ve Çocuk Haklarının Medyada Temsili”, in Çocuk Odaklı 
Habercilik, ed. Sevda Alankuş (İstanbul: IPS İletişim Vakfı, 2012) p. 180-181.

18 Turkish Statistical Institute, “İstatistiklerle Çocuk, 2017”, 18 Nisan 2018,  
http://www.tuik.gov.tr/PreHaberBultenleri.do?id=27596
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sharing of children’s images and personal information when children are the 
victims, perpetrators or witnesses of an incident covered by media. According 
to the ethical principles stated by the Journalists’ Association of Turkey, “Full 
names and images of people under the age of 18 should not be shared regardless 
of being the suspect, witness or victim (deceased) in criminal incidents and sex-
ual assaults involving children.”  Using the personal information or the image of 
the child in reports may result in marginalization and creation of stereotypes in 
accordance with their age, gender, and ethnic, religious or national identity in 
relation to the violent incident. On this point, it should be reminded that children 
have a legal right to be protected from images and words which might be found 
in information (news) circulated by media that are stigmatizing, insulting and/or 
in violation of their and their families’ privacy.19

19 Tosun, ibid, p 189.

Ortadoğu, June 16, 2018
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In print media, children are represented as “passive”, “fragile” subjects when they 
are the victim of a violent incident, whereas they are portrayed as “active” subjects 
in an exaggerated manner when they are the perpetrator due to the “extraordi-
nary” nature of the incident. An article published in Ortadoğu under the headline 
“It turned out that the child allegedly crushed by a cabinet was shot in the head” 
covers the death of a child in Adana. With the remark “The terrible truth”, the pre-
sumed sensational aspect of the incident is highlighted. When the article is read, 
it turns out that this aspect is related to the fact that both the victim and the per-
petrator in this violent story are children. In the article, details of children’s names 
and ages are provided in a way that especially their acquaintances can easily un-
derstand who they are. Labeling a child, who has no capacity to act, as “the per-
petrator” as in this article and providing the specifics of the crime scene –including 
the name of the quarter--may be seen as a violation of rights and ethical principles 
that could result in the life-long isolation of the child or children involved. 

Hürriyet, June 18, 2018 
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Hürriyet, June 3, 2018

The same incident is covered by the newspaper Hürriyet headlined “Not crushed 
by the cabinet, but shot by his 10-year-old brother”. By using the child’s age and 
relation to the deceased in the title with large font sizes and different colors, by 
emphasizing the will of the underage perpetrator, the article points to the child 
as the source of violence. Both articles focus on the agency of the child, while 
parents’ neglect is not problematized. For instance, there is no information on 
how the children got access to a gun.

An article published in Hürriyet with the headline “Monster mother stabbed (her 
child) 31 times” covers the murder of a child by its mother. Using the description 
-about the perpetrator- “monster” and providing information on the manner and 
weapon of murder makes the incident sensational. With the image used in the arti-
cle and headings like “Grandfather couldn’t take it”, “Tried to grab the knife”, the 
narration made to sound tragic. In this example, the media’s tendency to report 
the incident as dramatic material is reflected by the representation of the subject in 
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the article through a normative frame. The title including the description “monster 
mother” and the information “stabbed 31 times” leaves the reader alone to judge 
the perpetrator who went outside of the “acceptable mother” frame and commit-
ted a “bitter and merciless” action. The fact that the deceased is a child is highly 
significant in this case: “Mother killing her own child” is outside of the determined 
normative motherhood frame and the newspaper chooses to report this “extraor-
dinary” incident in the most striking way. 

An article published in Karar under the title “Special force caught the pervert neigh-
bor” covers the sexual assault of a child. With the emphasis on “perversion” in the 
title and text, the newspaper puts an probable “anomaly” at the center, rather than 
the perpetrator or the crime. It violates the privacy of the child by specifying the 
assaulted child’s gender, age and initials and giving details about the apartment 
where the incident happened and in which the child lives. In addition, with the 

Karar, June 26, 2018
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statement “the pervert neighbor is jailed despite that he said in his first statement 
that he doesn’t remember anything because he was drunk”, it normalizes the crime 
by attributing an extraordinary quality to being jailed “despite” the excuse. 

The Association for Struggle against Sexual Violence recommends the usage 
of the word “perpetrator” in news reporting sexual abuse instead of words 
like “pedophile, pervert, assaulter, monster”.20 While this word focuses on the 
crime and holds the perpetrator responsible, words like “pedophile” or “per-
vert” turn the incident into a psychiatric issue and explain or even justify the 
crime of sexual abuse with a psychiatric condition. Presenting sexual abuse as 
a psychiatric issue or using extreme descriptions like “pervert” portrays the 
systematic violence as if it is an isolated event and leads to ignorance of the 
larger social aspect of this problem. The Association for Struggle against Sex-
ual Violence also points out that media discourse affects the social perception 
of sexual abuse. The Association holds that the children involved should not be 
mentioned in such a way as to disclose their identity, and their privacy should 
not be violated in reports on sexual abuse of children. Furthermore, it is rec-
ommended that the child’s gender not be specified in the news; and it is also 
emphasized that the focus should not be the gender but the incident itself.21 

An article published in Yeni Şafak with the title “Hiring a killer for 300 dollars” 
reports the claim that children are used for setting up explosives in bombing 
attacks in Syria. With the summary stating “Children caught while preparing 
for an attack confessed that they are paid $300 for setting up the explosives”, 
the newspaper gives the impression that children are voluntarily and willfully 
taking part in these attacks. With descriptions like “hit man”, “bomber” and 
“terrorist” and the statement “they confessed they are paid 300 dollars”, chil-
dren are presented as the sole perpetrators and portrayed as “criminals” with 
the emphasis on their will. By using an image of a child in which only the eyes 
are blurred and the face still recognizable, the newspaper goes against the pre-
sumption of innocence. With the caption “A child bomber is seen in the pic-
ture”, the child is labeled as “the bomber”. 

20 Cinsel Şiddetle Mücadele Derneği, “Kavram Tartışmaları - 1: Fail-Mağdur Algısı ve Hayatta 
Kalan”, 26 Şubat 2016, http://cinselsiddetlemucadele.org/2016/06/26/kavram-tartismalari-1/

21 Dilek Şen, “‘Sorumlu çocuk değil, yetişkindir’”, Cumhuriyet, 26 February 2018,  
http://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/turkiye/934553/_Sorumlu_cocuk_degil__yetiskindir_.html
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Yeni Şafak, June 27, 2018

Media plays an important part in making the stories of missing children visible. 
Providing up-to-date information on the missing children and new findings to 
the public and keeping these updates in circulation may contribute to forming a 
support line during the search and rescue work. However, the traumas that the 
missing child and their family might experience should also be considered in the 
processes of news writing. 

In May and June, stories of missing children, search and rescue work and find-
ings were frequently covered by media. In general, missing children and the 
findings obtained during the searches are presented in print media in a striking 
fashion. While the identity of the missing children and their families are dis-
closed, various information like where and when the child went missing, how 
long they have been lost, and developments in the searching process are re-
ported by featuring them in the headline. This way of presentation observed in 
the analyzed articles highlights singular and peculiar aspects of the incident, 
leading to ignorance of the social aspect of missing children cases. Print media  
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June 2018, news titles from various newspapers22

produces texts that do not contribute to forging a public opinion concerning 
violations of rights involving children, problems about their protection, and po-
tential dangers; these texts report singular events in a sensational way. 

Children in danger

According to the first article of the UNCRC, “a child” means every human be-
ing below the age of eighteen years; all the signatory countries must ensure the 
rights of them without discrimination of any kind based on ethnicity, nation, re-
ligion, gender or age.23 According to Save the Children’s 2018 report titled “End 
of Childhood”, while 1 billion children live in countries suffering poverty, at least 
240 million children live in regions affected by conflict and fragility and are faced 
with the threats of high mortality rates, malnourishment, forced labor, displace-
ment, and dropping out of school.24 Stating that gender discrimination is the 
third threat facing children, the report notes that 575 million girls live in countries 

22 Sözcü, 2 June 2018, “Kayıp 3 çocuk aile içi şiddetten kaçıyor”; Hürriyet, 27 June 2018, “SEDANUR’DAN SES 
SEDA YOK”; Hürriyet, 29 June 2018, “Amcasının eşi de sorguda”; Yeni Şafak, 2 June 2018, “Kayıp çocuklar 
Tokat’tan çıktı”; Ortadoğu, 25 June 2018, “Avrupa’nın en iyi birliği Leyla’yı aradı”; Ortadoğu, 17 June 2018, 
“HERKES ONU ARIYORDU! Yüzlerce kilometre uzakta bulundu”.

23 UNICEF, “Birleşmiş Milletler Çocuk Haklarına Dair Sözleşme”, 1989, https://www.unicef.org/turkey/
crc/_cr23c.html 

24 Save the Children, “The Many Faces of Exclusion: End of Childhood Report 2018” (Connecticut: Save the 
Children, 2018), p. 1.
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with widespread gender discrimination and are faced with the dangers of death 
at infancy, educational deprivation, and child marriage. 153 million children are 
at risk of missing out on childhood since they live in countries affected by those 
three threats. 

Articles and columns about children who are assumed to be “in danger” or “at 
risk” due to their conditions or network of relations that they are in, constitute 
a considerable part of the content about children produced in print media. This 
report analyzes news about children who are homeless and forced to work, who 
have addictions or are at the risk of becoming addicts, who live in regions affect-
ed by clashes or war, and child workers, under the title “children in danger”.

An article in Ortadoğu titled “20,000 child warriors in Yemen” reports on the state-
ments of Yemen’s Minister of Social Work and Labor. It is reported that there are 
2 million child workers in Yemen, where clashes have been going on since 2015, 
and that Houthis are using 20,000 children as “warriors” in the civil war. The ar-
ticle provides a general overview on the hardships of living in this clash zone for 
children, informing that children are forced to fight in the civil war, educational 
institutions are turned into prisons or military barracks. However, the description 
“warrior” in the title, though it is quoted from the minister’s statement, combined 
with the selected image, gives the presupposition that the children had voluntarily 
become “warriors.” The agency of the child is highlighted, whereas violations of 
the rights of the children should be the focus.

According to a statement made by the International Labour Organization on June 
12, 2018 on the occasion of World Day against Child Labor, there are 152 million 
child workers in the world 73 million of which have hazardous jobs; they are faced 
with the risk of life-threatening accidents at work and life-long physical and psy-
chological disorders.25 According to the report “Child labor and child murders in 
Turkey” released on June 12 by Ankara Assembly of Worker Health and Job Safety 
(ISIG Ankara), 319 child workers were killed in deadly work accidents between 
2013 and May 2018.26 On the same day, Child Foundation released a press state-
ment emphasizing that the strategies against child poverty should be reviewed 

25 International Labour Organization (ILO), “Towards the urgent elimination of hazardous 
child labour”, 12 June 2018, https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/how-the-ilo-works/ilo-
director-general/statements-and-speeches/WCMS_632122/lang--en/index.html

26 Ankara İşçi Sağlığı ve Güvenliği Meclisi, “Türkiye’de Çocuk İşçiliği ve Çocuk İş Cinayetleri 
Raporu”, 11 June 2018, http://www.guvenlicalisma.org/19520-turkiyede-cocuk-isciligi-ve-
cocuk-is-cinayetleri-raporu-ankara-isig-meclisi
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Ortadoğu, June 14, 2018 

and an effective national child protection system should be structured to elimi-
nate the obstacles to combating child labor and preventing child exploitation in 
the field of economy in Turkey.27

In February 2018, the Prime Minister’s office declared 2018 the Year of Combating 
Child Labor as part of National Program for Combating Child Labor (2017-2023).28 
However, only 12 articles out of 2,459 published in June--a timeframe which in-
cludes June 12, World Day against Child Labor--were about child workers or child 
labor; and most of these were only reporting on the aforementioned press state-
ments. Thus, it can be said that the print media of Turkey in general does not con-
sider child labor newsworthy, is ineffective in positively influencing public opinion, 
and has clearly not adopted a rights-based journalism approach. 

27 Çocuk Vakfı, “Çocuk Vakfı’ndan 12 Haziran Çocuk İşçiliğiyle Mücadele Günü Nedeniyle 
Açıklama”, Çocuk Vakfı Basın Bülteni, 11 June 2018, http://cocukvakfi.org.tr/wp-content/
dosya/2018/5.pdf

28 Resmî Gazete, 20 February 2018, http://www.resmigazete.gov.tr/eskiler/2018/02/20180220-3.pdf
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Sözcü, June 10, 2018 

It is seen that in news concerning children in danger (particularly the ones who 
are forced to work and who live in the streets), print media generally represents 
children with metaphors. Children are labeled as “the other” with the effect of 
these metaphors especially used for children who live on the streets and are 
forced to work. Communication scientist Gülgün E. Tosun points out this prob-
lem with examples from various countries: “Children living on streets are called 
‘marginals’ (marginais and pivetes) in Brazil, ‘bed bugs’ in Columbia (gamines 
and chinches), ‘fruit flies’ in Peru (pajaros fruteros), ‘dust bugs’ in Vietnam, ‘bad 
children’ in Rwanda, and ‘flies’ in Cameroon; the Turkish term is sokak çocukları 
(street children or throwaway children). What is common in all of these names is 
that they regard children on streets equivalent to harmful ‘insects’ that should 
be fought against and even destroyed if necessary.”29 With these popular meta-
phors, children are sometimes perceived as a threat against individuals and so-
cial order. Thus, the fact that children are in danger may be intertwined with the 
perception that children are the danger; the violations of their rights are ignored, 
sometimes resulting in new violations.

Sözcü’s article titled “Developing country’s children who cannot grow up” covers 
the issue of children begging on the streets of Şirinevler. Children, who are beg-
ging, are portrayed as a scene that society is exposed to and the authorities can-

29 Tosun, ibid., p. 182.
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not handle, as we see in the following sentence: “On the overpass bridging Şir-
inevler and Ataköy, the scene of beggar children does not end, which thousands 
of people who are using subway, metrobus and other vehicles see every day.” 
While the condition of those children are presented as a “heartbreaking sight” 
with the remark “Some of the children have shaved heads, their feet are bare 
and they are wearing dirty, worn-out clothes, and this show how miserable the 
situations is”, this assumption is supported by images and descriptive captions. 

In the second part of the article, titled “This torment should be punished”, it is 
suggested that “beggar rings” might be responsible for those children’s con-
dition. However, it is once again emphasized that children on streets are an 
“anomaly” which is hard to fight against with the following statement: “Police 
forces carried out work for the child beggars problem, which officials from mu-
nicipality could not handle.” Another remarkable aspect of this article is the fact 
that it reports on an operation against a Syrian family who were forcing children 
to beg on the streets last year. The article draws a parallel between two inci-
dents that are not directly related and de-contextualizes them by overempha-
sizing singular events. 

According to discourse analysis theorist Teun van Dijk, “cognitively speaking, 
the aim of reading a newspaper article is to construct a cognitive model of the 
situation or event that the text is about, and through such a particular picture 
of the actual situation, to update more general models.”30 With background 
and context information structured in the articles, newspapers direct the gen-
eral models that the readers perceive through the text. In the above example, 
the newspaper creates background information for the article and structures 
a frame of meaning for the reader by featuring the operation against a Syrian 
family along with a singular event that is not directly related to it. On the other 
hand, while this frame of meaning creates a stereotype suggesting that Syrian 
refugee children are “beggars”, it does not provide any background information 
that would highlight the social aspect of the refugee children’s current condi-
tions. The lack of contextual information in the article overshadows the need 
to understand the causes and effects of those children’s condition and come up 
with constructive policies for dealing with it. 

30 Teun A. van Dijk, “Structures of News in Press”, in Discourse and Communication: New 
Approaches to the Analysis of Mass Media Discourse and Communication, ed. T. A. van Dijk, 
(Berlin ve New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2011), p. 81.
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Syrian refugees who migrated to Turkey provide important news material for the 
media. However, in Turkey, the media often labels refugees as “the other” and 
their existence is presented as a problem.31 The monitoring work conducted for 
“Media Watch on Hate Speech” project by Hrant Dink Foundation shows that 
Syrian refugee children are isolated from their fragile condition and presented 
as an extension of a broader “source of problem” and “danger” narrative. 

Child Rights International Information Network emphasizes that causing no 
harm to any children should be the main principle in producing news about chil-
dren and recommends avoiding comments and attitudes that disrespect cultural 
values, jeopardize or humiliate children, use stereotypes to promote the articles 
and present them in a sensational manner.32 However, articles and columns that 
are published in print media often convey negative information and judgments 
about refugee children, generate stereotypes, and play a role in these children’s 
exclusion from society. While articles and columns about Syrian refugee chil-
dren present their existence in Turkey as a “threat”, they also standardize and 
criminalize them by associating them with “organized crime”, as we have seen 
in the article titled “Developing country’s children who cannot grow up”.

Apart from the articles and columns published in the newspapers that provid-
ed the sample for this report, there are many others that generate stereotypes 
about Syrian refugee children. An article published in İstanbul Gazetesi with the 
title “Child beggars surrounded the mosques” imposes the idea that begging 
refugee children constitute a “threat” against society with the expressions like 
“surrounded”, “flooded” and “they make a fortune”, which are commonly used 
in print media. The article reports from the perspective of the group regarded as 
“the victims of the beggar flood”; there is nothing written about the reasons why 
these children are begging on the streets or any problematization concerning 
the socioeconomic conditions that gave way to this situation. Though children 
are deprived of many basic rights, the negative –if not enmity-evoking—repre-
sentation in the article renders these violations invisible and generates negative 
stereotypes of these children. 

31 Hrant Dink Vakfı, “Discrimination against Syrian Refugees in Media: Misinformation and 
Distortion”, in Hate Speech and Discriminatory Speech in Media 2017 Report (İstanbul: Hrant Dink 
Vakfı, 2018), p. 100.

32 Child Rights International Network, “Guideline for Journalists”, 
https://www.crin.org/en/guides/communications/media-toolkit/journalists
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Emin Çölaşan’s column titled “Syrians are there, our youth is here” is structured on 
the distinction between “us and them,” between young Syrian refugees in Turkey 
and young people of Turkey in the context of the presidential election of June 24, 2018. 
Çölaşan writes, “According to official estimations, 853,000 children live in Turkey… 
And every year 70,000 more of them are born. 300,000 Syrian children cannot receive 
education, growing up as trouble for us. You can’t get rid of them. And 460,000 chil-
dren are going to schools of the ministry. For now, 36 elementary schools have been 
opened for Syrians. 105 more will be opened by 2019. (I am not making these numbers 
up. Minister of Education İsmet Yılmaz announced them.) The money that should be 
spent for our children is transferred to Syrians with the hope of overthrowing Esad. 
Is there anybody to question this?” The columnist labels Syrian children in Turkey as 

İstanbul Gazetesi, June 1, 2018
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a source of “threat” and “a problem” and targets young refugees whom he has po-
sitioned in opposition to young people of Turkey with hostile remarks like “trouble” 
and “You can’t get rid of them”. Çölaşan, with the distinction of “us and them” on 
which the title and his argument are founded, represents young Syrian refugees as 
a danger threatening areas of life and development of the young people of Turkey. 

In print media, refugees are often portrayed as “a matter of conscience” and “help-
less”.33 In the articles where refugees are presented as “a matter of conscience”, the 
tragic aspects of refugees’ conditions are highlighted to design touching stories for 
the reader. This attitude of the print media keeps readers from developing a deeper, 
broader, and more accurate understanding of the causes and effects of those con-
ditions. Aid efforts towards, and acts of solidarity with, “helpless” refugees are de-
scribed as “generosity” and “altruism”, creating a hierarchy between refugees and 
those who “give a helping hand”.

When it comes to refugee children, they are turned into instruments to create a 
touching narration. Sabah’s article titled “Little Abdulmuin sees again” reports 
the treatment of a Syrian child who had been injured in an explosion. The phys-
ical and psychological trauma of the child is exploited by the newspaper. The 
tragic narration dominating the article is supported by pictures of the child. The 

33 Ülkü Doğanay ve Hatice Çoban Keneş, “Yazılı Basında Suriyeli ‘Mülteciler’: Ayrımcı Söylemlerin 
Rasyonel ve Duygusal Gerekçelerinin İnşası”, Mülkiye Dergisi 40/1 (1998), p. 143-84.

Sözcü, June 20, 2018
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newspaper regenerates the child’s trauma, whereas they should be extremely 
careful about sharing images and personal information  

Children in the context of reports on education, culture, arts and sports

Education, health, culture, arts and sports are the top fields in which issues 
related to children are covered. In the articles and columns concerning those 

Sabah, 15 Haziran 2018 
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fields, developments related to children are covered in accordance with the 
national agenda and to the extent that they appeal to adults. It is seen that 
those articles, even when they are directly related to children, are far from 
voicing children and more concerned with appealing to adults. Though sci-
entific findings and recommendations from experts are featured in texts on 
issues like education, health, security, developments in and problems of the 
formal education system, information on child health, substance abuse, ad-
diction and test anxiety, these aspects are generally intended for parents. 
In such content, children are presented only as “developing individuals”, 
“young components of the new generation” and usually passive individuals, 
in parallel with society’s general perception. Though the style and content of 
the articles vary in accordance with the political stance of each newspaper, 
it is seen that children are featured as “incomplete individuals” in which the 
will and responsibility concerning their lives are transferred to adults.  

In June 2018, many articles on the formal education system were published 
in the context of summer break, high school and higher education entrance 
exams, and the June 24th presidential election. In the articles and columns 
published the day before, the day of, and the day after the June 2nd high 
school entrance exam, details about changes in exam and admission process 
and comments for or against these changes were covered. In these pieces, 
children as “students” are portrayed as “excited” and “stressed” about the 
exams and “nervous” about their future. In this period, many articles and 
columns offering strategies and advices for “overcoming exam anxiety” can 
be found. However, such advice is intended for parents, rather than for the 
students, who are the ones that might experience anxiety. Furthermore, in 
articles and columns, exams are mentioned with notions like anxiety, stress, 
nervousness and trauma, and the education system is described as chaos, 
disappointment, and so on; this attitude brings about a negative reinforce-
ment concerning the possible effects of the education system on students 
and parents. Though the audience of the examined newspapers are adults, it 
is seen that children’s voices are not heard about these issues directly related 
to them. The domination of texts that tell about children’s problems to adults 
from an adult’s perspective without considering children’s perspective plays 
a role in the exclusion of children from public space and public discourse. 

On June 8 when the 2017-2018 academic year ended, the issues of elementary and 
secondary school report cards and the beginning of summer break were widely  
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covered by the print media. While dissident publications featured criticisms that 
are a part of a wider criticism against the system or directly aimed at the work-
ings of the formal education system, pro-government publications wrote about 
the positive effects of changes in the education system. Similarly, education, which 
was an important item in the campaign speeches of candidates or party represen-
tatives before the presidential election, is covered in relation to promised projects 
or criticisms depending on the ideological positions of the newspapers. 

A journalistic practice focusing on negative or unjust aspects is the most frequent-
ly seen problem in print media regarding children. The media’s tendency to abuse 
tragic aspects when children are involved and their eagerness to cover the stories 
of “children at the hands of violence and injustice” keep success stories invisible 
to a great extent. The media’s over-dramatization of the tragic is reflected in the 
covering of children’s singular success stories as extraordinary. Children that are 
successful in the fields of education, culture, arts and sports are reported with an 
emphasis on their “extraordinary” talents with the purpose of making the news 
more striking. An article published in Karar with the title “Mozart gives this child 
a standing ovation” reports a child who placed second in the International Mozart 
Academy Piano Competition and International Tadini Music Competition. Descrip-
tions like “little Tunay”, “little girl” gives the impression that this child had this 
“extraordinary” success despite “her age”; the success in question is explained 
with extraordinary qualities with the title and the remark “Kurban who beat out 
other talents from all over the world with her magical fingers.” 

Karar, June 26, 2018 
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HOW ARE STORIES ABOUT CHILDREN PRESENTED IN PRINT MEDIA?

According to the UNCRC, “a child” means any human being below the age of 
eighteen years34 Children are distinguished from adults as “non-adult”, “to 
be matured”, “developing” individuals in terms of biological development 
and intellectual capacities. In his book on the history of childhood, historian 
Philippe Ariès states that childhood, which he traces as a notion and defines 
as a social construction, represents a social, medical and legal category based 
on age.35 In line with this categorization, “child” is defined as “non-adult” and 
childhood constructed as a phase of deficiencies and imperfection. The per-
ception of childhood that is framed with negative adjectives by force of this 
definition brings about a negative social attitude; what is childish is regarded 
as little, funny and inadequate, and what is childlike is regarded as inadequate 
and incomplete.

Negative attitudes towards childhood in society are regenerated in daily life 
through language. The media, which has significant influence over public 
opinion in its conventional and digital forms, plays an important part in this 
regeneration. Regarded as “incomplete individuals”, children are not involved 
as active subjects in the production and consumption of media content. The 
majority of articles and columns about children and their problems have a 
tone that speaks to adults, while they are supposed to appeal to children. 

Childhood as a dramatic element

In news articles, children are represented as dramatic elements in line with their 
relation to the incident or situation covered. When they are featured in violent 
stories, accident reports, or in relation to dangerous situations in which they are 
involved, children are presented in narratives meant to trigger the reader’s emo-
tions, with references to such attributes as “fragility”, “passivity”, “vulnerabili-
ty” and “innocence”.

This type of narration, which dominates the majority of the articles analyzed 
for this report, becomes more apparent when the reported incident is about 

34 UNICEF, “Convention on the Rights of the Child”, 1989, 
https://www.unicef.org/turkey/crc/_cr23c.html https://www.unicef.org/turkey/crc/_cr23c.html

35 Philippe Ariès, Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life, trans. Robert Baldick (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1962).
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or affects children. Hürriyet’s article titled “(HER CAR) ROLLED OVER, her 2 
children were left orphan” reports a car accident. With the statement “or-
phaned her 2 child”, the fact that two children of the deceased woman are 
now “motherless” is presented as the newsworthy element. With the select-
ed image and the information “Yasemin Tunç shared the preschool gradua-
tion photo of her 6-year-old daughter Buse with the caption ‘My princess is 
all grown up and received her diploma, my dear’”, the article gives details of 
the relationship between the mother and her children. Although they are not 
the subjects of the incident, the newspaper turns them into a dramatic ele-
ment of the story in order to make the story more striking. 

Similarly, in political content, it is seen that children are presented as dramat-
ic and supporting elements of a newspaper’s political discourse. In the period 
that is examined, in print media, children are featured in relation to topics like 
education, health, and migration, especially in accordance with the debates 
before the presidential election on June 24. In such articles and columns, chil-
dren are highlighted to emphasize political arguments. 

Yeni Şafak’s article “Children theatre” is based on the claim that children are 
used as instruments in election campaigns. With the statement “A girl was 
made to give flowers to İnce and he tried to be captured while showing affec-
tion, but the little girl foiled this show”, the newspaper attributes a political 

Hürriyet, June 7, 2018  
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will to the child and instrumentalises her in accordance with the political dis-
course dominating the article. 

An article published in Sabah  headlined “CHP municipality finds 4 children too 
many” reports the difficulty that 4 children with autism went through after 
their school was closed and covers the problems with which they are faced 
throughout their education. The newspaper moves the focus from the chil-
dren’s problems to a political issue by associating the incident with the polit-
ical party that is managing the municipality and ignores the social aspect of 
the problem in question. 

In April 2018, the US government made a decision to prosecute all immigrants 
who cross the southwest border illegally and violate the US Custom and Border 
Protection laws. “April 2018 policy”, (widely known as “zero tolerance policy”) 
caused a significant increase in the number of immigrants who are prosecuted 
or detained for crossing the border illegally.36 Due to strict implementation of 
the policy, children were taken into custody separately from their parents, and 
kept apart until the prosecution of the adults who crossed the border illegally 
is completed. On June 20, this practice was ended with a resolution and chil-
dren began to be taken into custody with their parents. 

36 Human Rights Watch, “Q&A: Trump Administration’s “Zero-Tolerance” Immigration Policy”, 16 
August 2018.

Yeni Şafak, June 22, 2018  
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This change in US border protection policies, separation of children from their 
parents and violations of human rights in the process of prosecution had been 
widely covered by the print media of Turkey. While newspapers criticized the 
US’s attitude towards illegal entries, they described separation of children 
from their parents as “tragic”; in criticism against the US policy, children’s 
“dramatic” situation is instrumentalized. 

Childhood as a cause for humiliation

Stereotypes of children are usually based on the relative intellectual capaci-
ties of children and adult and childhood generally defined as the opposite of 
adulthood in this regard. This negative definition creates stereotypes of chil-
dren and childhood shaped by qualities such as inadequacy, disability, and 

Sabah, June 9, 2018



119

irrationality. Indeed, the adjective “childish” is used to mean “the person with 
underdeveloped skill, who cannot grow up” and childhood is accepted in refer-
ence to underdevelopment and inadequacy.37 

Tamer Korkmaz, in his column titled “All 8 of them are Greek soldiers” writes: “The 
European Union (of Terrorism)’s ‘spoilt’ child Greece loved FETÖ putschists so 
much”. While he is repeating a stereotype of Greece, he is also using the meta-
phor of childhood as a means of insult by associating it with being “spoiled”. As 
we see in this example, the negative perception of childhood is sometimes used 
metaphorically as a means to generate hate speech and discriminatory discourse.

In Ömer Lekesiz’s column “Why the West looks at June 24”, the state of child-
hood is used metaphorically as an insult. Lekesiz associates childhood with be-
ing spoiled and uses it as an insult, as we see in the following remarks: “Main 
characters of the destruction coalition have been organizing rallies and giving 
statements for all this time, but none of them, from the CHP candidate dancing 
on stage like a spoiled child at this circumcision ceremony to the candidate re-
sorting all kinds of lies and plots to defame Erdoğan’s successful services, from 
the fascist candidate who is not aware that she is supporting terrorism while she 
is arguing with the minister of interior out of nationalism to the terrorist repre-
sentative candidate who is supporting the destruction coalition in the guise of a 
singular campaign, has criticized the West yet and it seems that they won’t do 
such a thing.

37 See “childish”, Atasözleri ve Deyimler Sözlüğü,  
http://www.tdk.gov.tr/index.php?option=com_atasozleri&view=atasozleri

Yeni Şafak, June 22, 2018
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Yeni Şafak, June 19, 2018
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Ertuğrul Özkök’ün Hürriyet gazetesinde yayımlanan ‘Yaşın küçük ama büyük si-
yaset yap’ başlıklı köşe yazısı, 24 Haziran seçimlerinde milletvekili adayları olan 
İsmail Hakkı Gül ile Deniz Baykal’ın görüşmesini konu alıyor. Özkök, Gül’ün 
en genç, Baykal’ın ise en yaşlı aday olduğunu vurgulayarak, ikiliyi doğrudan 
yaşlarıyla değerlendiriyor. ‘Çocuk gibi görünen bir adayla sohbet’ ara başlığı, 
Gül’ün görüntüsü nedeniyle milletvekili adaylığı için sıradışı olduğu ve çelişkili bir 
durumda bulunduğu algısı yaratıyor.

In his next column, Özkök once again problematizes Gül’s candidacy through his 
age and appearance with the heading “This candidate is not young, he is apparently  

Hürriyet, June 20, 2018
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a child”, he presents the candidate as inadequate for being an MP “because he 
looks like a child”. Özkök’s usage of childhood as a reference of inadequacy in both 
of his columns is a concrete example of society’s existing negative opinions about 
children. Children are stigmatized with negative references involved in various ste-
reotypes used in daily language. 

Hürriyet, June 21, 2018
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CONCLUSION

In this report we analyzed children’s representation in print media, by examin-
ing what the themes of texts about children are and how the produced content  
is presented.

When children are featured in articles covering incidents that are about them or 
affect them, their relation to the covered incident is highlighted with tragic pre-
sentations. In articles and columns about children who are assumed to be “at 
danger” or “at risk” due to their conditions and network of relations, it is seen 
that dramatic aspects of the situation is highlighted and tragic elements are em-
phasized instead of the social conditions that have created the risk or danger. 
Furthermore, texts which violate privacy in a way that could lead to stereotypes 
about children’s particularities like age, gender, ethnic or national identity are 
frequently seen in print media. Thus, the fact that children are in danger may be 
intertwined with the perception that children are the danger; the violations of 
their rights are ignored, sometimes resulting in new violations.

Education, health, sports, culture, and arts constitute important themes con-
cerning news about children. Articles on these topics portray children with rep-
resentations like “student”, “young body in development” in accordance with 
the social assumptions that children are “developing”, “incomplete individuals”. 
Print media deals with the problems of children only with observations, exclud-
ing children’s voices, and with texts appealing to adults in general. 

We observed that newspapers tend to present children as a dramatic element 
in the majority of the articles that directly or indirectly feature children. Tragic 
aspects of children’s relation to the incident or situation are highlighted in order 
to create a more touching or striking presentation. Especially in political columns 
and articles, children are used as supporting elements of political arguments. 

Unfortunately, print media leaves little space for children’s representation and 
expression. Given the quality and quantity of the articles and columns about 
children, it can be said that media does not see children as producers or users of 
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media. This limited relationship between print media and children is reflected in 
all tools of media, both conventional and digital. The solution is to turn media as 
a discourse platform into a field that respects children’s rights and enables their 
access to, and participation in, media.  

Another media is possible

A media respecting children’s rights is not a favor; it is a professional, conscien-
tious and political responsibility of journalists and media outlets in Turkey. If me-
dia does not respect children’s rights, if it discriminates against them, uses them 
as objects, reveals their private information without respecting their privacy, de-
nies them the opportunity to express themselves and sees them as weak human 
beings only in need of protection instead of individuals having rights, agency, 
and liberties, then it is violating the UNCRC to which Turkey is a party.

Certainly, there are media outlets, both in the world and in Turkey, that work 
responsibly. Many of these outlets produce news in accordance with the guiding 
principles about this issue. For instance, “BBC Broadcasting Principles”, which 
has been translated into various languages, functions as an ethical guide for 
journalists around the world. As well, UNICEF provides guiding principles that 
can help in producing news about children that is sensitive and age-appropri-
ate.38 Another work that should be noted is the Ethical Guidelines for Reporting 
on Children issued by Child Rights Information Network which is constituted by 
hundreds of NGOs all around the world. 

In Turkey, despite the existence of the Declaration of Rights and Responsibilities 
of Journalism by the Journalists Association of Turkey, and TRT Children’s broad-
casting principles directly concerning children, many TV channels and newspapers  
have not yet adopted a specific set of principles. There are only some regulations 
concerning children as part of general broadcasting principles. Another guide 
that stands out is the Guide for Diversity in Media, issued jointly by the Journalists 
Association of Turkey, the British Council and the BBC. 

What we mean by “media respecting children” is a media that protects children, 
makes them visible with their real problems and potentials, does not cause phys-
ical or psychological harm and does not exploit them, respects them, and also 

38 UNICEF, “Children’s Rights and Journalism Practice - a Rights-based Perspective”,  
https://www.unicef.org/honduras/UNICEF_Master_FEB_2008_BON.pdf
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that gives them the opportunity to express themselves. We should all accept that 
a media respecting children is a responsibility, and then we should turn over the 
microphone, cameras and recording devices to children or give them to children 
to use. 

Recommendations for children’s participation in media

Since the media is able to convey information to society, create a shared opin-
ion among citizens, change society’s value judgements and attitudes--in other 
words, to direct the entire society--children’s participation in media means their 
participation in public life. This once again shows the importance of children’s 
participation in media in terms of democracy, the culture of human rights, and 
children’s personal development. 

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child emphasizes the media’s role in 
terms of enabling children to express their opinions and states that children’s 
voices should be heard more in the media. However, Turkey, which signed the 
UNCRC, does not give this opportunity to children; children are not active parts 
of the media but remain as passive spectators or objects of the news. 

As we mentioned in the introduction, children constitute 30% of the world’s popu-
lation but unfortunately, media coverage of children’s issues constitutes only 5%. 
However, being a part of public life by being covered in the media is the right of 
children according to basic principles of democracy and child rights conventions. 

Can children really participate in media? A process that would start with discov-
ering children’s potential and hearing the children might initiate the creation of a 
platform that would make children’s participation in media possible. This partic-
ipation should aim for adequate and accurate representation of children in media 
both as consumer and producer of media. Children’s participation in media can 
be evaluated under four titles:

. Enabling children to express their opinion (pages, section, columns, etc. re-
served specifically for children in media items)

. Asking for children’s opinion about issues concerning them and enabling 
these opinions to reach related persons and institutions (For instance, TV and 
newspaper coverage of children’s opinions about changes in curriculum made 
by the Ministry of Education)
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. Enabling children access to information on issues concerning them (For in-
stance, explaining what an amendment in a constitutional article about chil-
dren means for them)

. Giving children the opportunity to produce their own media content

As stated in the last item, giving children the opportunity to produce their own 
media content is a way for enabling children to participate in media. There are 
a few such examples in the world and in Turkey. It might be useful to mention 
some examples that show us another media is possible. 

In 11-year-old Bengi Su Sönmez’s movie Sakın Ona Basma (Don’t Step on It), 
about open power cords on the streets, Sönmez documented a problem she en-
counters in her daily life by using a camera by herself and producing a media item 
by montaging this footage39 

From 2007 until 2014, Açık Radyo broadcast a weekly program called Söz Küçüğün  
(Listen to the children). Produced and presented by children, the program’s 
guests were also children and an issue related to children’s rights was discussed 
each week.

Another media project giving a voice to children is done in Diyarbakir. With the 
support of Diyarbakir Bağlar Municipality Children Education Center, children 
are issuing an 8-page newspaper in Turkish and Kurdish called Çocuk Sesi - Dengê 
Zarokan (Children’s Voice).

Carrying out a campaign called “Say Yes for Children” during the general elec-
tion of July 22, 2007, Agenda Children Association initiated a project for helping 
children between the ages of 13 and 17 to issue a newspaper to reach politicians.40 
Children from Minus Eighteen Media Group managed to give their newspaper 
“Minus 18” to politicians. They also wrote a declaration titled “My Media” and 
presented it to media professionals.41

Agos with Students is another example of children’s participation in media in 
Turkey. Articles, columns and special reports written by a group of students 

39 Bengi Su Dönmez, “Sakın Ona Basma”, 10 March 2007,  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RCRx4O6vpBo

40 This association was closed on November 22, 2016 with the emergency decree no. 677.
41 Bianet, “Çocuklar ‘Benim Medyam’ Bildirgesini Eksi 18’de Yayınladı”, 10 December 2017,  

http://bianet.org/bianet/kategori/103453-cocuklar-benim-medyam-bildirgesini-eksi-18de-yayinladi
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from the private Karagözyan School were published in the newspaper Agos 
2015 to 2017. 

In 2018, an internet radio station named Radio Şalala was established with the 
purpose of making children’s voice heard. The radio is still in the testing process 
and future programs will be produced by children. 

Media works aiming to make children’s voices heard can be found in other coun-
tries as well. Youth News Network (Y-Press) in the US, Radio JOJO in Germany, 
Radio Enfant in France, and Voices of Youth in Mozambique make compelling 
cases for what children can achieve when they have access to a camera, a pen 
and a microphone. 

Although all these examples are encouraging, media professionals sometimes do 
not have enough information about what can be done. Recommendations from 
Minus Eighteen Media Group provides practical suggestions about this issue:

. Having pages for children in newspapers and periodicals,

. Finding out children’s opinions when issues directly or indirectly related to them 
are being reported on, and sharing these with the public, 

. Helping to solve the problems of children discussed by obtaining information 
from them concerning these problems,

. Supporting children to produce their own media items,

. Helping children’s rights be more visible in the media,

. Asking for children’s opinions before and during production of content  
for children,

. Increasing the number of publications that would inform children about  
their rights. 
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INTRODUCTION

İdil Engindeniz
Şeyma Özkan

Funda Tekin

“Today, Galatasaray is primarily a memory site. It feels like 
that gate of the high school reminds the passers-by of the 
people who disappeared while in custody, and the last 20 years 
of the country with the struggle against disappearances, even 
when it is not Saturday 12 pm and the Saturday Mothers/
People are not there.” 1

On May 15, 1995, the tortured body of Hasan Ocak, whose relatives had not he-
ard from him since he was detained, was found in the woods in Istanbul, buried 
in a common grave. After Hasan Ocak’s end was revealed, a group consisting of 
relatives of the disappeared and human rights advocates decided to stage a sit-in 
protest on May 27, 1995 at 12 pm on Saturday in Galatasaray Square of İstiklal Stre-
et, demanding that the countless disappeared persons be found and the culprits 
identified and tried.2 Gathering together to make their demand public, about 30 
people sat in silence with photos of “the disappeared” every Saturday, leaving  si-
lently after making a press statement. Media and the general public started to call 
the people attending this regular sit-in “Saturday Mothers”, since in the first years 
mothers of the disappeared were the majority in the sit-in protests, and because 
the movement resembles the Plaza De Mayo Mothers who gathered together in 
Argentina with the purpose of finding out what happened to their relatives who 

1 Nimet Tanrıkulu, “Galatasaray Hafıza, İtaatsizlik ve Küreselleşmenin Mekanı”, Bianet, 
December 15, 2014. https://bianet.org/bianet/insan-haklari/160801-galatasaray-hafiza-
itaatsizlik-ve-kuresellesmenin-mekani

2 Known for its studies on human rights violations, Hafıza Merkezi states that the exact number 
of forced disappearances are not known, but given the lists taken from all organizations 
working in this field, it is estimated that 1,352 people have been disappeared since the coup 
on September 12, 1980: http://hakikatadalethafiza.org/turkiyede-zorla-kaybetmeler-ve-
cezasizliga-dair-temel-bilgiler/turkiyede-zorla-kaybetmeler/
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were disappeared during the junta regime. Saturday Mothers/People sat in front 
of Galatasaray High School every Saturday for 169 weeks despite occasional police 
intervention. The intervention of security forces that started on August 15, 1998, 
which was the 170th week, went on for 7 months. During that period, many people 
were detained and subjected to violence. On March 13, 1999, Saturday Mothers/
People announced that they would take an indefinite break due to these interventi-
ons. After a break that lasted for almost a decade, the sit-in protests started again 
on January 31, 2009. They continued uninterruptedly until August 25, 2018, when 
the Beyoğlu District Governor’s Office banned the protest on the grounds that the-
re is no legal notice, and the police violently prevented the sit-in in the 700th week. 
Saturday Mothers/People, who call on the authorities to account for the disappe-
arances and have made forced disappearances a widely discussed topic thanks 
to their unbreakable resilience, continue their protests, at a different location,  in 
front of the Human Rights Association in Taksim since the 700th week.

Violent intervention in the 700th sit-in was widely covered by the media. The rise in 
media coverage and the differences in coverage from newspaper to newspaper led 
us to analyze extensively the representation of Saturday Mothers/People in print 
media. We hope that this study will provide insight into how newspapers cover so-
cial movements and contribute to the increased visibility of the Saturday Mothers/
People’s 24-year struggle for justice.

Methodology 

For this study, a sample consisting of “anniversaries” (100th, 200th week, etc.), 
starting from the beginning of the protests, was taken, considering that during tho-
se periods the representation of Saturday Mothers/People in print media  would be 
more intense compared to other weeks. For each Saturday selected, texts publis-
hed in newspapers within a two week period from the Monday before the sit-in un-
til the Sunday of the following week are analyzed and the answers to the following 
questions are sought: Were reports on Saturday Mothers/People published before 
the sit-in? Did these reports continue to be published after the sit-in?

Due to the difficulties in accessing old issues of the newspapers, only one week was 
analyzed for the beginning of the Saturday Mothers/People protests, and for the 100th 
week, a limited number of issues were accessed. Apart from the analyzed anniversa-
ries, three more periods are added to the sample considering that this would help un-
derstanding the representation of the protests in media. The first one is the 34-week 
period between the police intervention on the 168th week and the hiatus of the sit-in. 
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The two-week period after the resumption of the protests in January 2009 after the 
aforementioned 10-year break was also added to the sample, since it is a turning point 
in the Saturday Mothers/People’s search for justice. Lastly, the reflection of the chan-
ge in the state’s attitude toward “disappearances” after Saturday Mothers/People’s 
meeting with then-prime minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan on media coverage was also 
analyzed on the basis of reports published in the two-week period before and after the 
meeting. This analysis tries to answer the question of how newspapers covered this 
topic over 24 years by analyzing a 50-week sample marking significant periods of a pro-
test continuing for 700 weeks.

Newspapers with different publication policies were selected to ensure diversity, 
and national publications that were in circulation in at least five out of ten peri-
ods analyzed were selected. For the period before 2000, the newspapers Akit/
Yeni Akit, Akşam, Cumhuriyet, Hürriyet, Radikal, Sabah, Yeni Şafak and Zaman were 
analyzed.3 For the period after the resumption, between 2009 and 2018, the num-
ber of analyzed newspapers reached 16 with the addition of eight newspapers 
(Birgün, Günlük Evrensel, Habertürk, Posta, Sözcü, Star, Taraf, Vatan) that had star-
ted being published later.4 

In order to access newspaper texts, firstly print media was scanned through a 
system provided by a media monitoring agency. All accessible articles on the 
Saturday Mothers/People from the 16 newspapers were gathered. For the peri-
od before the year 2000, newspaper archives of Atatürk Library were used and 
a total of 578 articles and columns were accessed.5 Columns are not included in 
qualitative and quantitative analysis for understanding newspapers’ publication 
policies, since it is considered that they are related to the subjective opinions of 
the columnists. Thus, this analysis is based on 376 news articles.

Table 1 shows which newspapers were in circulation during the analyzed peri-
od and whether there was any coverage of the Saturday Mothers/People in the 
newspapers in question. Green areas include the newspapers that were in cir-
culation and covered the issue; yellow lines show the newspapers that were in 
circulation and did not cover the issue; blank areas indicate that the newspaper 
was not in circulation yet or had closed.

3 The newspaper Akit had been published under the names Vakit and Yeni Akit over 24 years. 
These three publications are analyzed under one title.

4 Radikal was closed due to financial problems. Taraf and Zaman were closed as part of the 
emergency decree no. 668 issued on July 25, 2016 on the grounds that “it is related to Fetullah 
Terrorist Organization (FETÖ/PDY) which is found to be threatening to the national security.”

5 We thank Emircan Saç and Mert Söyler who supported archive research as volunteers. 
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table 1: Visibility of the Saturday Mothers/People per newspaper and period
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GENERAL FINDINGS

It is seen that when the Saturday Mothers/People protests began on May 1995, 
among the analyzed newspapers, only Cumhuriyet and Yeni Şafak covered the 
protests; media in general was not following the issue closely. This is also ob-
served to be true for the 100th week; police intervention and the break were 
covered more, and resumption of the sit-in did not attract considerable atten-
tion. On the other hand, it is seen that after the 300th week, and especially the 
meeting with then-prime minister Erdoğan, the protests were covered more by 
the media, though there was an  occasional decrease in the number of articles.6 

In common practices of journalism, events and facts containing tension, conflict 
and violence are deemed more newsworthy.7 GA qualitative reflection of this un-
derstanding of the Saturday Mothers/People issue can be seen clearly through 

6 Since we reached a limited number of newspaper issues published before 2000, the graph 
provides a comparable data only for the period when the protest resumed. 

7 Sevda Alankuş, Barış Gazeteciliği El Kitabı (İstanbul: İPS İletişim Vakfı, 2016), p. 40.
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the 600th and 700th weeks. During the 600th week, there were 30 articles on 
the Saturday Mothers/People, whereas there were 105 articles during the 700th 
week, when the protesters were subjected to a violent intervention. This striking 
rise indicates that there is a tendency to cover the moments charged with tension 
more than routine/calm processes. This situation shows that newspapers do not 
deem as newsworthy a struggle for rights that is carried out steadily and non-vi-
olently, and journalists tend to prioritize covering tensions.  

The fact that all newspapers covered the meeting with Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, 
and that this interest continued to some extent, shows that the change in the 
political attitude towards this protest caused at least a quantitative change in 
newspaper coverage. After a while, the political attitude changed again and this 
change was also reflected in the newspapers qualitatively.  

Graph 9 shows the distribution of 578 articles that were published in 16 newspa-
pers and analyzed as part of this study per newspaper and type of content.

The items shown in Graph 10 consist in 376 news articles and 180 columns; 22 
items were analyzed under the category of “other”. These columns were written 
by 112 different columnists.

graph 9 Distribution of type of content per newspaper
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graph 10: Distribution per type of content
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The fact that the number of news articles is twice as many as that of the columns 
suggests that newspapers follow and deem this issue newsworthy in accordance 
with their own publication policies without leaving it to the choice of columnists. 
In all publications, apart from Habertürk and Vatan, the number of news articles 
is higher than that of columns. In the newspaper Sözcü and Zaman, the Saturday 
Mothers/People were only covered in news articles. Given the low number of news 
articles, it can be said that these publications cover this issue only when it is una-
voidable. A similar situation holds for the newspapers Akşam, Posta and Star. The 
number of items in Cumhuriyet, Birgün and Evrensel shows that these publications 
feature this issue with more articles and columns on anniversaries and important 
dates. This suggests that these newspapers deem the Saturday Mothers/People 
significant and present this issue to its readers as an important topic.

Graph 11 shows that the number of articles coming from an identified source is 
almost twice as many as articles without any specified source. In more than half 
of these articles, the name of the reporter is specified. It can be said that there is 
a difference between assigning a reporter and writing news based on information 
coming from agencies in terms of deeming this issue worth following. Though 
specifying the source is related to the newspapers’ general publication policies, 
it might be considered that specifying the source indicates that these articles 
are more reliable and the views expressed in them endorsed by the newspaper. 
It is seen that 136 articles with a specified source were written by 112 different  
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reporters.8 Given the articles published in the newspapers Cumhuriyet, Birgün and 
Evrensel, which published the largest number of articles on this issue, it is seen 
that the story is not assigned to a single reporter, but all available reporters have 
been following the issue. 

It is seen that the articles on this topic are mostly featured on the front page (98 
items). The front page, which can be seen as the showcase of newspapers, is a 
space where the most important and significant news of the day are highlighted 
and articles that newspapers want to make visible are promoted. In addition to the 
page number, the space that is given to a specific article also points to the impor-
tance that is attributed to a topic. Given the 358 articles with a measurable width, 
it is seen that the number of articles taking up more than a half-page is high (55 
items). This shows that newspapers give a considerable space to these articles and 
deem the issue important. 

The presence of a limited number of texts in the newspapers of the period in 
which the sit-in in Galatasaray Square began, shows that the beginning of the 
protests did not have the potential to create a serious public opinion, at least 
according to the press. On the other hand, it is seen that in the analyzed articles 
the process that came into the spotlight with the forced disappearance of Hasan 

8 Since some articles are signed by more than one person, 150 is the number that is reached 
after counting how many times a reporter’s name is written.

graph 11: Distribution of source in news articles
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Ocak was associated with past events and examples from different political opi-
nions; this means that the issue was not treated as a singular incident, but in a 
context related to politics and the judicial system.

It is observed that the media was not particularly interested in the Saturday Mo-
thers/People’s restarting sit-in protests in Galatasaray Square (2009). During 
this period, the Saturday Mothers/People was associated with the “Ergenekon 
trials” which sought to bring murders by unknown assailants to the fore.

During the period before the 300th week, Erdoğan’s statement about the Saturday 
Mothers/People: “Who are they? What are they doing? They just sit. They are not 
a legal entity. Do you know who is backing them?” stood out. This statement was 
replied to in the press statement held during the sit-in: “We are here. We lost our 
spouses and children. We are addressing Emine Erdoğan. She is a mother too, she 
can understand us. The dear prime minister can ask her about how we feel.”9 A re-
lative of one of the disappeared, Kadriye Ceylan’s reproof,  “Do we have to own a 
holding to see you?” and the emphasis on the state’s ignoring them for 300 weeks 
express the Saturday Mothers/People’s demand for a meeting that was going to 
happen soon; in the articles, these reactions against authorities and this demand 
were highlighted. 10 After that, Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan asked his advi-
sors to arrange a meeting with the Saturday Mothers/People and the meeting was 
held on February 5, 2011. The coverage of the meeting was different than in earlier 
articles. It is seen that all newspapers in our sample covered the meeting with at 
least one article and the issue was highlighted more compared to other periods. This 
change in political approach was reflected in the newspapers not only quantitatively 
but also qualitatively. It is seen that during this period many newspapers gave more 
space to the stories of the disappeared and their relatives, and to the Saturday Mot-
hers/People’s voice. The issue was followed not only immediately after the meeting, 
but also in the days that followed it, both in the news articles and columns.

Until that period, the majority of the articles were covering the protests, though 
statements of the protestors were sometimes included. The time of meeting with 
Erdoğan is an exception. In the articles published in that period, Erdoğan’s sta-
tement and positive opinions about him were emphasized. In the 400th week, it is 

9 Ahmet Küçük and Burçin Korkmaz, “Cumartesi Anneleri 300. kez Galatasaray Meydanı’nda”, 
T24, December 26, 2010. https://t24.com.tr/haber/cumartesi-anneleri-300-kez-galatasaray-
meydaninda,118756

10 Birgün, December 26, 2010, “Eylemde konuşanlar, Başbakan Erdoğan’ı duyarsız kaldığı için 
eleştirdiler”; Hürriyet, December 26, 2010, “Cumartesi Annesi oldu”.
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seen that protestors were given voice. Their remarks, press statements during the 
protests11 and letters they sent were published.12 During this period, the relations 
between the Saturday Mothers/People and protests in Argentina were frequently 
mentioned13; statements made during the protests were featured, and protestors’ 
criticisms against the state and government were reported.14 On the occasion of the 
400th week, the Saturday Mothers/People’s background was told, the conditions 
under which previous protests were staged were explained and sometimes the pro-
cess that led up to the first protests was told, as we saw in other anniversaries. The 
fact that the Saturday Mothers/People’s reflection in the culture and arts scene 
increased in that period suggests that the issue had become more visible and had 
gained a public quality. This change might have been caused by newspapers’ wide 
coverage after the meeting with Erdoğan and/or the Saturday Mothers/People’s 
success in getting their message across in the 400th week. 

During the 500th week, in an article published in Habertürk, it is seen that the 
Saturday Mothers/People’s opinion were for the first time asked about an issue 
that is not directly related to the protests.15 In the article titled “They told about 
the republic on its 91st anniversary”, some public figures were asked what comes 
to their mind when talking about “republic”; Maside Ocak was among those fi-
gures as a representative of the Saturday Mothers/People. Ocak said: “The mo-
nument in front of which we sit is called ‘the bright face of the republic’. In front 
of such a monument, we have shown the dark face of the republic for 20 years.” 
The fact that the Saturday Mothers/People’s opinion was asked about an issue 
that is not directly related to the protests might be considered as a proof of this 
groups’ becoming a part of the public space.

11 Birgün, November 25, 2012, “Benim annem cumartesi”; Cumhuriyet, November 25, 2012, 
“400’üncü haftada acı hâlâ taze ‘Affetmeyeceğiz’”; Cumhuriyet, December 2, 2012, 
“‘Hukuksuzluk ödüllendiriliyor’”; Günlük Evrensel, November 24, 2012, “Galatarasay’da 
400’üncü Cumartesi”; Günlük Evrensel, November 25, 2012, “Dile kolay 400 hafta”; Habertürk, 
November 25, 2012, “‘Nasıl öldürdüğünüzü sormuyorum, nereye gömdünüz’.”

12 Radikal, November 24, 2012, “Herkes için oradayız…”
13 Vatan, November 24, 2012, “‘Benim annem cumartesi…’”; Radikal, November 24, 2012, 

“Duyarsız kalmayın”; Günlük Evrensel, November 24, 2012, ”Aynı meydanda 400. cumartesi” ; 
Hürriyet, November 25, 2012, “Acılar yaşlanmadı”. 

14 Cumhuriyet, November 24, 2012, “400 haftadır adalet arıyorlar”; Cumhuriyet, December 2, 
2012, “‘Hukuksuzluk ödüllendiriliyor’”; Radikal, November 24, 2012, “Herkes için oradayız…”; 
Birgün, November 25, 2012, “Benim annem cumartesi”; Günlük Evrensel, November 25, 2012, 
“Dile kolay 400 hafta”; Habertürk, November 25, 2012, “‘Nasıl öldürdüğünüzü sormuyorum, 
nereye gömdünüz’.”

15 Habertürk, October 29, 2014, “91’inci yılında cumhuriyeti anlattılar”.
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In the 700th week, on August 25, 2018, when the protest was violently dispersed, 
newspapers published more articles about this issue –because of the tense aspe-
cts of the situation. Furthermore, there was an apparent polarization in articles 
covering the protests and a considerable difference between newspapers in ter-
ms of the dominant discourse. While the articles written with a discourse suppor-
ting the Saturday Mothers/People criticized the government’s attitude and espe-
cially police violence, the articles having reservations about protests presented 
the Saturday Mothers/People and protests as illegal implicitly or explicitly, and 
pointed to them as a target.

HOW THE ARTICLES ARE STRUCTURED?

According to discourse analysis theorist Teun Van Dijk, the aim of reading a 
newspaper article is to construct a [cognitive] model of the situation or event 
the text is about, and through such a particular “picture” of the actual situation, 
to update more general models.16 With the background and context information 
structured in the articles, newspapers shape general models which the readers 
perceive through the text. Thus, the articles create a frame of meaning by pre-
senting background information about the topic with emphasis made with titles, 
summaries and images. This structure reflects the publication’s attitude towards 
the event or situation in question.

The way readers make sense of the Saturday Mothers/People is also determined 
by the events and groups with which they are associated and the background in-
formation provided in the articles, i.e., the structure of the article. The only (ac-
cessible) article published after the first protest in Galatasaray Square appeared in 
Cumhuriyet on May 28, 1995. In the article titled “Protests against disappearances 
in custody”, protestors and their demands are covered and the fact that the pro-
tests were planned as long-term is reported with the group’s statement “We will 
stage a sit-in here every Saturday and use our democratic right until the murderers 
are identified.” The newspaper emphasizes artist Şanar Yurdatapan’s statement 
in reference to Plaza de Mayo Mothers, “Turkey has no right to be Argentina” by 
using bold letters, highlighting the similarity of those two struggles for justice.

16 Teun A. Van Dijk, “Structures of News in Press”, in Discourse and Communication: New 
Approaches to the Analysis of Mass Media Discourse and Communication, ed. T. A. Van Dijk 
(Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2011), p. 81.
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The newspaper Radikal, in an article published 
on April 11, 1997 with the title “German support 
to Saturday Mother”, reports the participation of 
a group from the German parliament in the 100th 
week protests of the Saturday Mothers/People 
with a title supporting the claim of “provocation of 
foreign powers”, which is often seen in articles and 
columns about social protests in Turkey. The same 
newspaper published another article on April 13, 
1997 with the title “Leftist groups meet mosques / 
Dev-Sol organized a prayer” and stated “Yesterday, 
led by left wing organizations, the Saturday Mot-
hers came together in Galatasaray Square for the 
100th time.” While the group’s resilience is empha-
sized with the remark “They didn’t give up despite 
rain, cold and batons,”  the protest is presented to 
the  reader in a controversial frame by associating 
the Saturday Mothers/People with various political 
organizations that are deemed “damaging.”

Background information and word choices in artic-
les shape reader perception of the Saturday Mot-

hers/People’s protest. For instance, in many articles reporting police interven-
tion on the 170th week, the anniversary of PKK’s first armed attack on August 
15 and/or security measures that were taken because of the attack on a bus 
carrying riot police a few days before were pointed as the grounds for the inter-
vention.17 Read under the light of such information, the articles show that the 
rulers deem the Saturday Mothers/People’s protest “illegal” and imply that 
the intervention is legitimate.

The 700th week is a period which clearly exhibits the difference in structure of 
the articles. The police intervention in the 700th week after Beyoğlu District 
Governor Office’s ban was covered by all newspapers; related with that, the 
protest was also on the agenda of the government. The 700th week protest 

17 Yeni Şafak, August 16, 1998, “İlk defa oturamadılar”; Akşam, August 16, 1998, “Cumartesi 
annelerine gözaltı”; Zaman, August 16, 1998, “‘Cumartesi anneleri’ne izin yok”.

Radikal, 11 April 1997
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was covered in articles and columns more than once due to reasons such as 
detentions, violent intervention, and Minister of Interior Süleyman Soylu’s va-
rious statements about the group. With different background information, dif-
ferent newspapers presented the Saturday Mothers/People’s search for justice 
in opposite frames of meaning from “an illegal protest” to “a legitimate search 
for justice.”

After the intervention, the newspaper Yeni Akit covered the topic on the front 
page with the title “Saturday provocation from PKK” and the summary “The 
group that defines itself as ‘the Saturday Mothers/People’ and takes the street 
whenever the terrorist organization is in trouble attempted provocation yes-
terday”.  Defining the gathering as “provocation” repeatedly, the article asso-
ciates the Saturday Mothers/People’s search for justice with terrorism with the 
background information provided in the summary and presents the protests as 
provocative and illegal. On the same day, the newspaper Sözcü reported the in-
cident with two images of Emine Ocak who was detained both in 1997 and 2018 
during police intervention and with the title “Nothing has changed in Turkey”. 
Featured on the front page, the article puts the incident in a historical context  

Yeni Akit, 26 August 2018
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by providing information on the purpose and history of the protests, and ba-
ses this search for justice that is deemed “illegal” by the state on a legiti- 
mate ground.

The choice to highlight a particular side’s statement is an important aspect of 
an article’s structure. The source of news is materialized as the person or groups 
whose voice is heard; the source shapes the perception of the reader as much as 
word choice, emphasis and images. In articles on the Saturday Mothers/People, 
the reader is guided by the perspective of the highlighted actors. For instance, 
the Saturday Mothers/People’s meeting with then-prime minister Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan on February 5, 2011 was reported by almost all publications in our samp-
le with an emphasis on different actors: “the Saturday Mothers in Dolmabahçe” 
(Akşam, 6 February 2011), “He listened to the Saturday Mothers” (Habertürk, 6 
February 2011), “The Saturday Mothers also in Dolmabahçe” (Posta, 6 Febru-
ary 2011), “Mothers of the disappeared at the summit” (Sabah, 6 February 2011),  
“Grandma Berfo spoke, prime minister took notes” (Star, 6 February 2011), “Er-
doğan listened to the Saturday Mothers (Zaman, 6 February 2011). While a majo-
rity of newspapers reporting on the meeting included the history of the Saturday 
Mothers/People’s search for justice and their demands, important aspects of the 
meeting and the stories of “the disappeared” whose relatives were attended the 
meeting were also mentioned.

Sözcü, 26 August 2018
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Vatan, 7 February 2011
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It can be said that the time around the meeting with Erdoğan was a period when Sa-
turday Mothers/People was given the widest coverage in the media. In this period, 
direct stories of some of the protesters were published as news stories. For instance, 
in an article published in Vatan on February 7, 2011 with the title “Prime Minister also 
tortured”, the observations of Kadriye Ceylan (a relative of a disappeared) about the 
meeting, and her story, were included in an interview by reporter Burcu Purtul. Publis-
hed both on the front page and inside, this article features images of Kadriye Ceylan 
and her son only; Erdoğan’s remark in the meeting “There was no murder by unknown 
assailants in our time. But unfortunately, yesterday I heard about what happened to 
a young man called Tolga in 2004 from his mother” is used in the summary. Reporting 
Kadriye Ceylan’s narration in the title and text, the newspaper also reports details of 
the meeting with Erdoğan and adds Erdoğan’s statement in a section titled “What did 
the prime minister say?” Though the newspaper highlights the prime minister in the 
title, it presented the story with an emphasis on the Saturday Mothers/People and 
their search for justice.

HOW ARE THE SATURDAY MOTHERS/PEOPLE REFERRED TO  
AND DEFINED IN ARTICLES? 

Ayşe Günaysu, who was a part of the process leading up to the silent sit-in pro-
test with the demand of finding out what happened to those who were disappe-
ared in custody, explained the background of the name “the Saturday Mothers”: 
“We did not name ourselves the Saturday Mothers. Because there were not only 
mothers. There were men and women who are the relatives of the disappeared. 
However, the media named the protestors ‘the Saturday Mothers’ and people 
adopted this name due to the emotional aspect of the notion ‘mother’. We stated 
this in interviews several times, but we could not have prevented it.”18 Another 
person involved in the start of the movement, Nimet Tanrıkulu says that they 
tried to “go beyond the label ‘motherhood’ by using the name the Saturday Mo-
thers/Saturday People, since the name Saturday Mothers was somehow adop-
ted.”19 As Günaysu and Tanrıkulu stated, though people who are a part of this 

18 Ayşe Günaysu, “‘Cumartesi’ Nasıl Başladı, Neden Ara Verildi?”, Bianet, October 24, 2014. 
https://bianet.org/bianet/yasam/159385-cumartesi-nasil-basladi-neden-ara-verildi

19 Nimet Tanrıkulu, “Galatasaray Hafıza, İtaatsizlik ve Küreselleşmenin Mekanı”, Bianet, 
December 15, 2014. https://bianet.org/bianet/insan-haklari/160801-galatasaray-hafiza-
itaatsizlik-ve-kuresellesmenin-mekani
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search for justice point out that they prefer “Saturday People” over “Saturday 
Mothers”, it is seen that the name “the Saturday Mothers” is largely used in the 
articles analyzed for this report. However, this definition based on motherhood 
is sometimes criticized on the grounds that it eliminates the political aspect of 
the movement.20 

In the analyzed articles, it is seen that naming and definition change in diffe-
rent newspapers and periods. For instance, in the articles on the 300th week that 
were published in Star, Zaman and Habetürk, it was implied that the name was 
given directly by the Saturday Mothers/People themselves with the description 
“the group who calls itself the Saturday Mothers”; thus, the protest is detached 
from its social context.21

In articles that could be defined as “impartial” or “affirmative” about the protest, 
the group is directly mentioned as “the Saturday Mothers”. And in general, the 
reason for gathering is mentioned before or after the name: “in order to find out 
what happened to their relatives disappeared in custody (…)” (Akşam, Hürriyet, 
Sabah, Vatan, 26 December 2010), “‘the Saturday Mothers’, meaning the ones 
whose relatives were disappeared in custody” (Radikal, 25 December 2010).22 In 
an issue, Günlük Evrensel used more detailed descriptions: “Relatives of the di-
sappeared who demand answers about murders and forced disappearances that 
were committed on the east and west of the Euphrates and tried to be swept un-
der the rug (…)” (25 October 2014).23 In an article published in Taraf (26 October 
2014), there is also a detailed description: “The Saturday Mothers consisting of 
families whose children were disappeared in custody or after being abducted by 
people related to the state (…)”24 These descriptions that explain the reason for 
protest clearly play an important part in making the Saturday Mothers’/People’s 
struggle and demands visible.

20 Baydar, G. and B. Ivegen, 2006. “Territories, Identities and Thresholds: The Saturday Mothers 
Phenomenon in İstanbul”, Signs, 31(3), p. 689-715.

21 Star, December 26, 2010, “Kayıplarımız artık bulunsun”; Zaman, December 26, 2010, “300. Kez 
haykırdılar: Yakınlarımızı bulun”; Habertürk, December 26, 2010, “Acılar 300. kez tazelendi”.

22 Akşam, December 26, 2010, “Devletten kayıplarımızı istiyoruz”; Hürriyet, December 26, 2010, 
“Cumartesi Annesi oldu”; Sabah, December 26, 2010, “Kayıp annelerinin 300’üncü buluşması”; 
Vatan, December 26, 2010, “Evlatlarımıza ne oldu?”; Radikal, December 25, 2010, “İntikam 
değil mezar istiyoruz”.

23 Günlük Evrensel, October 25, 2014, “Son kayıp bulunana kadar”.
24 Taraf, October 26, 2014, “Benim annem cumartesi…”.



148

News where Saturday Mothers/People are defined in various ways (2010, 2014)25 

Another approach to the naming is to mention that this name is given by “society” 
or a null subject, as the Saturday Mothers/People note. Sometimes, Plaza de Mayo 
is also referred to like this: “Society started to call them the ‘Saturday Mothers’ be-
cause of the protest they stage every Saturday” (Taraf, 26 December 2010), “They 
are called ‘Saturday Mothers’ in reference to Plaza de Mayo mothers who struggle 
to find their lost children in Argentina” (Günlük Evrensel, 26 December 2010).26 With 
these explanations, the birth of the Saturday Mothers/People is grounded and put 
in a social context, and the group becomes a concrete and social entity rather than a 
group that named itself.

In the articles on the 500th week, Birgün and Günlük Evrensel define the protest as 
“search for justice”, “justice watch”, “cry for justice”, “struggle for justice”.27 EThe 
protest is identified with the word “justice”, which is defined by the Turkish Linguistic 
Society as the following: “1. Enabling everyone to enjoy the rights guaranteed by the 
law; 2. the quality of being fair and reasonable, ensuring fairness”. In some articles 
published in the same period, it is seen that the group’s own definition and reasons 
of the protest are mentioned. For instance, Taraf, Vatan and Günlük Evrensel feature 
group’s own definition of itself by reporting the press statement: “We, as the families 

25 Habertürk, December 26, 2010, “Acılar 300.kez tazelendi”; Radikal, December 25, 2010 
“İntikam değil mezar istiyoruz”; Günlük Evrensel, October 25, 2014 “Son kayıp bulunana 
kadar”; Taraf, October 26, 2014, “Benim annem cumartesi…”; Zaman, October 26, 2014, 
“‘Cumartesi Anneleri’ 500’üncü kez buluştu”. 

26 Taraf, December 26, 2010, “Üç yüz hafta oldu, yoksun”; Günlük Evrensel, December 26, 2010, 
“Anneler 300. kez oturdular”.

27 Birgün, October 25, 2014, “Ocak’’la başlayan mücadele”; Birgün, October 26, 2014, “500’üncü 
kez, aynı yerde…”; Günlük Evrensel, October 24, 2014, “Cumartesi Annelerinin 500. hafta 
eylemine çağrı”.
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of those who were detained and forced to disappear by state’s security forces, and 
human rights advocates”, “are carrying out the longest civil disobedience protest in 
the country to keep the reality of disappearance in custody alive.”28 

A description that makes the reason and perpetrator obscure is found in an article 
published in Zaman: “... the Saturday Mothers consisting of people who have not he-
ard from their relatives (…)”29 This description leaves unanswered the question why 
the families have not heard from their relatives. This passive sentence about the di-
sappeared and their relatives strip the forced disappearance of history; it presents 
“the disappeared” as unreal, rendering the Saturday Mothers/People’s search for 
justice invisible. 

In articles published on September 25, 2016, both Hürriyet and Posta used a naming 
that explicitly points to the perpetrator: “In the first meeting of families who have 
not heard from their relatives after they were detained by security forces (…)”, “the 
Saturday Mothers in order to find their children from whom they have not heard 
since they were detained by security forces (…)”.30

In the 700th week when the protest was prevented by the police, Sözcü emphasized 
the calm aspect of the protest with the words “sit-in”, “sit-in protest” (25 August 
2018), and the next day it held the families responsible for disappearances by saying 
“their relatives whom they lost in custody” (26 August 2018). 31 In an article on the 
700th week, Posta used a description that does not attribute the protest to the disap-
peared, though it also did not name the perpetrator: “protesting for their relatives 
who were disappeared in custody (…).” Günlük Evrensel and Cumhuriyet highlighted 
“peaceful” and “quiet” aspects of the protest.32 On August 27, 2018, Günlük Evrensel 
featured a definition of the protest by a relative of the disappeared: “What we do is a 
civil disobedience protest. We do not need permission to make a press statement.”33 
On August 28, 2018, Star did not capitalize the first letters of the group’s name: “the 

28 Taraf, October 26, 2014, “Benim annem cumartesi”; Vatan, October 26, 2014, “Yürek sızısıyla 
geçen 500 hafta”; Günlük Evrensel, October 26, 2014, “‘Failler ölmeden yargılansın’”.

29 Zaman, October 26, 2014, “‘Cumartesi anneleri’ 500’üncü kez buluştu”.
30 Hürriyet, September 25, 2016, “Dinmeyen acı”; Posta, September 25, 2016, “Evladım nerede?”
31 Sözcü, August 25, 2018, “Cumartesi anneleri 700’üncü kez oturacak”; Sözcü, August 26, 2018, 

“Türkiye’de değişen bir şey yok”.
32 Günlük Evrensel, August 24, 2018, “Kaybedenlerin peşinde 700 hafta”; Günlük Evrensel, August 

25, 2018, “Cumartesi anneleri: 700’üncü haftada hesap sormaya”; Cumhuriyet, August 25, 
2018, “Bitmeyen bekleyiş”; Cumhuriyet, August 26, 2018, “Bitmeyen zulüm”. 

33 Günlük Evrensel, August 27, 2018, “Failler yargılanana dek mücadelemiz sürecek”.
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protest called the saturday mothers.”34 Given the rule of capitalizing the first letter of 
proper nouns, it can be said that this usage trivializes the Saturday Mothers/People 
by stripping it of the quality of “being a unique being among others.”

In conclusion, this difference in naming and description plays a part in the way 
the Saturday Mothers/People is constructed in social memory and whether the 
publicness and universality of the shared identity is recognized.

HOW ARE THE PERPETRATORS AND “THE DISAPPEARED”  
FEATURED IN ARTICLES?

In the articles on the Saturday Mothers/People, the ways of defining and presen-
ting people disappeared after being detained by state’s security forces, and the 
perpetrators, leads to difference in articles in terms of coming to terms with the 
past. While some usages directly expose the perpetrator and hold them openly 
responsible, some sentence structures make the perpetrator obscure and push 
the responsibility away from the perpetrator.  

Van Dijk states that the degree of the dominant party’s unfavorable actions is dec-
reased or rendered obscure by the use of the passive voice,  and the reality is thus 
concealed. For instance, saying “The protester killed by the police” instead of “The 
police kills the protester” puts the protester in a primary position as the subject 
and de-emphasises the police’s action; when the title is designed as “The protester 
killed”, the subject killing the protester (the police) is concealed.35 As these examp-
les show, the use of passive or active voice in the news affects how the reader per-
ceives events. Using the conjugation “disappeared” as an active and reflexive way 
in news on the Saturday Mothers/People integrates the act of disappearance and 
the disappeared person and conceals those responsible.

For instance, in an article published in Cumhuriyet on August 9, 1998 with 
the title “Malkaç and Tepe commemorated”, it was stated that those peop-
le did not disappear on their own through the usage of “forced to disappear,” 
and there was a subject responsible for this though it was not openly expres-
sed. The same article also said, “his body was found after he was abducted by 

34 Star, August 28, 2018, “‘Cumartesi’ istismarına son verdik”.
35 Teun Van Dijk, “News Analysis”, (New Jersey: Lawrence Earlbaum Associates, 1988), p. 11, 

quoted by Banu Dağtaş and Erdal Dağtaş, “Sivil İtaatsizlik Örneği Olarak ‘Cumartesi Anneleri’ 
Eylemlerinin Türkiye Basınındaki Sunumu”, Kültür ve İletişim, 2007, 10(1), p. 90, 91.
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News where ‘the disappeared’ are characterized in various ways (2010, 2014, 2018)36

people with police radio”; in this way, the newspaper obscures the perpetrator by 
holding not the “police” but “people with police radio” responsible for the abduction. 

In Habertürk’s article on the 500th week, published on October 26, 2014 with the 
title “The Saturday Mothers’ 500th protest”, it was stated “Staging a sit-in protest 
in front of Galatasaray High School since 1995 with the demand of finding their re-
latives disappeared in custody, the Saturday Mothers came together this week for 
the 500th time”; it is seen that the newspaper preferred “disappeared” to “were 
disappeared”, even though the latter points to an unclear perpetrator. This usage 
renders the perpetrators completely invisible and leads to the perception that the-
se people just went missing on their own. Furthermore, this narration’s blurring of 
the reasons conceals the struggle of people who suffer from this loss and who are 
actually affected by the consequences of the disappearances. 

In Star’s article published on December 26, 2010 with the title “Find our disappea-
red relatives already”, there was an even more interesting usage. The statement 

36         Habertürk, October 26, 2014, “Cumartesi Anneleri’nde 500’üncü eylem”; Star, December 26, 
2010, “Kayıplarımız artık bulunsun”; Vatan, December 26, 2010, “ Evlatlarımıza ne oldu?”; 
Hürriyet, August 26, 2018 , “Cumartesi Anneleri’ne 700. hafta engeli”; Günlük Evrensel, August 
2018, “Failler yargılanana dek mücadelemiz sürecek”; Posta, August 26, 2018, “Cumartesi 
Anneleri’ne müdahale”. 
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“Mothers gathering together in Galatasaray Square ask what happened to their 
relatives whom they lost” might lead to the perception that the Saturday Mot-
hers/People are the perpetrators of the action “to lose”; the newspaper blurs the 
perpetrator and the group struggling for their rights. A similar blurring can be 
seen in articles published in Vatan and Zaman: “The group who want to find their 
relatives from whom they have not heard since they were detained (…)”. Given 
that the protest had been going on for 15 years when this article was published, 
it can be said that the expression “not having heard from” plays down the issue, 
and conceals the reason of “not having heard from” and this issue’s relation to 
“murders by unknown assailants”.37

In the article published in Posta on August 26, 2018 with the title “Intervention in 
the Saturday Mothers”, the people who were forced to disappear in custody are 
described as “those who fell victim to murders by unknown assailants or ‘disap-
peared’ in custody”. Using quotation marks for the word “disappeared” shows 
that the newspaper does not affirm this usage and questions it. In the article 
published in Hürriyet on the same day with the title   “700th week-barrier to the 
Saturday Mothers”, the group was defined as “the Saturday Mothers searching 
for their lost relatives”; the perpetrator is once again rendered unclear. 

As seen in these examples, the position of the victim and the perpetrator in the 
article can clearly reveal the responsible ones and pave the way to confronting the 
past. On the other hand, descriptions that shift the focus away from the perpetra-
tor, and the kind of usages obscuring the reasons for the protests, is used as a tool 
for rendering “the disappearances” invisible. Reports that recognize the perpetra-
tor are highly important in terms of confronting the past, and in recognizing and 
expressing the Saturday Mothers/People’s struggle.

HOW ARE THE SATURDAY MOTHERS/PEOPLE POSITIONED  
IN ARTICLES?

In the analyzed articles, syntax, word choices, titles, reporting with or without quo-
tation marks, and news sources each play a part in presenting the Saturday Mothers/
People’s struggle for rights as legitimate or illegitimate. In this regard, the most ap-
parent difference of discourse in articles on the Saturday Mothers/People are seen in 

37 Vatan, December 26, 2010, “Evlatlarımıza ne oldu?”; Zaman, December 26, 2010, “300. kez 
haykırdılar: Yakınlarımızı bulun”.
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articles published in 1998, and especially in the ones published in 2018, those reporting 
the intervention of the security forces to the protests. In articles siding with the Satur-
day Mothers/People, sit-in protests are considered legitimate and the government’s 
attitude and especially police violence is criticized, whereas articles distancing them-
selves from the protests present the Saturday Mothers/People by carrying them to an 
illegitimate ground implicitly or explicitly. 

For instance, Radikal’s article on the 171st week police intervention titled “Children 
missing, mothers detained”, we see the following statements: “Silent sit-in pro-
tests that the Saturday Mothers have been staging for 171 weeks forcefully preven-
ted by the police this week as well” and “The sit-in protest that relatives of the 
disappeared are staging in front of Galatasaray High School was not permitted on 
the grounds that it is not ‘legal’” (23 August 1998). The description “silent sit-in 
protests that they have been staging for 171 weeks” points to the “harmless” natu-
re of the protest. Also, using quotation marks when reporting that the protests is 
deemed illegal and the remark “forcefully prevented by the police” give the protest 
legitimacy. Similarly, in Cumhuriyet’s article published on August 23, 1998 with the 

Radikal, 23 August 1998
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title “30 detentions in protests against disappearances”, the protest was defined 
as a “silent sit-in”; it was reported that “the group ended the protests without ca-
using any trouble.” With these descriptions and remarks, the “non-violent” cha-
racter of the protest in the face of police intervention is emphasized. In Hürriyet’s 
article published on August 30, 1998 with the title “Custody for the mother,” the 
protest was defined as “the sit-in protest that has become a tradition” and it was 
reported that the police “took tight security measures to prevent” the protest; in 
this way, the protest is presented as “harmless” and security measures are presen-
ted as “extreme” in a subtextual way. 

Some articles published in Akşam, Sabah, Zaman and Yeni Şafak during the same 
period legitimize the police intervention in the Saturday Mothers/People and 
reproduce the dominant discourse.38 These articles legitimize the intervention 
by stating that it was done because of “security” concerns: the police warned 
the protesters but they “resisted” and “insisted”. The newspaper Zaman defi-
ned what happened between protestors and the police as a “brawl” as if it was a 
clash between two equal forces; in this way, it reported the incident by playing it 
down, compared to articles in which words like “assault” and “beating up” were 
used, and discredited a protest adopting non-violence.

The articles published in Radikal on August 23 and 30, 1998 present a discourse 
that avoids implying that some behavior of the protestors caused police violence: 
“This week, the silent sit-in was once again prevented by the police”; “beaten 
up and detained”; “While detained protestors were beaten up and put into the 

38 Akşam, August 16, 1998, “Cumartesi annelerine gözaltı”; Sabah, August 23, 1998, “Cumartesi 
Anneleri’ne polis izin vermedi”; Zaman, August 30, 1998, “Cumartesi Anneleri’nin eylemine 
izin verilmedi”; Yeni Şafak, August 16, 1998, “İlk defa oturamadılar”.

Zaman, 30 August 1998 
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police car, upon a commissioner’s order to ‘Drive over them’, a quarrel erupted 
with the police officers who drove the van to the journalists”; “Police assaulted 
detained people.”39 

39 Radikal, August 23, 1998, “Çocuklar kayıp analar gözaltında”; Radikal, August 30, 1998, 
“Annelere yine gözaltı”.

Cumhuriyet, 26 August 2018
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The polarization in terms of news discourses’ attitude towards the Saturday 
Mothers/People becomes most apparent during the 700th week. The police in-
tervention, which happened after Beyoğlu District Governor’s Office banned the 
gathering was reported by Cumhuriyet on August 26, 2018 as a headline story with 
the title “Endless torment”. The article stated that the police “assaulted protes-
tors and relatives of the disappeared, dragged them, (…) attacked with rubber 
bullets and teargas those who resisted detention” and remarked “They even 
gassed the mothers who want their children who were forced to disappear in 
custody years ago to have a grave”. This emphasis points to unjust treatment in 
the face of force. However, with the subtitles “Endless resistance” and “Struggle 
continues at any price”, it is implied that the Saturday Mothers/People do not 
lose their strength and they are still active subjects despite the unjust treatment. 
Similarly, in an article published in Birgün with the title “Attack to 700 weeks of 
pain” (26 August 2018), the intervention was defined as “police violence”, and 
with the subtitle “To be continued next week”, persistence of the protests was 
pointed out and a discourse of resilience was highlighted. 

Most of the newspapers in our sample (Birgün, Cumhuriyet, Günlük Evrensel, Hürri-
yet, Sabah, Sözcü, Star, Vatan, Yeni Akit, Yeni Şafak) reported the statements made 
by Minister of Interior Süleyman Soylu after the 700th week that deal with the 
Saturday Mothers/People in the context of terrorism. While the whole state-
ment, which includes “We didn’t let it, that’s right. Because we wanted this abu-
se and deception to end. We wanted to end this hypocritical deception. What else 
could we do? Should we let the terrorist organization abuse motherhood and use 
it as a disguise of terrorism? Should we allow them to encourage our children to 
join the terrorist organization, lead them to ‘commemorate at the heart of Istan-
bul’, make mothers to wait for their children crying?”, was generally reported by 
the newspapers, there are differences in articles in terms of defining and framing 

Günlük Evrensel, 28 August 2018
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the statement and intervention. For instance, the newspaper Birgün defined the 
intervention as an “attack” and Soylu’s statements as “scandalous”, and the 
newspaper Sözcü used the title “Minister Soylu’s reaction to the Saturday Mot-
hers/People”.40 Günlük Evrensel defined the statements as “accusation” and put 
the Saturday Mothers/People’s discourse into circulation by using their remark 
“Political intervention to disappearance cases” in the title. The newspaper emb-
races the discourse of the relatives of the disappeared.41

In Yeni Şafak’s article titled “We will starve them all this winter” (28 August 2018), 
Soylu’s statements about the Saturday Mothers/People were reported with the su-
btitle “Should we allow them?” The statements are used without quotation marks 

40 Birgün, August 28, 2018, “İstismar sizin fıtranızda var”.
41 Günlük Evrensel, August 28, 2018, “‘Kayıp davalarına siyasi müdahale’.”

Yeni Şafak, 28 August 2018
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and the Saturday Mothers/People are associated with terrorism and pushed out 
of the “legitimate” space. Sabah used the title “Terrorist organization’s abuse of 
motherhood should end” (28 August 2018). In Yeni Akit (28 August 2018), Soylu’s 
statements were regenerated.42 In Star’s article titled “We ended ‘Saturday’ abu-
se” (28 August 2018), Soylu’s statement “Almost all terrorist organizations threa-
tening Turkey are explicitly or implicitly supported by the EU countries, their asy-
lum and protection demands are met, they are trained, armed and financed” was 
reported in an affirmative way and the protest was put in the context of terrorism. 

In the article published in Günlük Evrensel on August 29, 2018, disappeared Cemil 
Kırbayır’s brother Mikail Kırbayır’s statements, which emphasize an important po-
int about the meaning that sites gain and struggle for certain sites, were reported: 
“Stating that he can express himself only in Galatasaray Square, Kırbayır says: ‘We 
will go to that square even if they kill us, because we have nowhere else to go. It 
feels like Cemil is also there.”43 The relationship with the site in question was also 
expressed by Deniz Gülünay in the 500th week: “This is not just a place where we 
cry and get angry. This is a political space where the state’s dark side is called out. 
We won’t leave this political space until the state gives answers” (Birgün).44 In the 
article published in Vatan on August 28, 2018 with the title “Soylu: We will starve 
the terrorists”, Soylu’s statements, made after the 700th week protest focusing on 
“counter terrorism,” were highlighted and it was reported “Stating that they won’t 
let Galatasaray Square to be the so-called common legitimacy space of terrorist 
organizations”. Regeneration of these statements with indirect speech erodes the 
social value of Galatasaray Square which was turned into a memory site. 

After the attack on the 700th week protest, AKP’s spokesperson Ömer Çelik made 
another statement on behalf of the government. In the article published in Sabah 
with the title “Çelik: The extreme right-wing is Europe’s ISIS” (30 August 2018), 
Çelik’s remark that the government respects “motherhood” and “mothers’ pain” 
and his explanation for the ban are featured: “It became necessary to take some 
measures due to the fact that this place had become a ground for propagating ter-
rorism after 2010 and some groups turned this place into a center of terrorism pro-
paganda through mothers’ pain.” First, the government’s respect for the concept 
of motherhood is underlined and then the ban is legitimized with the claim that the 

42 Yeni Akit, August 28, 2018, “PKK’yı bu kış aç bırakacağız”.
43 Günlük Evrensel, August 29, 2018, “‘Soylu’nun sözlerinin gerçekle bir ilgisi yok’”.
44 Birgün, August 26, 2014, “500’üncü kez, aynı yerde...”
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protest and the place of protest became a “place for propagating terrorism.” These 
claims are presented as certain facts without any substantiation. 

During the 700th week period, the article published in Yeni Akit on August 26, 
2018, on the front page, with the title “PKK’s Saturday provocation” openly di-
sapproves of the protest and associates the protest with an organization which 

Yeni Akit, 29 August 2018
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the state considers a terrorist organization: “The group who calls itself ‘Satur-
day Mothers’ and who take to the street whenever the terrorist organization is in 
trouble attempted provocation yesterday.” The word “provocation”, “kışkırtma” 
in Turkish, is defined by Turkish Linguistic Society as the following: “Premedita-
ted action that forces a person, group, institution or state to act in a certain way 
that would lead to grave consequences”. Thus, pointing to the protestors them-
selves as the reason for the police’s attack, the article reports that the group “in-
sisted on staging sit-in protests despite the ban of Beyoğlu District Governor’s 
Office” and “attacked security forces”. The article attributes negative meanings 
to the movement by mentioning a non-violent social movement alongside noti-
ons of “attack” and “provocation.” 

The article published on Yeni Akit’s front page on August 29, 2018 with the title 
“Call of sincerity to the Saturday Mothers/March also for the civilians killed by 
PKK” reports AKP Istanbul MP Hasan Turan and Human Rights Advocates Asso-
ciation Chair Ali Akbaş’ statements discrediting the protest. With Turan and Ak-
baş’s reported statements “Those people searching for the allegedly disappeared 
relatives haven’t staged a single protest for those murdered by PKK” and “If the 
Saturday Mothers are sincere, they should march for our citizens killed by PKK”, it 
is implied that the group is not sincere since it hasn’t staged a protest which is not 
directly related to its main struggle. The article also includes the claim that the Sa-
turday Mothers are not only supported by “extremely marginal left wing groups”, 
but also by “FETÖ [supporters of the clergyman Fethullah Gülen] recently”. This 
claim is also not supported by any fact. This association, which is an example of 
how changes in the national agenda are reflected in the news course, criminali-
zes the group with a reference to “the new enemy”. The Saturday Mothers/People 
state that they have been making a great effort to avoid association with any or-
ganization from the beginning: “During the 699 weeks of protests, there have been 
no organization banners, no other banners or photographs, except the photos of 
those who were disappeared. Slogans were not shouted. After a half-hour of quiet 
sitting each week, the story of a disappeared in custody was told. For 699 weeks, it 
was told that disappearance in custody is a serious violation of human rights that 
cannot be used for political interests, justice was demanded. If any bones, the lo-
cation of their graves were asked to be shown.”45

45 Tansu Pişkin, “Cumartesi Anneleri/İnsanları’nın Devletin ‘Gücüyle’ 700 Haftalık İmtihanı”, 
Bianet, August 28, 2018. https://bianet.org/bianet/insan-haklari/200259-cumartesi-anneleri-
insanlari-nin-devletin-gucuyle-700-haftalik-imtihani
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In this study, the representation of the Saturday Mothers/People in the print me-
dia of Turkey is analyzed on the basis of a sample consisting of 50 weeks over a 
24-year period and the media’s way of constructing a social memory narration in 
accordance with the changing social and political agenda is discussed. 

It is seen that most of the articles were published to make a call before the pro-
test, or to report protesters’ statements and demands, and the police interven-
tion –when it happened- after the protest. The fact that the number of news 
articles is twice as many as that of the columns suggests that newspapers fol-
low this issue and deem it newsworthy in accordance with their own publication 
policies without leaving it to the choice of columnists. This general evaluation 
and distribution becomes more meaningful when it is considered individually for 
each newspaper. For instance, if a newspaper that has been in circulation since 
the beginning of the protests published only one story on the Saturday Mothers/
People in each analyzed period, then it can be said that this newspaper could not 
ignore the issue, but does not attach any other significance to it.

The fact the police intervention in the protests has been covered more shows 
that the general tendency to not cover events without tension holds for the Sa-
turday Mothers/People as well. And the fact that protests were given wider co-
verage in the media after the meeting of the representatives of the group with 
the Prime Minister Erdoğan suggests that some newspapers’ way of covering the 
issue changes after the ruling party accepted the legitimacy of the protests. Af-
ter this inconclusive meeting, some newspapers criminalized the protests after 
the 700th week. It is seen that the protests were discussed around the issue of 
acceptable citizen/marginalization in some articles especially after the govern-
ment associated the protest and protesters with terrorism. Again in this period, 
in the articles disapproving of the protests, the group in general and mothers/
women in particular are denied as political subjects with the emphasis that the 
Saturday Mothers/People are being “abused” and “instrumentalized” by other 
organizations; their struggle for rights and demands are rendered invisible.

CONCLUSION
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Newspapers’ publication policies and relationship with the ruling party have a deter-
mining role on the news discourse, word choices and highlighted parts. For instance,  
police intervention has been reported with various words with different meanin-
gs such as “brawl”, “intervention” and “attack”. Similarly, the differences between 
descriptions like “disappeared”, “forced to disappear”, “not having heard from” be-
come narrations that conceal or reveal the perpetrators. 

While the newspapers supporting the protest directly use the name that the group, 
the Saturday Mothers/People, has chosen for itself, the newspapers disapproving of 
the protest use descriptions like “a group calling itself the Saturday Mothers”. Howe-
ver, it is seen that remarks like “ended the protest silently”, “ended the protest wit-
hout causing any trouble” have been used regardless of the publication policies of the 
newspaper; in this way, willingly or unwillingly, a potential of “causing trouble” is att-
ributed to the group and it is implied that the group’s presence in Galatasaray Square 
is dangerous with the emphasis on the police presence and security measures. Repor-
ting the police interventions with justifying remarks like “ignored the call to end the 
protest” and “insisting on protesting despite warnings” legitimize the interventions.

Dissident newspapers publish more detailed articles compared to others, feature 
statements of the Saturday Mothers/People or human rights advocates more often, 
and report police intervention in a disapproving way. These newspapers have certa-
in designated reporters covering the issue, but sometimes articles by other reporters 
are also published. Publications close to the ruling party act in accordance with the 
attitude of the ruling party; they either ignore the issue or cover it in parallel with that 
attitude. In most of the newspapers, inconsistent naming and reporting suggests that 
they are not careful about choosing words.

In conclusion, it can be said that language and discourse concerning the Saturday Mo-
thers/People, which has social and political significance in Turkey, is closely related to 
the political developments in Turkey; the government’s attitude towards the protest 
directly affects the news discourse of the newspapers close to the government where-
as dissident newspapers approach this support in a questioning way. 

As the Saturday Mothers/People also emphasize, their protest is a search for justice 
carried out in a public space and a public sphere. Human rights-based journalism is 
important to make this search visible. We hope this report, which opens up the rep-
resentation of social movements in the media for discussion by way of the Saturday 
Mothers/People, contributes to creating a language based on mutual understanding, 
dialogue and common solutions.
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GENERAL OVERVIEW

While this report was being written, the media monitoring project of Hrant Dink 
Foundation was about to complete its ninth year. In nine years, a broad media 
monitoring work has been carried out uninterruptedly; various events have been 
held in order to produce information on “hate speech” and related concepts, raise 
awareness and fight against hate speech, and a noteworthy accumulation of 
knowledge on generated discrimination in print media in Turkey has been created. 
Though significant methodological changes over the years complicate the compar-
ison between different periods, it can be said that the obtained media monitoring 
data suggests a general rise in hate speech. It should be noted that this trend is a 
result of intensifying discriminatory policies in many places of the world, though 
there are some aspects that are particular to Turkey. Identifying the discourse and 
narrations nurturing the policies in question is important in terms of understanding 
the scope of the problem and also developing new methods to solve this problem.

It is found that on average 18 articles per day generated hate speech and a total 
of 98 different groups were subjected to hate speech in the print media of Turkey 
in 2018. The frequency of hate speech and the number of groups that it targets 
shows that this discourse is deeply rooted in daily life. The findings of the study 
show that certain groups are heavily subjected to hate speech and discriminatory 
discourse. Furthermore, certain times of the year and recent developments have 
a great effect on the distribution of targeted groups. For instance, during the five 
days after the United States Embassy in Israel was moved to Jerusalem on May 
14, 2018, almost 60 percent of articles containing hate speech targeted Jews. That 
targeted groups like Armenians, Christians and Jews are frequently portrayed as 
enemies, sometimes regardless of recent events, points to an alarming situation. 
Members of these targeted groups that are subjected to persistent demonization 
live in the same country with the perpetrators of this effort, making these groups 
particularly fragile in the face of hate speech.

In recent years, hate speech entered on the radar of not only national and local 
actors, but also international organizations, institutions and large social media 
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corporations like Facebook and Twitter. In 2016, the European Commission signed 
a protocol with Facebook, Microsoft, Twitter and YouTube with the purpose of fa-
cilitating the identification of hate speech.46 At the end of 2018, corporations pro-
ducing popular applications like Instagram, Google+, Snapchat, Dailymotion and 
jeuxvideo.com also signed the protocol. The easy access and anonymity provided 
by these media allowed hate speech to take different forms and dimensions than 
what is seen in print media. On the other hand, it seems unlikely that these plat-
forms and their executives can develop an efficient countering strategy in the short 
run. Mark Zuckerberg, founder and top executive of Facebook, gave a statement to 
the United States Senate regarding the claims that personal information of Face-
book users is leaked, and answered Senator Ben Sasse’s question “How do you de-
fine hate speech?” by emphasizing the vagueness of the issue and the difficulty of 
identifying hate speech. This answer underscores the importance of making public 
the discussions on hate speech and its power.

On March 15, 2019, while this report was being written, two mosques in Christ-
church, New Zealand were attacked. Though it cannot be said that the one and 
true reason of these attacks was hate speech against Muslims, it is safe to say 
that the rise and spread of discourse of hatred incites and legitimizes such ac-
tions. In order to take measures against such actions, it is necessary to identify 
hate speech both when it is explicit and when it is hidden between the lines, and 
also to conceive of different uses of it in different media. Though constructive 
discourse of top leaders like New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Arden and 
changes in state policies are crucial, different actors from all levels must take 
responsibility to initiate social transformation.  

As discussed in the aftermath of the massacre in New Zealand, migration is one of 
the most important issues in today’s world. Unfortunately, this issue is brought 
forward largely through threatening, exclusivist or instrumentalizing comments 
of actors in powerful positions in politics and the media. As in 2017, Syrians were 
once again among the groups most subjected to hate speech in 2018, and the ma-
jority of hate speech against Syrians (79%) was featured in local media. Since local 
publications have direct relationships with the regions in which they are circulat-
ed, discourse of enmity in these publications may lead to serious consequences.  

46 “Code of Conduct on Countering Hate Speech Online”, May 2016, 
 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/code_of_conduct_on_countering_illegal_hate_

speech_online_en.pdf. 
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For instance, on September 27, 2018, a dispute between Turkish and Syrians 
neighbors in Urfa was reported by directly targeting “Syrian” identity, especially 
in local media, and then some social media accounts urged people in Urfa to take 
to the streets to protest against Syrians. Hate speech generated and circulat-
ed by local media increases the possibility of actions that could turn into hate 
crimes.

The 2018 findings of media monitoring by the Hrant Dink Foundation show that dis-
crimination in Turkey has been turning towards refugees in line with the rise of hate 
speech against refugees in the last 5 years. There is another indicator as alarming as 
this consistency: discriminatory discourse against Syrian refugees, which has been 
intensifying since 2014, has expanded to involve refugees in Turkey with different 
identities and has turned refugees into targets of a broader xenophobia. In addition 
to xenophobia centering on “refugee” identity, the number of items targeting refu-
gee groups of Africans, Afghans, Iraqis and Iranians seems to be increasing. Through 
these articles and columns discussing refugees, the media are producing and circu-
lating a discourse of misinformation, prejudice, discrimination and violence.

While racism, hate speech and discrimination is rising worldwide, effective initia-
tives countering this problem encourage hope for the creation of a discrimination- 
free discourse.

Many women in the United States organized and protested family separations 
that are taking place during the process of deportation. Protesting migration pol-
icies of the United States, women initiated demonstrations in different parts of 
the country with the slogan and hashtag #FamiliesBelongTogether.

On July 24, when an Afghan migrant was emplaned in Gothenburg airport to 
be deported, a Swedish student waited standing in a plane until the deporta-
tion decision was reversed. The young activist livestreamed her action, which 
was supported by other passengers; it goes down in history as an example of  
civil disobedience.

In 2010 an Armenian family requested asylum from Holland because they were 
in danger in Armenia. In 2018, they found out that they would be deported back 
to Armenia, so they took shelter in a Protestant church in the Hague. A decision 
made by the church activated an old good will agreement that prevents security 
forces from entering a church during mass; thus, to prevent the family’s appre-
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hension, 400 pastors in Holland took turns holding mass 24 hours a day. Thanks 
to these uninterrupted masses, lasting 96 days, the government withdrew the 
deportation decision. 

These examples of struggles and many others that we cannot include here show 
that there is a wide range of strategies for combating discrimination, from steps 
in our daily lives to social movements. We hope that this report contributes to the 
creation of a discourse free of discrimination, racism and violence.
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