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To the young people who died in the recent struggles, whose coffins were heavier than their bodies.
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INTRODUCTION

 

YESTERDAY

“This is Turkey!”

This is quite possibly the most often used phrase in Turkey on any given day. It is used to allude to extraordinarily ludicrous situations and events. Always accompanied by a sardonic smile, in truth devoid of meaning, there is an agreement on a national level that the phrase can somehow account for anything. For instance, if an ambulance is late and then proceeds to run over the patient and kill him, you are allowed to say, in dramatic tones: “That’s Turkey!”

You could plausibly laugh and say the same thing in the event that you observe a driver on the highway with his foot sticking out of the window – with no apparent casualties left in his wake: “That’s Turkey!”

But wait! If you’re kissing someone in plain sight in Istanbul and someone jabs you on the shoulder to shout the following, you have been warned:

“Whoa! This is Turkey! None of that here!”

You’d benefit from knowing that kissing is less seemly to the people of this country than fighting.

A sentence that begins with “This is” is quite crafty, simultaneously positing and dismissing shock. It both boasts of a certain distinctiveness and explains away any lack of improvement as some kind of unalterable fate. It speaks of the melancholy of taking the great, long madness known as Turkey for what it is, of getting used to that madness, or, more accurately, resigning oneself to it. This phrase constitutes the core of the tragicomic nature of a country where every message has at least two meanings:

This is Turkey!

That is all fine and good, but what is “this” place?

Perhaps this isn’t even a place. For, according to the definition taught since the country’s founding, “this” is a bridge. “Between the East and the West” and “between Asia and Europe”. Between the Orient and the Occident. This “in between-ness” has engendered hesitancy in the imaginations of nearly everyone who hails from here. As it is, from which side of the bridge does one best describe the bridge? According to the Republic founded in 1923, the answer is self-evident.

Every generation since the founding of the Republic of Turkey has studied the same map of the country at their desks in elementary school. According to this map, Turkey was the biggest country in the world and, naturally, in the very middle. It stood as a colossus in the midst of our founding father Atatürk’s pledges: “Turk, be proud, work and trust!” and “Happy is the man who calls himself a Turk!” Europe hovered “above”, full of colour. Inside the spectral countries were cities with pretty names and rivers of bright blue. Our forefathers praised this Eldorado as the ideal goal. “Below” was the East. The East was always grey-yellow in colour. Like the USSR, it resembled a desert or a rough, hazy void. The cities were marked haphazardly. In this incarnation, the map said:

“Don’t look down or to the right, look up. Above is a colourful and vivacious life. There is nothing below other than ‘the dirty Arabs’ and camels. There is nothing worthy of your curiosity. Get yourself out of there and run towards the West as fast as your feet can carry you.”

On this map, the Republic thought it more fitting to define this country that bridged Asia and Europe, its government, and the children born here, by the west side of the bridge. It presented this “passage existence” as an identity to be proud of, not something to hesitate about – so much so that you would think we were all that was keeping the East and the West from being completely severed, and the whole world from simply falling apart. Thank heavens for Turkey! And it was our fate to swim towards the West in a perpetual state of passage.

However, those on the bridge had two big problems concerning who they were and what this place was. First of all, regardless of how breathlessly they swam towards the West, they kept being tugged backwards by the East side of the bridge. And that wasn’t their only nightmare. Under the founding father’s orders, they also had been given the mission of rising to the level of the people of the West and then surpassing that level. In his famous speech marking the tenth year of the Republic, Atatürk had ordained that we must “rise above the level of the conquering civilisations”. This mission burdened people even more. They knew they were “below”, but with the bravado of being on the same level as those “above”, and they were simultaneously tugged backwards by the sense of insignificance pressuring them from the East side of their existence. They were pulled this way and that by an existential vacuum with dual suction: greatness and insignificance. It was as though Turkey had been cursed with the inability to find a mirror that would show it as it was, without overstating or understating.

And as if this weren’t enough, another duality woven into the land’s destiny served to doubly confuse the inhabitants of the bridge. On the tiny piece of land left over from the loss of an entire empire, even those who had thoroughly experienced the tragedy of war perceived the founding of Turkey to be a “great victory”. The Ottoman had only been a burden anyhow! Young Turkey was ground zero, a new leaf. For a people who had lost everything to war, such motivation was naturally a necessity, but resetting history came at a cost. The “before” was abolished. We were grandchildren of a colossal empire, but that empire was worthless! Formal history invalidated the era of the empire, yet we all had to learn about the sultans and their times. The year 1923 constituted a milestone, but one with which we admittedly had an ambiguous association. “Before” was at once distasteful and a source of pride to us, a sovereignty we emulated even as we held it in contempt. The inhabitants of the bridge grew up with the befuddlement of children who witnessed history first-hand and then had to memorise a completely different version of events from the one they had witnessed. They became so accustomed to having everything labelled backwards that it no longer seemed strange that every sign had a double meaning. This is why the people of Turkey have never found the reaction “This is Turkey!” odd: they are used to experiencing shock and indifference, laughter and tears. And they don’t find it strange that they must both protest against and adapt to the situation, or that they have been forced to live with such complicated psyches.

*   *   *

So the years rolled on – decades, administrations and coups, massacres and football victories, hot and cold wars, riots and repressions, dreams dreamed and dreams wrecked for the love of the nation, and most of all the coffins, coffins, coffins. Each coffin was atoned for by planting another flag. The Koran, the Turkish flag and bread are all sacred in these lands. For generations, if any one of the three is found on the ground, it has to be kissed three times and placed on a high shelf. Soldiers, guerrillas, militants, journalists, writers, poets, labourers, students and children were killed, and after each killing it was loudly claimed, “No, they were not!”

“This” place preferred fury to grief. The speed with which funerals are carried out in Turkey might surprise a Westerner but really it shouldn’t. For “This is Turkey!”, and its bridge people, bent on survival, grew up being taught that grief is a waste of time.

Although those who wanted equality, justice and freedom for the nation were annihilated every time – either by a military regime or by the paramilitary forces of right-wing administrations – tables were set each night where people spoke of ways to save the country with more passion than they spoke of love. More shouting went on over the country than between two men in love with the same woman, more tears shed than by someone abandoned by a lover, more laughter emitted than by someone united with a loved one after many years of separation. The country always thrashed the children who loved it the most, and the people deigned to love those thrashed children only after their deaths. Around these same tables, people frequently wondered how it was that a country could be so cruel to its children.

There was an Ottoman tradition whereby sultans had their own brothers strangled to prevent claims to the throne, going as far as legalising fratricide. Could this have anything to do with the Prime Minister very comfortably telling a father who lost a son in the war in the south-east, “Military duty is no place to lie around, brother!”? Could the fact that this state was originally founded by children taken from their families and homelands have anything to do with the “state as father” complex that is revealed when Kurds, Alevis and Armenians are punished as though they have attacked a sacred father? Speculations abound, but one thing is evident: until the last decade, Turkey has been plagued by these very same maladies. And for the last decade, its tale has been one of attempting to cure those maladies with other, yet more complicated maladies …

TODAY

“You are Turkey. Think big!”

Along with this slogan, countless gargantuan portraits of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, possibly the most phenomenal character to grace Turkish political history, have been hanging all over Turkey in the past few years. Just like Atatürk’s portrait before it, the image hovers together with the phrase: “Turk! Be proud, work, trust!” “This is Turkey!” no longer, however, but “the great Turkey!” By virtue of the rhetoric AKP has created with the help of its right-wing liberal intellectual following, “this is new Turkey”, an “advanced democracy”. As the party in power since 2002, AKP’s political and social hegemony further serves to underscore its “sacred mission”. To oppose the party is tantamount to opposing the concept of “the great Turkey”, and, by proxy, threatening the “sacred mission”. It means opposing Erdoğan, who is referred to as reis – “chief” – and is now striving to establish a presidential system from his chair as President at the AK Palace he has built. (Ironically, AK Palace means “White Palace”, so is analogous to the White House.) Considering that, in this country, there are party members who openly claim that Erdoğan is the “chosen one” and that touching him is a form of worship, not to mention voters who clamour that they “wouldn’t mind being the hair on his arse”, this could be viewed as not only a political but a socio-psychological issue as well. Based on conservative and neoliberal values, the party’s rhetoric isn’t merely populist abracadabra working its magic on the undereducated masses. Up until now, since rising to power, AKP’s spin doctors have been applauded in the most exceptional and esteemed circles of the West. Likewise, the mainstream media of the USA and Europe lauded AKP’s rise to power with the declaration that “democracy has finally arrived in Turkey”. AKP not only represented the perfect marriage between moderate Islam and democracy, but it was also a convincing model for the Arab world with its uncontrollable post-9/11 fury towards to West. When Turkey’s secular intellectuals and writers tried to warn that such a “model” was not fit for the people of the Islamic world, let alone anywhere in the world, they were met with the ridicule of not only the neoliberals of Turkey but Western intellectuals as well. The critics were branded enemies of democracy, militants who wished to bring back the military whose clandestine authority over the government had been abolished by AKP. Also, because the economy was flourishing with money suddenly pouring into the country from some obscure source, intellectuals who were sceptical about AKP
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