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protected because political elites (including the media elites) lack a consensus on
pluralistic democracy.

2 But, as the findings below illustrate, the Turkish press
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produces an impressive amount of open and critical discussion on a wide variety of
subjects related to democratization.

One would expect all these self-critical and reflective discussions to produce some
movement toward an elite consensus at least on some issues regarding pluralistic
democracy over the years. Did this occur? Can it be that there is some consensus on
pluralistic democracy but the emergence of more cooperation to promote it is
prevented by value clashes on specific issues (in recent years allegedly a religious-
secular cleavage)? If neither is true, how could one claim that the press matters, i.e.
plays a leading (or autonomous) role?

In order to address such questions, this article presents and discusses some of the
findings of a systematic and comparative content analysis of three religious-conser-
vative and two pro-secular newspapers in Turkey. A critical period for TurkeyÕs
democratization, the years between 1996 and 2004 are covered. In interpreting the
findings, the article also draws on historical event analysis and unstructured,
complementary interviews with journalists. Specifically, two interrelated questions
are investigated: 

(i) which issues divide the Turkish media elites, on which issues is there more
convergence of rhetoric, beliefs and values, and how much pluralism does exist
within each newspaper?

(ii) To what extent and how did elite thinking change on critical issues and what
kind of a relationship does seem to exist between any such changes and demo-
cratic development?

These questions have been a vivid part of TurkeyÕs experience with democratiza-
tion in recent years. Fierce media battles occurred between the governmentÕs
supporters and skeptics in the media on the one hand, and between the government
and the skeptical media on the other hand. The governing Justice and Development
Party (AKP) was established by splitting from an earlier political Islamist party.
During the 2000s, it transformed itself into a mass party with, using the partyÕs own
definition, a Òconservative democraticÓ ideology. During the media battles, the pro-
government elites portrayed themselves as the defenders of democratization against
the beneficiaries of the military-bureaucratic guardian state. The latter, they
charged, protected the Òsemi-democraticÓ status quo by using secularism as a
pretext with the help of the ÒsecularistÓ (laik•i ) media elite. In turn, the skepticsÑ
together with opposition parties such as the pro-secular Republican PeopleÕs Party
(CHP)Ñportrayed themselves as the defenders of secularism, secular democracy, or
AtatŸrkÕs legacy of secular modernization. The AKPÕs policies and reforms, they
charged, were not really aimed at democratization but at solidifying the partyÕs
majority rule and the countryÕs gradual Islamization, with the help of the pro-
government (yanda[scedil] ) media.

While each side put most of the blame on the other, both sides seemed to agree
that the media lacked consensus on democratic values and a categorical commit-
ment to pluralistic democracy for all. Extant research on Turkish media tends to
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Many charges regarding illegitimate media interference with politics are difficult
to test empirically because media power can be used in subtle ways and motivations
behind them are hard to infer. For example, it is almost impossible for scholars to
infer what motivates a newspaper to publish reports implicating a government in
corruption cases. Is it the mediaÕs role as watchdog of politics or the specific
(economic or ideological) interests of the newspaper publishing these reports?
Sometimes, it is both. Corrupt linkages between politicians and the media owners
exist, and often result in the latterÕs exercise of power over editors, journalists, and
the content of reporting in exchange for economic and political privileges.7 Some of
such biased reporting regarding specific events and daily politics may possibly be
tested through content analysis coupled with historical event analysis. Interviews
with journalists provide important insights. But such interference of the press with
daily politics, and vice versa, is outside the scope of this article.

Media and Political Development

The object of analysis here is more specific: the discussions that take place in the
media on long-term questions and subjects (such as democratization, secularism,
ethnic-religious diversity, and the image of the West) and how the changes that may
occur in the elite thinking (i.e. rhetoric, beliefs, and values) as a result of these
discussions affect political development over time. Insofar as changes in the
predominant beliefs and values in the media can plausibly be linked to subsequent
political developments, examining the press as a measure of political development
is justified, just like Yalman recommends.

There are three potential ways or causal mechanisms through which media can
affect values and political development: 

(i) by shaping the public values and preferences;
(ii) by reflecting elite thinking; and
(iii) by serving as a site for the formation (change or maintenance) of elite thinking.

The focus in this article is on the latter two links. Various reasons can be cited to
explain why the mediaÕs primary role during democratization may be as a site of
elite discussion, contention, and preference formation.

There are many a priori 
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media to tailor their coverage to the preferences of their audience.9 Whenever the
public is divided on complex issues, journalists with expert knowledge may have
more ability to influence, but not dominate, the public opinion on these issues of
controversy.10 Yet, it is hard to claim that experts, who are more ideologically
committed than general public, are necessarily wiser than the masses.11 Thus, many
people may intuitively distrust expertsÕ judgment and rely on their own, even with
regard to complicated issues that require specific knowledge to comprehend.

In Turkey, the mediaÕs potential effects on the public opinion may be diminished
by levels of literacy and education that lag behind per capita income, and the
publicÕs relatively low trust in the media.12 The lack of mass newspapers in the
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can also aim to uncover the meanings that the authors of the texts intended to
convey, which may require the analyst to read multiple texts written by the same
author and to investigate each authorÕs personal and intellectual history. The price is
that one loses in the degree to which the information obtained is generalizable and
testable, and in the degree to which the method used by the analyst is transparent.
The inference made is likely to be specific to a small number of texts, as examining
the hidden meaning in a text requires multiple, ÒdeepÓ or thorough readings of the
text possibly coupled with ethnographic research. Since such readings are also
likely to be made by one scholar, the information obtained tends to depend on that
particular analystÕs interpretations.

By comparison, targeting the manifest meaning makes it possible to cover a much
larger number of texts. The information becomes more generalizable and reliable
because the analysis covers a large number of texts and because the inferences will
depend on the interpretations of a much larger number of analysts working with the
same rules and definitions. For some inferences computer software can also be used.
The rules and definitions the analysts work with should be transparent so that their
findings can be comparable.23 However, the price is that the information obtained
will be thinner in the sense that this type of analysis has less potential to uncover the
whole, implicit, or dominant meanings of the texts, or the implicit intentions of the
authors. For example, it can infer direct or explicit criticisms or commendations of a
worldview such as liberalism, but cannot detect indirect or implicit criticisms. It can
detect that a text includes ideas that are both favoring and opposing a policy, but
cannot necessarily infer which ones dominate the text. It cannot infer whether or not
the text itself, or the authorÕs worldview, is coherent.

The second tradeoff is between targeting what can be called positive inference
and normative inference. Positive inference refers to, for example, how terminology
changes by examining the frequency with which a certain codeword is employed in
text, how popular a subject is by examining the frequency with which a certain
subject category is openly discussed, or how frequently a certain syntax of words is
used. Normative inference covers normative values employed and judgments
made in texts with respect to groups, subjects, and social, political and economic
questions.

Targeting the positive inference facilitates the analysis and diminishes its cost:
the research can be completed with a smaller team of analysts, by using computer
software, and within a shorter period of time. Targeting the normative inference
increases the cost of research but enables one to gain more insight. In general,
manual analyses can make normative inference more effectively but at a higher cost
than computer software. The development of efficient content analysis software
requires the resolution of many language-specific problems; as of the writing of this
article, software for Turkish texts was in the process of development.24

In terms of these tradeoffs, the method used in the content analysis here was
designed to make both positive and normative inferences regarding manifest mean-
ings. The sample of newspapers was kept as large and representative as possible. A
team of twenty analysts (coders) analyzed the contents of these newspapers in
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Istanbul and Ankara libraries between April 2007 and December 2008. In about
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examined roughly 1200 randomly selected articles from the target newspapers and
identified subjects, ideas, and questions the newspapers discussed. This improved the
validity of the subject categories coded in the actual analysis.31 These categories were
then merged with the deductively derived ones in order to create the actual tables that
listed all the different subjects, ideas, views and value judgments, and code words
which the analysts coded while creating a profile of the contents of each newspaper.

Before the second, main part of the analysis, twenty analysts were recruited
through interviews aimed at excluding individuals strongly opinionated on the issue
of religion, secularism and democracy.32 They were then given a one-week long
training during which they were taught, for example, according to which definition
they were supposed to decide whether or not an article was related to the subject
category Òelectoral democracy.Ó

With a view to maximize inter-coder reliability, test analyses were conducted
during the training: the trainees examined the same articles and discussed each
otherÕs codings with regard to consistency and whether or not they employed the
same rules and definitions. These analysts then content analyzed the printed copies
of the newspaper issues assigned to them. During the actual analysis, analysts coded
articles independently but random checks were conducted to check for coherence
and compliance with the rules.33

The third part of the analysis comprised the compilation, comparative analysis,
and interpretation of the findings. During this period, unstructured, in-depth
interviews were conducted with journalists.34

While interpreting the findings, the objective was to compare newspapers and to
identify the findings that indicated change, or lack of change, over time, in a given
social-political context. In content analyses, absolute frequencies are difficult to
interpret; for example, in an advanced democracy, references to democracy may be
lower than in a less developed democracy because democracy is an undisputed norm
in the former.35 But in another context, lack of any reference may have another
meaning: censorship or weak support for democracy.

Thus, the interpretation of the findings was concentrated on changing frequencies
given the context. An increasing frequency of positive talk about democracy within
a newspaper was interpreted to indicate a rising interest in, and positive value change
on, democracy. Across newspapers, if more positive references to democracy were
found in one than in another, this was interpreted as a sign that pro-democracy value
change was occurring in the former newspaper, without necessarily making any
inference regarding the latter.36 Across comparable subjects, a high number of
codings in one category compared to another was interpreted as an indication of
interest in, and controversy about, the former subject.

Inferences were made about unchanging, or patently low, frequencies of a discus-
sion (i.e. silence) only when the social-political context strongly indicated the need
for deliberation on a certain subject. In this case, lack of open deliberation was
interpreted as a potential problem. For example, low frequency of talk about any
measures against future earthquakes in a society frequently struck by earthquakes that
cause heavy damage due to poor building codes would indicate a potential problem.
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Finally, combined with historical event analysis, changing frequencies of codings
helped to explain why (in response to which events) and how (through which
discussions) actors changed their views. Since the findings made sense in their
historical context, this also suggested that the content analysis was conducted appro-
priately and made valid inferences.

Is There A Consensus On Pluralistic (Political) Democracy?

There is considerable elite consensus on the overall value of democracy as an ideal,
and on the desirability of its liberal, pluralistic kind. As discussed below, the prob-
lems lie in the issues of trust that seem to result from value gaps on other issues, and
deficits in applying pluralistic-democratic principles to specific problems and groups
other than oneÕs own.37 As a goal in itself, however, democracy is valued by both
groups. Over nine years, ideas pertaining to democracy were coded 10,331 times.
Only a minorityÑ10.4 and 5.8 percent in the religious and secular press respec-
tivelyÑwere negative ideas on democracy discussing any flaws or weaknesses.38

There is also consensus on the general value of liberal democracy. Religious
elitesÕ support of liberal democracy (71 percent of codings) converged on a similar
value as secular elite support of liberal democracy (73 percent).39 To distinguish it
from basic, electoral democracy, liberal democracy was defined for the analysts as
Òthe discussion of democracy by emphasizing its features such as freedoms, human
rights, rule of law, and minority rights.Ó

Elites also viewed liberal democracy as an insurance of themselves and their
ideological interests. The idea that Òliberal democracy is a means for Muslims to
protect themselves through rights and freedomsÓ was approved in the religious press
232 times (83 percent of all the times this idea was coded). Similarly, the idea of
liberal democracy Òas a system protecting and insuring universal rights and
freedoms, secularism and the secularsÓ was approved 828 times, or 85 percent of all
the codings of this idea in the secular press.

The Transformation of Turkish Islamism

A major source of this convergence is the value transformation of political Islam-
ism, which had long been seen as an authoritarian and anti-systemic force in
Turkish democracy.40 A simple sign of this transformation is the evaluation of
democracy, especially liberal democracy. Positive ideas on electoral democracy
increased in the religious press from 65 percent (872 codings) in the 1996Ð1999
period to 71 percent (428 codings) in the 2001Ð2004 period.41 
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(1147 codings) and three percent negative (54 codings) in the 1996Ð1999 period
and 72 percent positive (763 codings) and five percent negative (49 codings) in the
2001Ð2004 period.

The findings indicate that there was a lively debate on democracy in the religious
press, which is reflected by the high number of codings in the 1996Ð1999 period,
before the foundation of AKP and its consolidation power. Furthermore, investigat-
ing the data more closely reveals that a major shift in the conceptualization of
democracy occurred after the secularist military intervention in 1997 (dubbed the
February 28 intervention), which forced the Islamist-led coalition government to
resign. In 1996 and 1997, the frequencies of electoral and liberal definitions of
democracy were more or less equal whenever there was a discussion of democracy.
The ratio of liberal to electoral conceptualization was 1.1.43 In 1998, the ratio
increased to 1.8, and to 2.5 and 3.4 in the subsequent two years, and remained
around 2 in the remaining years.

This indicates a remarkable transformation of how democracy was viewed by the
religious elite. Before 1998, the value of democracy equally stemmed from elec-
tionsÕ potential to bring the majorityÕs will upon government and from its liberal
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But the secular elites were divided on this question. Suspicion diminished and
faded away in Milliyet after the AKP came to power in 2002. By contrast, it grew in
Cumhuriyet, and in 2004 it reached the same level it had in 1997, during the old
Islamist party government.
Figure 1. Electoral Democracy as Means or Goal for Islamists Ð Religious-Conservative and Pro-Secular PressThe secular elites did not find it credible that the Islamists could embrace liberal
democracy as an efficient way to pursue their own ends, either. The idea of liberal
democracy Òas a system facilitating the IslamistsÕ pursuit of their own endsÓ was
discussed 235 times in the secular press, but 72 percent showed disbelief. In the eyes
of the secular elites, Islamists could not embrace liberal democracy even for instru-
mental reasons. Although the civil and political rights and freedoms embedded in
liberal democracy provide ample opportunities for Islamists to express their agenda,
persuade people and promote their cause, seculars did not see it that way.

Importantly, religious-conservative governments increased the secularsÕ cynicism
while making the conservative more optimistic. Seculars rejected the idea that
y to prsuit ofMy to pry tl88t 72 peidea oold8 ye559 ( g7al dehe s. Oecularoold8 peid increased t the Issus thelamisiites, Isla dito pur can he idundd8 -b6c02.By con(e old9 (89 vse, s 807al dehe s. 32.858 TsD
0.0001mote their ca-1 -1.2 TDbetwee.2 TD6suit0D
01g7al dehe sid nouit1suit  (807al dehe s.moteETure 1.
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It is questionable, however, whether or not the secular suspicion of the Islamists
necessarily translates into general authoritarianism in the sense of supporting
military or judicial guardianship vis-ˆ-vis elected governments. The secular press is
overwhelmingly opposed to military interference with politics in general (83 percent
in Milliyet and 57 percent in Cumhuriyet).

Notably, this opposition diminishes whenever the context is Òmilitary interference
with politics to protect secularism (33 percent in Milliyet and 17 percent in
Cumhuriyet).45 This is a clear sign of the secular distrust of religious or non-secular
politics. However, the secular press did not become more pro-military in years
under religious-conservative governments, or between 1996Ð1999 and 2001Ð2004.
In fact, MilliyetÕs support of military interference to protect secularism decreased
whenever a religious government was in power (21 percent), compared to other
years (34 percent). By contrast, Cumhuriyet was more supportive of the militaryÕs
role to protect secularism in years with religious government (50 percent) than in
other years (44 percent), reflecting a division within the secular press.

In related findings, Milliyet expressed less critical views of the judiciaryÑwhich
shut down eight political parties charged with anti-secularism between 1946 and
2001Ñwhenever the context was the question of secularism (26 and 40 percent
critical respectively), whereas Cumhuriyet did not make a strong distinction (17 vs.
14 percent). Figure 2 shows the findings for the two secular papers combined.
Neither paper became more supportive of the judiciary in years when a religious
government was in power.
Figure 2. Pro-Secular View of the Judiciary, in General and in the Context of SecularismWhile revealing the secularsÕ suspicions of the religious elites, these findings do
not necessarily imply that these suspicions make the seculars support authoritarian
state interventions against elected religious governments. Accordingly, notwith-
standing popular perceptions among the religious elite, the plurality of the views in
the secular papers (41 percent in Milliyet and 42 percent in Cumhuriyet) was critical
of the ÒFebruary 28 interventionÓ against the Islamists. The opposition was even
higher in the context of Òliberal democracyÓ (221 codings or 46 percent of both
newspapers).46
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Is There A Religious-Secular Cleavage In The Media?

The contents of religious and secular newspapers are not necessarily different from
each other with respect to all subjects. In suspicion of Kurdish nationalism, for
example, a religious newspaper like Milli Gazete is often more similar to a secular
paper like Cumhuriyet than to another religious paper like Yeni [Scedil] afak.47 Likewise,
the findings above showed that there was significant convergence on the overall
value of political democracy between the religious and secular press.

In terms of interest in different subjects, Figure 3 shows the distribution of arti-
cles related to different subjects in both types of the press. Religious and secular
press gave almost equal weight to electoral democracy, liberal democracy, modern-
ization, and social pluralism.

The Secularism Divide

The pro-secular press devoted more space (at least 50 percent more) to secularism,
human rights, political pluralism, and nationalism, and the religious-conservative
devoted more space to the Islamic headscarf question (ba[scedil] šrtŸsŸ, tŸrban or
tessettŸr), group identity questions and Muslim grievances, and the West.
Figure 3. Distribution of Articles According to Subjects.In terms of normative evaluations, the findings revealed a distinct gap between
the groups of newspapers, whenever the discussion was related to religion, secular-
ism, and social pluralism. An example of this is the content of national identity.
Figure 4 shows which sources of national identity were highlighted during any
discussion pertaining to nationalism. The two types of newspapers gave similar
weight to territory (Anatolia or Turkey) in defining national identity. With respect to
the importance of Islam versus Turkishness, the religious newspapers emphasized
the former much more than the other.48

The difference between the religious and secular press becomes clearer on the
question of secularism. For the religious press, the question of secularism (laiklik)
was relatively less important (43 codings per newspaper per year, six percent of
total codings), the plurality of the codings neutral, and critical codings (34 percent)
were considerably more than favorable views (24 percent). By comparison, the
secular press was more interested in the secularism question (100 codings per
newspaper per year, 11 percent of total codings), and more homogeneous than the
religious press: 74 percent of the codings were positive, with only two percent of
codings being critical.
Figure 4. Islam, Anatolia, and Turkishness as Bases of National Identity.However, there was a division in the secular press on Kemalism in the context of
secularism. Broadly speaking, Kemalism represents AtatŸrkÕs ideal of secular
modernization. In the context of a critical evaluation of Turkish modernization,
however, it denotes authoritarian and religion-skeptic modernization, and the prob-
lems of democratization that are associated with such modernization. Kemalism was
a mainly negative, undesirable value for the religious press, as Figure 5 illustrates. It
was considered a mainly positive value by the secular press. However, while critical
views on Kemalism were visible in Milliyet, they were absent in Cumhuriyet.

Sü

sü

FTUR_A_540114.fm  Page 568  Monday, January 24, 2011  6:14 PM



Media Values and Democratization569

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40



570 M. Somer

5



Media Values and Democratization571

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40



572 M. Somer

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

are weakened by, among other factors, insufficient prior change in the thinking of
religious-conservative elites, and distrust of the AKP and EU-cynicism of the secu-
lar elite. A full illustration of this argument based on data from the content analysis
is presented elsewhere.50 For example, in July 2009, the AKP government initiated
an initiative known as Kurdish or democratic opening aimed to address the Kurdish
conflict through negotiations and democratic-political reforms. As of the writing of
this article, however, this initiative brought few concrete results and faced signifi-
cant resistance from the opposition and the governmentÕs own constituencies in
addition to increased Kurdish separatist violence.

The fact that the AKP government embarked on this bold initiative can be linked
with two findings. The liberal political transformation of Turkish Islamism
explained above, and the fact that the religious elite are relatively more open to
ethnic identity-based politics, which, many religious actors believe, would not cause
disintegration thanks to the common religious bond uniting ethnic Turks and Kurds.
Accordingly, Òthe right of ethnic parties to existÓ was approved by 37 percent and
disapproved by only 15 percent of the codings in the religious press, compared to 18
and 38 percent respectively in the secular press.

In turn, two types of findings help to explain the resistance to the opening. By
itself, openness to identity politics is insufficient to sustain the Kurdish opening. It
also requires openness to various concrete reforms such as education in Kurdish or
amnesty for Kurdish militants, which continue to be taboo among major segments
of Turkish society. Did the religious thinking change, or was it more liberal than the
secular thinking, on such questions? The findings indicate neither. Only one exam-
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was more open to this idea than the secular papers, either. Yeni afak was most
favorable (51 percent), followed by pro-secular Milliyet (48 percent), Zaman (30
percent), pro-secular Cumhuriyet (14 percent), and Milli Gazete (11 percent). These
findings suggest that while the AKP leadership might have felt compelled to launch
the Kurdish opening in order to resolve this long-festering problem, the Islamic-
conservative elites at large do not seem to have sufficient ideational preparation to
fully back and sustain its implementation.
Figure 6. The Frequency of Discussion of Education and TV in Kurdish in Religious-Conservative and Pro-Secular Press.Finally, the secular press grew suspicious of the EUÕs impact on TurkeyÕs
national sovereignty and territorial integrity, which weakens potential secular
support for the opening. One example of this finding is illustrated by Figure 7.
Figure 7. Pro-Secular Elite View of the EUÕs Influence on Territorial Integrity.

Conclusion

People who write in the press form an important component of the Turkish intelli-
gentsia and political elite. Systematic analysis of their thinking should be a signifi-
cant component of explaining democratic development, and, sometimes, lack
thereof.

The Turkish press is rightly criticized for many of its flaws, such as the conflicts
between its private economic interests and its public responsibility to inform the
citizenry, or specific papersÕ ideologically biased editorial decisions in response to
specific political developments.

These flaws aside, however, one might ask the following question. Given the
apparent weakness of self-reflective and pluralistic internal debate within political
parties and the parliament, how else could elite thinking change such that the elite
develop a more categorical appreciation of pluralistic democracy and new and more

Sü
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constructive ideas for resolving long-term questions such as secularism, EU
relations, and the Kurdish question? Arguably, such change of elite thinking is neces-
sary for the consolidation of a pluralistic democracy with European standards. In this
respect, the findings of the systematic and comprehensive content analysis presented
in this article shows that the press plays an important role as a public forum for elite
discussion. This role of the press needs more attention and conceptualization.

Broadly speaking, the Turkish press seems to fit the image of the polarized-pluralist
Mediterranean model. However, when one examines all the views expressed in the
press and not just the headlines or the dominant view of each newspaper, the findings
reveal that there is much more internal pluralism, discussion and dissent within both
religious and secular elites than often perceived. This is true even on issues such as
secularism where there is a clear gap of values between religious and secular elites.

The findings also reveal that elites reached considerable consensus over time
regarding desirability of pluralistic democracy, if not over how to resolve the ex ante
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