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ABSTRACT

This article focuses on the construction of yerli ve milli (local and national) citi-
zens by the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi; AKP) of
Turkey. Drawing on the boundary making approach, it discusses that loyalty to
the AKP, more specifically to President Erdogan (the founder of the AKP), acts
as the main boundary marker for the construction of the AKP’s yerli ve milli
citizens. Unlike the preceding Kemalist rhetoric, drawing its fixed boundaries
based on strict ideological principles (being “modern”, speaking Turkish, and
being a secular Sunni Muslim), the AKP’s yerli ve milli citizen construction is
contingent and pragmatic. This paper analyzes three cases: the Giilen move-
ment, the Republican People’s Party, and Bogazi¢ci University, each of them
representing a different ideological background, and illustrates that for the AKP
loyalty trumps over all the ideological differences. This means that anyone, re-
gardless of their ideological background, who has shown disloyalty to the AKP
and/or Erdogan, can become non-yerli ve milli overnight or, in the AKP’s ter-
minology - a terrorist.
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On 20 September 2015 Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the President of Turkey and
the founder of the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi,
AKP)', stated in the public campaign for the upcoming general elections that he
wanted the people to elect 550 MPs who are yerli ve milli (local and national) and
who will work for the country with all their hearts and souls (BBC News, 2015).
Apart from the controversy regarding the supposed impartiality of the President
during a public campaign for a political party, this statement also illustrates
the ambiguity and vagueness of the phrase yerli ve milli, an AKP term that signi-
fies “nationness” in an empty way. It is not clear when exactly yerli ve millibecame
the official catchphrase of the AKP’s leaders, specifically of Erdogan. However,
it is possible to observe that it has been used consistently since the beginning of
2016. It has been applied extensively to describe technological, agricultural and
industrial commodities as well as to works of culture and art created in Turkey
(Baydar & Erbas, 2020; Cengiz, 2018; Kocagoz et al., 2020). Yet, what does it
mean to be a yerli ve milli MP, compared to non-yerli ve milli ones? How does one
become yerli ve milli? Through a critical discourse analysis based on the media
material, this article focuses on the construction of citizens who are yerli ve milli.

Similarly to other nation-states, the history of the Turkish Republic since its
foundation in 1923 has also been a history of the construction of “ideal citizens”
of Turkey. Hence, the AKP constructing its own ideal citizens, yerli ve milli citi-
zens, is nothing new and should not be surprising. The feature that is unique to
the AKP’s construction of its yerli ve milli citizens, as discussed in this article, is
the pragmatic and contingent nature of this construction. Unlike the preceding
Kemalist construction, it is not based on any strict ideological principles. Draw-
ing on the literature on boundary-making, this article analyzes yerli ve milli

! A public referendum in 2007 decided that presidents of Turkey would from then on
be elected through national votes instead of by the members of the parliament. The first
presidential elections in 2014 saw Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the then-Prime Minister and
the leader of the AKP, win 51.79% of the total votes. When Erdogan took over as the Presi-
dentin 2014, he quit his role as the leader of the AKP. The fact that he officially campaigned
for the AKP during the general elections of 2015 is another example of the pragmatic and
contingent nature of the AKP period, which is the main focus of this article. Since another
referendum on constitutional changes organized by the AKP in April 2017 resulted in
“Yes” votes being 51.41% of the total votes, the President of the Turkish Republic can
currently officially act as a political party leader.
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citizens through Brubaker’s concept of “groupness” as an event, “as something
that ‘happens’ instead of something that is “fixed and given” (2002, pp. 167-68).
The blurred and fluid boundaries of the notion of a yerli ve milli citizen suggests
that being yerli ve milli is contextual.

Until 2002, when the AKP came to power with a majority, the Turkish state
rhetoric was dominated by the Kemalist ideology. The “high Kemalism” (Cagap-
tay, 2006) of the early Republican period in the 1930s, the golden age of Kemalism,
transformed into a softer version after the 1950s, when the first multi-party elec-
tions were introduced. The rather liberal environment of the 1960s and the 1970s
resulted in the emergence of different ideological groupings, one of which was
the National Outlook (Milli Goriis) introduced by Necmettin Erbakan. This ide-
ology emphasized an Islamic worldview, and embraced the Islamic concept of
ummah. Considering that Erdogan was a former mentee of Erbakan and was
active within the Milli Goriis cadres, it should be stressed that the current AKP
rhetoric and its construction has its roots in the earlier periods of Turkey’s 20th
c. history. The 1990s saw for the very first time the victory of the Welfare Party
(Refah Partisi, RP) under the leadership of Erbakan in the general elections, and
the brief period of a coalition government, of which RP was a part. This article
acknowledges that the AKP period does not sharply differ from the preced-
ing eras and there is no claim that the AKP’s Turkey is a “new Turkey” while
the previous periods represented an “old Turkey”. The intertwined relationship
between the AKP and Kemalism should be kept in mind while analyzing any
AKP-related topic. What this article highlights is the difference in the construc-
tion of “ideal citizens” during the AKP period. The term “new Turkey” is com-
monly used both within the literature (Carney, 2018; Goksel, 2018; Waldman
& Caliskan, 2017) and amongst the laypeople to describe the AKP period and
to differentiate it from the preceding periods of the Republic®. Even though at
the structural level these differences between the AKP period and the earlier
times remain superficial, their approaches to citizen construction show signifi-
cant non-continuities which will be discussed later. The fundamental principles
of the Kemalist ideology, briefly presented below, have dictated in strict terms
who are the “ideal citizens” of Turkey, and people without those characteristics
have historically been excluded from this group. The ideological principles of

? Kemalism, named after Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, the founder of the Turkish Repub-
lic, refers to the set of principles that has guided the leaders in their quest to build the ideal
nation-state they had in mind. The followers of Mustafa Kemal and the adherents of his
ideological principles are still called “Kemalists” today.
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Kemalism determine the fixed boundaries of its “ideal citizens”. As noted above,
Kemalism has been in constant transformation throughout decades, its most
recent form being the neo-nationalist ulusalct movement (Uslu, 2008). The ba-
sic ideological principles of it, however, have remained similar, hence the term
“Kemalism” in this article refers to the general idea, not to the Kemalism of
a certain period.

Within the literature, the boundary-making approach was pioneered by
Barth (1969) and then recently expanded by Wimmer (2013) with regard to mak-
ing boundaries, the means of boundary making, and boundary markers. Differ-
ent strategies of ethnic boundary making have been identified such as boundary
blurring, boundary crossing, and boundary shifting (Wimmer, 2008; Zolberg
& Woon, 1999) or ethnic affinity (Kosta, 2018). Schwartzman (2007), and Love-
man and Muniz (2007) demonstrated how these strategies have been effective
across generations in Brazil and Puerto Rico, respectively. Within the literature
on Turkey, Serdar (2017) illustrated how some of these boundary-making strate-
gies are applied by the Laz minority group in Turkey. Goalwin (2017) analyzed
the early Turkish nationalism from the perspective of boundary making, and
argued that the early Republican Turkish nationalism transcended the “ethnic-
civic” dichotomies. In a similar vein, this article uses the boundary-making
approach to analyzing the construction of “ideal citizens” of Turkey, its yerli ve
milli citizens, by the AKP. The concept of yerli ve milli has been discussed within
the literature (both in Turkish and in English) in terms of everyday life (Yiicebas,
2016), yerli ve milli values and their imposition on society (Mutluer, 2018; 2019),
and yerli ve milli politics (Aslan, 2017). How and in which contexts yerli ve milli
citizens are constructed by the AKP, however, still remains under-researched.
By showing how loyalty to the AKP, and more specifically to Erdogan himself,
acts as a boundary marker for the construction of yerli ve milli, this article con-
tributes to the literature on Turkey and to our understanding of the concept of
yerli ve milli citizens. This study first overviews the Kemalist era, its construction
of “ideal citizens”, and its fixed boundaries. Then, it analyses how being a visibly
practicing Sunni Muslim is the sine qua non of yerli ve milli citizens. Lastly, it
illustrates how being a Sunni Muslim is a necessary but not sufficient feature of
yerli ve milli citizen construction, and discusses how, based on three different
cases — the Giilen movement, Bogazici University, and Republican People’s Party
(Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP) - the construction of yerli ve milli citizenship
is contingent and pragmatic, unlike the ideological construction of Kemalist
citizens. Those three cases represent a wide ideological range within today’s
Turkey: the Giilen movement, as will be discussed below, is a Turkish-Islam
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synthesis movement that is led by Fethullah Giilen, and ideologically similar to
the AKP in the sense that they both emphasize Sunni Islam in their teachings.
However, the significance this “Muslim brotherhood” would eventually be of
little importance when it comes to being yerli ve milli. CHP, representing Kemal-
ist Turkey, has always been cast by Erdogan in the role of the AKP’s “other”, and
Bogazi¢i University has been one of the most liberal academic institutions in
Turkey. By taking the three cases representing different points on an ideological
spectrum, this discussion emphasizes the irrelevance of ideological foundations
for boundary construction of yerli ve milli citizens. Ultimately, this article ar-
gues that loyalty or, more specifically, being loyal to the AKP and to Erdogan
himself acts as the most important boundary marker for a yerli ve milli citizen.
This study is based on the discourse analysis of media materials on the AKP
leaders’ speeches and the AKP’s activities.

1. The ideological boundaries of Kemalist “ideal citizens”

The lands of Anatolia that the newly-established Republic inherited in 1923 from
the disintegrated Ottoman Empire included various ethnic, religious, and lin-
guistic groups. To build the monolingual and mono-national Turkish state, that
the nation-state leaders led by Mustafa Kemal had in mind, precisely defined
deals and principles were needed. These principles were guided by the West-
ern ideals as the Kemalist leaders saw the Western civilization as a telos (Azak,
2010, p. 11) through internalizing the “Orientalist” (Said, 1978) dichotomies of
“traditional East” vs. “modern West”. With this aim in mind, the Kemalist lead-
ers took on a “white Turkish man’s burden” (Zeydanlioglu, 2008) to modernize
a supposedly backward and traditional society. One of the essential tasks of this
“civilizing mission” (Azak, 2010, p. 11) was to completely break away all the links
with the Ottoman past as it was considered “backwards” and “Oriental”. As part
of this modern/Western nation-state ideal, laiklik, i.e. “a specific version of
secularism inspired by the French Jacobin tradition” (Azak, 2010, p. 8), was
an essential ideological principle. The Kemalist interpretation of laicité meant,
however, that religion and all expressions of religion in public space needed to
be controlled, yet in order to be considered “ideal citizens”, individuals still had
to be Sunni Muslims. In other words, non-practicing Sunni Turkish Muslims,
considered “modern and thus Western”, were fixed members of the “ideal citi-
zen” group, whereas publicly-practicing Sunni Muslims, predominantly from
Muslim communities with a “backwards” lifestyle such as Kurds, as well as non-
Muslim citizens such as Armenians, Greeks and Jews were all excluded from
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becoming “ideal citizens”. The difference between Muslim “non-ideal” citizens
and non-Muslim “non-ideal” citizens was their categorization by the Kemalist
state: Kurds and observing Muslim citizens were “invisible” within the Kemal-
ist state, whereas non-Muslim citizens were officially recognized as minorities
according to the Lausanne Treaty.

Language was another means through which “ideal citizens” were con-
structed. As the culmination of efforts to completely break away from the Ot-
toman past, the Latin alphabet was adopted for the Turkish language in 1928.
Until then, Arabic letters had been used for Ottoman Turkish, and generations
of the Ottoman intelligentsia had been educated on texts written in that script.
The adoption of the “more modern” Latin alphabet meant they became illiterate
overnight, and the Kemalist elites were free in constructing their own intelli-
gentsia through this “linguistic engineering” (Colak, 2004, p. 68) plan. Through
“invented traditions” (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983) such as the pseudo-scientific
Sun Language Theory claiming that Turkish was the basic source of all cultural
languages, the role of the Turkish language in being an “ideal citizen” was firmly
established.

Various strategies by the Kemalist state ranging from campaigns such as
“Citizen, Speak Turkish!™ (targeting non-Turkish speaking citizens) and policies
such as “Wealth Tax™ during World War II (targeting minorities, specifically
the Jewish one) to massacres such as Dersim in 1937-38 (targeting Alewi Kurds)
have reinforced the fixed boundaries of “ideal citizens” of the Kemalist state.
These “ideal citizens” were delineated by strict ideological principles influenced
by Western ideals (modernization, speaking Turkish, and a unique form of secu-
larism that has constructed Sunni Muslim citizens who did not publicly express
their religion). During the early AKP period, before the concept of yerli ve milli
citizens was consolidated, the way in which Sunni Islam has been treated within
the state rhetoric was modified. The following section discusses what this shift,
involving the growing prominence of Sunni Islam in state rhetoric, means for
the construction of yerli ve milli citizens.

> Aslan (2007), Cagaptay (2006), and Yegen (2004) discuss the details of this cam-
paign that started in the 1920s and lasted well until the 1930s.

4 Akar (2000), Aktar (1999), and Bali (2005) discuss the details of the Wealth Tax and
the labor camps to which individuals were forced to go.
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2. Public practice of Sunni Islam as a sine qua non
for being a yerli ve milli citizen

The first thing to note about the term yerli ve milli is the deliberate choice of
the word milli, of Arabic origin meaning “national”, instead of the Turkish word
ulusal having the same meaning. The millet system was used in the Ottoman
Empire to refer to different religious communities: for example, Turks and Kurds,
both Muslim groups, would be considered part of the same millet. The Kemal-
ist revolutions during the early Republican period, aiming to break away with
the Ottoman past as much as possible, replaced the traditional word millet, with
the Turkish ulus®. Hence, bringing back milli into its rhetoric is largely an exten-
sion of the AKP’s “neo-Ottoman” vision.

When the AKP first came to power after the elections in 2002, having re-
ceived 34% of the votes, it was described as “‘counterelites’ representing con-
stituencies with ethnically specific grievances” (Aktiirk, 2012, p. 5), and “a vic-
tory of ‘periphery’ over ‘centre’”® (Sen, 2010, p. 60). This was due to the fact that
for the first time in the history of the Republic, a political party that had not
been affiliated with the Kemalist ideology came to power with the majority of
the votes.

In this context, the Kemalists felt that the very existence of a secular state
was in danger with the AKP coming to power. Even though Turkey is still a con-
stitutionally secular state, the following years did bring a significant change in
the state rhetoric: Sunni Islam, which had been under the Kemalist regime only
covertly accepted as a criterion of an “ideal citizen”, has now become openly
included in the state rhetoric. The increased and overt emphasis on Sunni Is-
lam by the AKP, and particularly by Erdogan, has materialized in Erdogan’s
repeated speeches expressing his desire to raise a religious generation, first in
2012 and then in 2016 (Diken, 2016). The term yerli ve milli and its derivatives
such as milli irade (“national will”) and yerli ve milli irade (“local and national
will”) have replaced the Kemalist term “Turkish nation”, while the notion of
Turkishness, particularly in the version constructed by the Kemalist elites, has
been gradually removed from the state rhetoric (Mutluer, 2018, p. 9).

> It is no coincidence that ulusalcilik, the neo-Kemalist movement that has emerged
in Turkish politics in recent years, derives from the word ulus instead of millet. Uslu
(2008) discusses this movement in detail.

¢ The concepts of “periphery” and “centre” were first used in the context of Turkish
politics by Mardin (1973).
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The Kemalist elites during the early Republican period, in accordance with
their French-inspired principle of laicité, banned the religious institutions such
as medreses, tekkes, and zaviyes that had been a main influence within Otto-
man society. However, the Kemalist interpretation of laicité meant that the state
needed to control the role of religion through various state institutions, the most
important of which has been the Presidency of Religious Affairs (Diyanet Isleri
Baskanligi or shortly Diyanet) that was established in 1924. To date, Diyanet is
still “the only legally established state institution that regulates Sunni-Muslim
religious affairs” (Mutluer, 2018, p. 1). It was not surprising that the AKP — whose
“other” is not the Kurds, the minorities or the West but “old Turkey” (Bora, 2012,
pp. 41-43) - was initially highly critical of Diyanet’s existence. The following
years during the AKP period, however, saw the institutional responsibilities of
Diyanet expanded and its budget increased to hitherto unprecedented levels.
In fact, Diyanet has gradually been transformed into the institution to represent
and to instill the new national values, yerli ve milli ones, and the neoliberal poli-
cies of the AKP (Mutluer, 2018, pp. 3-5).

In accordance with the just mentioned argument that the AKP has always
positioned itself as the “others” of “Old Turkey”, the AKP rhetoric has very of-
ten consisted of populist elements. Erdogan’s speech in 2011 stating “the elites
have no longer power in this country; my nation (millet), and my brothers and
sisters have the power” (Hiirriyet, 2011)” or his frequent references to himself
as a “Black Turk” (zenci Tiirk)®, which he most recently utilized in 2018 before
the general elections to compare himself to his “white Turk” rival (Hiirriyet,
2018), are some examples of this populist rhetoric. Erdogan refers to himself in
this way to present himself as the “true offspring” of Turkey and to emphasize
that he, along with his fellow observing Muslims, is the one who was “othered”
by the Kemalist state’. Considering that “appealing to the people is a minimal
and necessary condition” in all available definitions of populism (Jagers & Wal-
grave, 2007, p. 4), Erdogan’s populist rhetoric is easily noted here. By placing
himself and the AKP to the opposite of the Republican elites, Erdogan has

7 Translated by the author from the Turkish original.

8 The word “Black” translates to Turkish as “siyah”, which makes the usage of a sepa-
rate term such as zenci to describe the opposite of “white” problematic. This discussion,
however, is beyond the purposes of this article. It is worth mentioning, however, that
the term zenci is still commonly used amongst both the lay people and, as exemplified,
state-level administration.

° One of the speeches in which Erdogan stated this by referring to himself as zenci
Tiirk can be watched (in Turkish) at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JqgBBMNYXTZY.
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instrumentalized the populist rhetoric to shape the yerli ve milli citizens. As Tag-
gart argues, the concept of “the people” is essential in populist rhetoric since
who “the people” are is shaped and constructed by populism. The emphasis in
populism is on who “the people” are not instead of who they are and on who
“the enemy” is (Taggart, 2000). Applying this populist logic to the AKP case,
it is possible to observe that the AKP’s construction of “the people” does not
include elites who were part of the Republican construction of the nation, and
that “the enemy” is the “white Turks”. The overt and direct emphasis on Sunni
Islam in the AKP’s populist rhetoric means that Sunni Islam is associated with
“the people’s mainstream culture”, and thus is represented as a natural feature of
national values (Koyuncu, 2014, p. 77).

Throughout the last decade, Erdogan has increasingly taken on the role of
the leader of the Islamic ummah around the world. Presenting the Turkish state
as the natural Muslim heir to the Ottoman Empire started as early as 2006, when
it became evident during Erdogan’s press conference at the Turkey Summit of
the World Economic Forum. He referred to the “United Nations Alliance of
Civilisations™, and stated that this alliance could be achieved through Turkey
becoming a member of the European Union (EU). He continued:

I want this [EU membership] for “The Alliance of Civilisations” to be success-
ful. I want this for the global peace. The whole Islamic world, which amounts to
1.5 billion people, wishes Turkey to enter the EU; they do not want this because
they themselves will become EU members. They think that if Turkey is there [at
the EU]J, the Islamic world with its 1.5 billion people or the Islamic civilisation
will be represented there (Hiirriyet, 2006)".

“The Alliance of Civilisations” initiative as a whole is an example of the AKP
presenting Turkey as an Islamic civilization, and the above quotation highlights
this by also casting Turkey in the role of the protector of the Islamic world due to
its Ottoman heritage (Koyuncu, 2014, pp. 275-76). Later the AKP, and specifically
Erdogan, started to incorporate Islam into the yerli ve milli rhetoric. The conven-
tion “Yerli ve Milli Will in the History of Turkish Politics” organized in 2016

10 “The Alliance of Civilisations” is an initiative that was launched in 2005 by Recep
Tayyip Erdogan and the-then-Prime Minister of Spain, H. E. José Luis Rodriguez Zapatero,
aimed at “establishing a common political will in order to overcome prejudice, misper-
ception and polarization” (http://www.mfa.gov.tr/the-alliance-of-civilizations-initiative.
en.mfa). It was also subsequently endorsed by the United Nations, and became a United
Nations Initiative.

"' Translated by the author.
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illustrates how these two features are intertwined in the AKP’s construction
of its ideal citizens. During this convention, Erdogan gave a speech in front of
the representatives of Turkic and Muslim communities from around the world,
and he reiterated Turkey’s role within these communities by saying “as [we] fight
for all [our] brothers and sisters in the Turkish world and in the Islamic world
who put their hopes in [us], [we] are faced with many obstacles™2.

With regards to Kurds of Turkey, the perpetual “others” of the Kemalist
state, the emphasis on Islam in the state rhetoric meant that there was a space
for Kurdishness as a separate ethnicity as long as there was loyalty to Islam, in
line with the ummah approach. Compared to the strictly secular Kemalist ide-
ology, this meant that different Muslim ethnic groups such as Kurds could be
now recognized as Kurds, contrary to being non-recognized (invisible) within
the Kemalist rhetoric. However, this also meant that other citizens who are not
Muslims or who do not associate themselves with Sunni Islam - such as Alewis,
Jews, and Armenians - have been clearly excluded from the definition of yerli
ve milli citizens. Hence, when discussing the yerli ve milli citizen construction
of the AKP, the religious aspect of this construction should be taken as a sine
qua non. Koyuncu (2014) discusses the intertwined relation between Islam and
national identity construction of the AKP by illustrating how Sunni Islam has
gained importance as a “social and cultural capital”, in Bourdieuian terms,
within the national identity. The relationship between the AKP’s national iden-
tity and Sunni Islam is threefold: a) Islam as a justified and transformed capital
within national identity, b) Islam as a unifying and regulating capital within
national identity, and c) Islam as an exclusionary and discriminating capital
within national identity (Koyuncu, 2014, pp. 317-320). In boundary making
approach, this is understood as Sunni Islam dividing the people into “fixed and
given” (Brubaker, 2002, pp. 167-168) groups. After establishing the embedded-
ness of Sunni Islam in the construction of yerli ve milli citizen, the following
section will discuss the contingency and the blurred boundaries of this con-
struction, illustrating that being a Sunni Muslim is its necessary but not suf-
ficient feature.

12 Translated by the author. The full original speech can be watched at https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=]9HkecbGgCE&t=1685s.
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3. The contingent boundaries of a yerli ve milli citizen

The referendum in 2017 and the preceding campaign was a clear indica-
tion which citizens were going to be considered yerli ve milli. The vote was on
the proposed amendment to the constitution that would change the system
to a presidential one where the President would have much more powers than
in the current parliamentary system. As this amendment would significantly
increase President Erdogan’s powers, he strongly advocated the “Yes” vote and
launched a very active campaign, even though the constitution at the time pro-
hibited the President from showing partiality. His and the AKP’s leaders’ rheto-
ric during the referendum campaign mostly focused on emphasizing the values
of “Yes” voters and “No” voters. Erdogan depicted “No” voters as those who side
with and support “terrorist organizations”"; the then-Prime Minister Binali
Yildirim asked the voters to take into account that “the enemies of Turkey” and
“terrorists” would be voting “No” (Hiirriyet, 2017).

Erdogan’s and Yildirim’s usage of the phrases such as “terrorists” and “en-
emies of Turkey” is a reflection of the AKP’s contingent and non-ideological con-
struction of their yerli ve milli citizens. The case of the Giilen movement is one of
the examples of how the boundaries of yerli ve milli citizen could be arbitrarily
(re-)drawn. The Sufi scholar Fethullah Giilen and his movement is considered to
be “liberal Turkish-Islam” (Aras & Caha, 2000). Koyuncu describes the Giilen
movement as an “education movement” (2014, p. 298), which is significantly dif-
ferent from what the AKP emphasizes in its yerli ve milli citizen construction.
The Giilenist movement consisted of “well-trained, educated and competent
bureaucrats” (Yavuz & Kog, 2016, p. 136) who Erdogan needed to transform
the Kemalist state from within. In a way, the relationship between Erdogan and
the Giilen movement was “opportunistic” (Jovanovi¢ & Pidi¢, 2020, p. 105) as
they had a common enemy in the Kemalist establishment. The Giilenist move-
ment had been influential for a long time behind the scenes of Turkish politics.
In exchange for providing support to the AKP through its trained and educated
bureaucrats, the Giilen movement throughout the years spread its influence
over the state bureaucracy, judiciary, and the police system (Sharon-Krespin,
2009). In time, however, the Giilen movement shifted from the “periphery” to

B Throughout his referendum campaign in 2017, Erdogan linked voting “No” to
“terrorist activities” many times, and one of those campaign speeches stating this can be
watched at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uWx6 DUHB5aw .
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the “center” (Koyuncu, 2014). The culmination of this shift to the center was ob-
served at “International Turkish Olympics” (Uluslararas: Tiirk¢e Olimpiyatlari).
This competition, the main aim of which is “to encourage learning Turkish and
also advertise Turkey and Turkish culture™*
Students from across the world, who study at schools established by the Giilen
movement, participate in this competition. These schools are a reflection of
the major feature in Giilen’s teachings: the reconciliation of religion and science,
creating some form of “Islamized science” (Tee, 2016, pp. 3-4). Accordingly,
these Giilen schools across the world follow a secular curriculum, and the stan-
dards for teaching subjects such as mathematics and sciences are usually high
(Tee, 2016, p. 4). Koyuncu (2014) discusses how the Turkish Olympics has been
gradually moved to the mainstream space that has been constantly (re-)con-
structed by the AKP. The climax of this move to the mainstream was observed
during the 2013 Turkish Olympics, when Erdogan in his speech referred to those
in the audience and to the participants as the “true picture of Turkey”. Con-
sidering the timing of the competition in 2013 (the Gezi protest’ had already
been sweeping through Turkey for several weeks), this was a clear reference to
the Gezi protests and its participants. He presented the contrast between “van-
dalism” and “peace ambassadors™

, has been organized since 2003.

For the last three weeks, there have been two very contrasting pictures in Tur-
key... One is the picture of anger, hate, violence, and conflict; the other is a pic-
ture of peace, mercy, friendship, and solidarity... One side has insults, curse,
and intolerance, whereas the other has tolerance and love. It is not the message
of those who set the streets on fire for their momentary desires but the message
of real Turkey that has carried the Turkish language, the ancient language, on its
shoulders for thousands of years (Hiirriyet, 2013)*°.

" The official website of this competition (in Turkish) is accessed at https://turk-
ceolimpiyatlari.org/.

5 The social movement commonly known as “the Gezi protests” first started in
May 2013 out of environmental concerns when the government announced its plan to
demolish the Gezi Park near the Taksim Square of Istanbul, one of the few green spaces
left within Istanbul, to build an Ottoman-era military barracks. Shortly, however, the
protests turned into state-wide demonstrations, mainly against the government and the
authoritarian regime of Erdogan. Ozen (2015) discusses the transition of an environmen-
tal struggle into this state-wide mass movement.

16 Translated by the author.
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What is relevant for the purposes of the discussion in this article is the trans-
formation of the Giilen movement from “the true citizens of Turkey”, or yerli
ve milli citizens, to “terrorists” and “the enemies of Turkey”, as mentioned at
the beginning of this section. The pragmatic and opportunistic collaboration be-
tween the Giilen movement and the AKP collapsed once their common enemy,
the Kemalist establishment, had been neutralized (Tas, 2018a). Thus the third
term of the AKP (2011-2015), specifically since December 2013 when corrup-
tion scandals involving the AKP’s leaders broke out, saw a direct attack against
Giilen and his followers, with Erdogan calling them a “parallel structure” within
the state. However, it was not until the failed coup attempt on 15 July 2016 that
the Giilenist movement was officially recognized as a “terrorist” group (referred
to by the acronym FETQ). On the coup night, Erdogan directly blamed Fethul-
lah Giilen for the coup attempt and targeted him. It is beyond this article’s pur-
pose and intentions to explore whether Giilen was really the brain behind that
coup attempt (although it is now widely assumed that at least some elements of
his movement were involved). What is relevant for the purposes of this article
is to understand how Erdogan used this coup attempt to neutralize not only all
the Giilenists but also anyone who criticized him. Since 15 July 2016, the mass
purge involved saw arbitrary dismissals of more than 100,000 public sector
employees, ranging from members of the armed forces to judges, academics,
doctors, and teachers (Yilmaz & Bashirov, 2018, p. 7). These dismissed public
servants were replaced with those loyal to “Erdoganism” (Yilmaz & Bashirov,
2018). Thus Erdogan’s and Yildirim’s use of labels such as “terrorists” and “en-
emies of the state” should be considered in this context. To emphasize the rela-
tionship between the 2017 referendum and the coup attempt of 15 July, Erdogan
frequently referenced the two dates together. He stated that 16 April"” was going
to be the answer to 15 July and that the “No” voters sided with 15 July'.

Since the referendum in 2017, Erdogan has consistently used the phrase yerli
ve milli, and not being yerli ve milli started to be considered (by the AKP) equal
to being a traitor; it became an expression of insult. For instance, a couple of
months after the referendum, in September 2017, Erdogan stated that the AKP
and MHP (Milliyet¢i Hareket Partisi or Nationalist Action Party) were both
yerli ve milli, whereas CHP and HDP (Halklarin Demokratik Partisi or Peoples’

1716 April is the date of the 2017 referendum.
8 One of the speeches in which Erdogan stated this can be watched (in Turkish) at
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MYrE2eol ENO>.
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Democratic Party)" were not: “on the contrary, they [CHP and HDP] are al-
ways in coalition with those who attack this country, with those who try to stop
Turkey”. It was no coincidence that the leader of the Turkish nationalist party
MHP, Devlet Bahgeli, campaigned for the “Yes” vote for the referendum, whereas
CHP and HDP supported the “No” vote. Erdogan stated that CHP and HDP
were not yerli ve milli enough because they acted against the interests of the AKP
was supporting at the time; in this case, the “Yes” vote in the referendum. Ac-
tions against the AKP were again equaled to not being yerli ve milli in January
2018, when Mahir Unal, the then-spokesperson for the AKP, criticized CHP for
not being yerli ve milli and for advocating anti-Turkey lobbyists. Once again,
this was due to CHP not being in accordance with the alliance that the AKP
and MHP had formed at the time as illustrated by Unal specifically pointing out
that the “anti-Turkey lobbyists” supported by CHP those outside the AKP-MHP
alliance (Cumbhuriyet, 2018).

The same year, Erdogan used the yerli ve milli concept to launch an attack
against yet another organization that he saw acting against the AKP’s interests.
In a speech he made at Bogazi¢i University, one of the most prestigious public
universities in Turkey, Erdogan stated in January 2018 the following:

Whilst Bogazigi University is still one of the most prestigious and most impor-
tant institutions of Turkey, I have to state that it could not reach the status that
we wanted (...) It has not reached its goals of becoming a global brand because
it has not relied on the values of this country and this nation. The fact that our
university is based on a foreign education system? does not prevent it from being
founded on these values (...). I ask, the universities at Western countries, do they
not have diverse voices within them? Which one of them constantly acts against
the values of its own state, of its own peoples? (...) Studying at the best universi-
ties in the world and adopting yerli ve milli values are not each other’s opposites
(CNN Tiirk, 2018).

Throughout this speech, Erdogan explicitly states that Bogazi¢i Uni-
versity lacks the yerli ve milli values it needs to adopt to be transformed into
the kind of institution that Erdogan desires. The further developments illustrate

¥ HDP is the pro-Kurdish party in the National Assembly.

20 This speech in Turkish can be watched at <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_dc-
gMcw80c&t=274s>.

2l Bogazi¢i University has its roots in Robert College, the oldest American College
outside the United States, which was founded in 1863 by two American educators and
merchants, Dr Cyrus Hamlin and Christopher Rheinlander Robert.
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the importance of this for Erdogan: on 1 January 2021, Erdogan appointed
Prof. Bulu as the Vice-Chancellor of Bogazi¢i University. From 1992 up until
2016, the vice-chancellors of public universities would be nominated through
elections within the universities. The list of the three candidates who received
the most votes would be sent by the Council of Higher Education (Yiiksekdgretim
Kurulu, YOK) to the President, and the President would appoint the vice-
chancellor, usually the one at the top of the shortlist. For Bogazi¢i University,
this practice was first abolished in 2016, when Erdogan appointed Prof. Mehmet
Ozkan instead of Prof. Giilay Barbarosoglu, who received 86% of the votes in
the intra-university election. While Prof. Ozkan held a post at Bogazigi Uni-
versity, he was not even a candidate during the election. The appointment of
Prof. Bulu took this unusual practice a step further in the sense that it was the first
time in the history of Bogazi¢i University that an academic from the outside was
appointed as the Vice-Chancellor. Apart from the non-democratic procedure
of this appointment, this also exemplifies how universities have become one of
the main instruments for yerli ve milli citizen construction. The (re)shaping of
Bogazigi University, which Erdogan described in 2018 as not being a yerli ve milli
institution, would be facilitated through the appointment of a yerli ve milli vice-
chancellor. For Erdogan, this meant someone who had been an active member of
the AKP, as the background of Prof. Bulu illustrates. The protesters against this
appointment, consisting of both students and academics, were called “terrorists”
by Erdogan (Cumhuriyet, 2021). Once again, the label was used to castigate those
acting against the AKP’s interests.

These three examples illustrate the range of citizens who can be considered
as non-yerli ve milli. Instead of being constructed according to strict ideological
principles as during the Kemalist era, the AKP’s “ideal citizens”, yerli ve milli
citizens, are a result of contingency and pragmatism. The Giilen movement,
sharing a similar worldview to that of the AKP, was deemed a “traitor” run-
ning a “parallel state” within the state once it became clear that the pragmatic
alliance between the AKP and the Giilen movement was no longer needed, and
has been officially labeled as a “terrorist organization” since the coup attempt
in July 2016. It should be reiterated that the essential point here is not to elabo-
rate on the behind-the-scenes details of how Giilen movement was involved;
it is rather how not only the movement itself but an entire group of citizens,
even those with the most tenuous connections to the movement (such as having
an account in the bank affiliated with the movement), were purged from their
official posts, had their licenses to perform their jobs revoked, and had their
passports confiscated. With regards to CHP, it might be expected that as a party
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representing the Kemalist ideology of the nation-state it would not be considered
by the AKP to be yerli ve milli; as mentioned, the AKP, specifically Erdogan, has
always constructed themselves as the “other” of the Kemalist state*?. However,
some individuals affiliated with CHP are specifically labelled as “terrorists”,
depending on their support for certain cases. For instance, the term “terrorists”
Erdogan used referring to the protesters at Bogazi¢i University also included
the provincial head of CHP for Istanbul, who joined the protests at Bogazigi
University on 4 January 2021.

The irrelevance of any ideological foundations for the construction of yerli ve
milli citizen is exemplified once again by putting all the opposition to the AKP
into one single category of “terrorists”. The statement of Erdogan on the Bogazici
protests after the appointment of Prof. Bulu sums up this categorisation:

A routine appointment is used to stir up trouble at universities (...). We have
seen the actors of this dirty scenario at Cumhuriyet Mitingleri* when they called
for a coup, at Gezi protests when they were looting (...). We have seen these ac-
tors supporting the separatist terrorist organisation* (...). We have seen them
cheering for FETO during the 17-25 coup attempt?*. We have seen them during
the coup attempt of 15 July when they marched between tanks and waited in
front of the TV for the result (BBC News, 2021).

22 Cagaptay argues that Erdogan has internalised the same orientalist teachings that
the Kemalist state has taught its citizens for generations (Ottoman sultans being reli-
gious fanatics and obsessed with Sunni Islam) (2020, pp. 51-52), making Erdogan himself
a product of the Kemalist ideology.

2 Cumbhuriyet mitingleri, meaning Republican rallies, were organized in April 2007
to protest the upcoming presidential election process within the National Assembly.
The rallies consisted predominantly of Kemalists as they feared that the next President
(who would be the first one elected since the AKP came to power) would be a threat to
the secular characters of the Turkish state.

2 By “the separatist terrorist organisation”, Erdogan here refers to the PKK (Partiya
Karkerén Kurdistané), Kurdistan Workers” Party, the militia of the Kurdish movement
in Turkey. PKK is officially designated as a “terrorist organisation” by the Turkish state.

> This process refers to the week of 17-25 December 2013 when a major corruption
investigation involving some of the highest-ranking AKP officials became public, with
several audio recordings claiming to capture the conversations of Erdogan and his son
also leaked. The AKP has claimed, as this quote also suggests, that this was a “coup at-
tempt” by the Giilen movement; all the involved prosecutors, judges, and police officers
were ultimately removed and arrested. This was the first time that the “pragmatic” col-
laboration between the AKP and the Giilen movement publicly showed signs of cracking.
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This statement illustrates how three different groups within Turkey, coming
from different ideological backgrounds (Giilen movement; those who joined
Cumbhuriyet Mitingleri, which means CHP and the Kemalists; and Gezi protest-
ers, who included a variety of groups from different backgrounds) are all consid-
ered the same: non-yerli ve milli citizens, and hence “terrorists”.

In accordance with the definition of the AKP transformation period as
“pragmatic” (Cizre, 2008), the construction of “ideal citizens” of Turkey has
also shifted to a pragmatic and contingent one. While during the Kemalist era
“ideal citizens” were constructed in accordance with strict ideological prin-
ciples, during the AKP years yerli ve milli citizens are constructed mostly based
on one thing: loyalty to the AKP and, more specifically, to Erdogan. The previ-
ous section discussed the intertwined relation between Sunni Islam and yerli
ve milli citizen construction. The Kemalist construction of its “ideal citizens”
also included Sunni Muslims, yet these Muslims had to be, in accordance with
the secularist (Idik) principles of the Kemalist state, non-visible within the public
space in terms of practicing their religion. The “ideal citizen” also had to be
“modern” in “Orientalist” terms (Said, 1978), and speak Turkish. Since the Ke-
malist “ideal citizen” was based on these ideological principles, the exclusion
from being an “ideal citizen” relied on systematic methods: anyone or any group
that did not speak Turkish, anyone who did not lead a “modern” lifestyle or was
a practicing Muslim was excluded from the construction of the “ideal Turkish
citizen”. The commitment to these Kemalist principles also suggests that indi-
viduals were not considered “ideal citizens” because they did not fit the model
the Kemalist leaders had in mind. As the current yerli ve milli citizens are not
determined through strict ideological principles (being a practicing Sunni
Muslim is the only “necessary but not sufficient” criterion), all the citizens who
define themselves as Sunni Muslims are initially treated as yerli ve milli citi-
zens. If the subsequent events show their disloyalty to the AKP and particularly
to Erdogan, they are labeled as “traitors” and “terrorists”. This suggests that
the AKP’s construction of yerli ve milli citizens reverses the Kemalist construc-
tion of “ideal citizens™ the citizens are denounced as not fitting the AKP model
after they have already been discarded as non-yerli ve milli. In this way, whatever
model the AKP has in mind for its yerli ve milli citizens is constantly (re-)shaped
according to whoever proves to be the most loyal to the AKP and to Erdogan at
a given moment. Hence, for the AKP loyalty determines ideology, whereas for
Kemalists their ideological principles determine the “ideal citizens”. This also
suggests that the boundaries of yerli ve milli citizenship that the AKP constructs
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are fluid and blurred compared to the Kemalist construction of “ideal citizens”,
whose boundaries are fixed.

Conclusion

The construction of “ideal citizens” has been a common practice throughout
the history of the Turkish Republic since its foundation in 1923, and the AKP
has maintained this practice during its rule. This article discusses the ways in
which the construction of “ideal citizens” has been modified during the rule of
the AKP in accordance with the changes that the AKP has brought to its rheto-
ric during its “pragmatic” (Cizre, 2008) transformation period. Firstly, the term
yerli ve milli started to be used in reference to the “ideal citizens” of the AKP.
Secondly, being a Sunni Muslim, which was a subtle requirement during the Ke-
malist era due to the obsession with the secular characteristics of the state, be-
came an overt sine qua non of the yerli ve milli citizenship of the AKP.

The most important change in the construction of yerli ve milli citizens,
however, came in the form of constructing the boundaries of this citizenship.
The Kemalist construction of its “ideal citizens” was based on strict ideological
requirements such as speaking Turkish, leading a “modern” (as understood by
Kemalist leaders) lifestyle, and being secular. For decades, these fixed criteria
determined who belonged to the group of “ideal citizens”. Those who did not fit
the Kemalist ideal were excluded from “ideal citizenship”. As such, the Kemal-
ist construction of “ideal citizenship” had fixed, principle-based boundaries.
The AKP’s construction of yerli ve milli citizens, on the other hand, is contingent
on the loyalty shown to the AKP and to Erdogan in particular. Initially, any citi-
zens who are practicing Sunni Muslims are considered as yerli ve milli. However,
as the case of the Giilen movement illustrates, showing disloyalty to the AKP and
to Erdogan results in being labelled as “traitors” and eventually as “terrorists”
even if one is a practising Sunni Muslim. Moreover, this categorization as “ter-
rorists” in the end erases all the ideological differences among those non-yerli
ve milli citizens. This means that Sunni Muslims, Kemalists, and Gezi protesters
can all be considered as one single group of “terrorists” due to their lack of loy-
alty. In contrast to the Kemalist construction of “ideal citizens”, the boundaries
of yerli ve milli citizens are dynamic and fluid, with loyalty the main means of
boundary making.
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