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ABSTRACT 

This project explores how film censorship shapes film production and circulation 

at film festivals, public screenings, and theatrical releases since the early 2000s in 

Turkey. It argues that, over time, mechanisms of censorship under Erdoğan’s 

authoritarian regime became less centralized; practices of censorship became more 

dispersed and less and less “official;” and the various imposing actors and agencies have 

differed from those in previous decades. Though still consistent with longstanding state 

ideologies, reasons for censorship practices, now more than ever, must be complexly 

navigated and negotiated by producers and distributors of film, including festival 

organizers, art institutions, and filmmakers themselves, through self-censorship. 

Drawing on a number of in-depth case studies of films banned after 2000, this project 

analyzes these works within the political and social contexts surrounding their releases, 

as well as ethnographic data based on dozens of extensive semi-structured interviews 

with cultural producers over five years of fieldwork. The corresponding ethnographic 

fieldwork research reveals how the political climate in Turkey has affected (and worked 

to suppress) cultural production, freedom of speech, activism, and political resistance to 

the Erdoğan regime. It asks how political activism, speech, and events are converted into 

the visibility of image, sound, and text (as film) ultimately meets up with structures of the 

states that seek to obstruct or eliminate this mode of political engagement, not just 

through banning of artistic expression, but also through processes of delegitimization, 

investigatory targeting, threats, hate speech, and violence. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

October 22, 2017. Another overwhelming day of fieldwork was almost over 

when a friend texted me a screenshot with a note: “This can definitely be relevant 

for your research!” The screenshot, a Facebook post from his friend on the same 

night, reads the following [written in English]: 

“A friend who has just flown with Turkish Airlines watched Paris Can 
Wait on the plane and recommended to me. When we were talking about 
it, I noticed she didn’t know they kissed and she insisted the lady pulled 
herself. Then it turns out they censored that part like the ultracon TVs of 
the 90s and ruined the plot. Guys, stop your hypocritical attitude of moral 
policing as an airline company. Or just don’t put that movie there. Looks 
like they hired the guy in charge of this holy job at Samanyolu TV when 
they shut down the channel instead of jailing him” [sic]. 
 

My friend’s friend initially compares the company’s action, a financial institution 

making profits out of flight ticket sales, with television channels that have been 

conducting old school censorship practices in the 1990s (“a practice still intact 

and expected,” I would have added), namely removing certain shots or scenes. 

Another interpretation would reflect on a slightly different aspect: Someone you 

do not know decides which scenes you should watch or not during a commercial 

flight for which you pay loads of money. It is no different from taken-for-granted 

censorship practices by television channels over several decades, except you pay 

for a flight ticket to get a similar treatment, which is not acceptable. In that sense, 

not only censorship now transcends its usual habitat, the conventional means of 

communication, including television, radio, films, newspapers, books. It even 

reaches out to the audiovisual materials we consume on a regular flight. It also 
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mystifies the whole process since we do not know who makes the final decision in 

that airline company for an “appropriate” version for any given film.  

 A similar accusation was made public on January 2, 2018, about Turkish 

Airlines. This time, a Twitter user shared a photo she took during a commercial 

flight. It shows a screenshot from Modern Family with Turkish subtitles. The user 

mentions the airline’s Twitter account and writes: “I see that you translate the 

word ‘gay’ as ‘perverted.’ I hope you fix this impudence as soon as possible. I’ll 

check it on my next flight, and I’ll act accordingly if you don’t fix it” (Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1. The Turkish subtitle translates, “Not every pervert must have a connection  

with Gloria Estefan.” According to the Twitter user, the word “pervert” is replaced for “gay.” 
(Screenshot from the Twitter account by the author) 

 
This project explores multiple forms and mechanisms of cinematic censorship in 

Turkey after the year 2000, whether at film festivals, public screenings, or theatrical 

release. It focuses on how increasingly draconic film censorship has shaped film 

production and circulation among various state and non-state actors and institutions 
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over two decades. Specifically, it argues that, contrary to previous decades of 

exclusively state-imposed censorship (Chapter 3), the 2000s saw mechanisms and 

practices of cultural control and censorship to be redirected through more 

complicated channels than outright state prohibition; direct regulatory interventions 

(Müller 2004), or external, top-down constraint and coercion (Schauer 1998) 

limiting the free flow of information (Yeşil 2014). They have become more 

dispersed and diffused (Burt 1998; Bunn 2015), manifesting in diverse ways that 

cultural producers find challenging to understand and track (Freshwater 2004). 

Censorship in the Turkish film industry now includes both explicit and implicit 

forms of censorship, conducted by the State to varying degrees, incorporating what 

Louis Althusser would define as both “ideological” and “repressive” state 

apparatuses (Althusser 1971).  

This continuum of censorship practices blurs the boundaries and domain of 

the unspeakable and creating ambiguity (Butler 1998; Karaca 2011), then 

arbitrariness. The ambiguity becomes an indispensable tool for silencing and 

intimidating cultural producers not only through official state institutions 

(specifically the Ministry of Culture and Tourism and the General Directorate of 

Cinema), but also by non-state actors (proxies of the State) who have been granted, 

either explicitly or implicitly, state-sanctioned authority to effectively censor and 

silence particular cultural products and events.  

During my fieldwork, I recognized these censorship agents to include (but 

not limited to) festival organizers, non-governmental organizations tied to large 

corporate investors, art institutions and administrators, local municipal officials, 
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employee associations/film industry unions, and finally, filmmakers and producers 

themselves, who increasingly self-censor. Elaborated in detail in Chapter 5 through 

case studies, this dissertation explores how variously intersecting financial, cultural, 

and bureaucratic webs and networks –coalitions and partnerships between state and 

non-state actors and institutions– ultimately function to define, regulate, and control 

cinematic and artistic censorship mechanisms and practices, often in ways that have 

been covert and non-public.  

As indicated in Chapter 2, in this dissertation, I develop a theoretical 

framework and formulate my argument about film censorship in Turkey by 

combining three theoretical approaches developed by Louis Althusser (1971), Judith 

Butler (1998), and Pierre Bourdieu (1991). I argue that Althusser’s concept of 

subject formation through ideology works (in reverse order) with what Butler calls 

“foreclosure” as a primary form of repression: “One that is not performed by a 

subject but, rather, whose operation makes possible the formation of the subject” 

(Butler 1998:255). Foreclosure produces discursive regimes and defines what is 

speakable, and/or unspeakable, by a subject –in this case, a “cultural subject.” Pierre 

Bourdieu (1991) claims that societies are made of different fields, and each field has 

its own rules and systems of knowledge production while the state and its 

institutions comprise a meta-field. Referring to Bourdieu, I claim that in this meta-

field, the domain of the unspeakable (what and what not to [self-]censor) is 

constantly co-produced by the State and its proxies, and subject to constant change 

based on daily politics. 
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In that sense, “the-State-as-director” (in cinematic terms, an analogy I dwell 

on in Chapter 2), the primary agency of the meta-field, still decides what cultural 

producers can produce and show (and what not) in their films. It directs and controls 

its multiple proxies, the “actors,” as they perform various censorship practices with 

granted state-sanctioned power and authority over cultural works and their 

producers. The multiplicity of these proxies implementing censorship, naturally, 

brings a multitude of methods that not only involve “the banning of artistic 

expression through legal means but included process of delegitimization, threats, 

pressure, targeting and hate speech directed at artists and art institutions that 

foreclose or delimit the presentation and circulation of artworks” (Siyah Bant 2013). 

Working through more complicated ways than only prohibiting the circulation of 

any work of art, these mechanisms of constraint, nowadays, bring forward how 

“illegitimate” cultural works are and how the artists “should be intimidated” 

accordingly in public spheres (Karaca 2011). In that sense, censorship affects the 

reception of cultural and artistic works in myriad ways. Anthropologist William 

Mazzarella claims that it is not only about the censors’ regulating which particular 

images circulate in mass publics. Instead, as a “discourse of permanent exception,” 

it is “a problem of public affect management vis-à-vis modern mass media,” more of 

a response to a “structural challenge that is inherent to mass mediated societies: the 

open edge of mass publicity” (Mazzarella 2013:12 and 29). Along this line, this 

dissertation explores how the Turkish state, State-as-the-director –the meta-field 

(detailed in Chapter 2), seeks to manage public affect through a variety of 

mechanisms and forms of censorship. As I will touch upon in detail in the upcoming 
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chapters, film censorship is an extension and byproduct of the social, economic, and 

political context in Turkey; films are embedded alongside other forms of written 

press and broadcast media. Hence, they are not unique in being constant targets for 

censorship but are rather a part of a bigger picture of media censorship.  

 

Methodology  
 
Setting the Research Scene 

My research experience about multiple and dispersed mechanisms of film 

censorship in the 2000s’ Turkey is a culmination of five years (and counting) of both in-

situ and multi-sited fieldwork practices. The censorship incident at the Antalya Film 

Festival in September 2014, succeeded by another one at the Istanbul Film Festival in 

April 2015 (both detailed in Chapter 5), had immediate impacts on how people in the film 

industry discussed and reacted to censorship practices in quite different ways only within 

seven months. As a graduate student, I immediately asked myself why and how people in 

the industry approached both cases differently and took action for the latter but divided 

into two camps for the former and how I can study these actions from an anthropological 

perspective. There I found my very first research questions and wanted to learn more. I 

consulted my long-term mentor, Professor and documentary filmmaker Can Candan, to 

come up with a long list of whom to talk to on film censorship and frame my questions. I 

decided to conduct my preliminary research in the summer of 2015. As a renowned and 

respected academic and documentary filmmaker, he has also been my gatekeeper who 

enabled me to reach out to my informants and schedule my interviews via his references. 

My ongoing rapport with Candan, alongside my informants in fieldwork, was a constant 
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reminder that I was writing an ethnography of film censorship in contemporary Turkey 

by, to quote Amahl Bishara, “writing alongside other writers and media makers.” In her 

brilliant ethnography on the U.S. journalism and news production during the Second 

Intifada in Palestine, Bishara defines her fieldwork methodology as one that “studies 

sideways” journalism. She highlights: 

“Writing alongside is a kind of ethnography that involves recognizing 
one’s indebtedness to other knowledge producers while at the same time 
maintaining a critical distance towards institutions, the broader cultural 
norms that situate them, and individuals within these institutions, too” 
(Bishara 2013:6). 

 

I tried, as much as I could, to employ a similar approach to Bishara’s while navigating 

and producing knowledge in and out of fieldwork by not only “writing alongside” my 

informants’ professional experience (namely producers, filmmakers, festival organizers, 

among others) next to my experience as a researcher/ethnographer. I also benefit from 

writing sideways other researchers –film historians, sociologists, political scientists, 

among others– from Turkey with an interdisciplinary approach in my head.  

The preliminary research period was expanded into 2016. During the summer of 

2016, I conducted informal interviews with several informants who have faced 

censorship. Not long after I arrived in Turkey, the country witnessed a coup attempt in 

July 2016. A cornerstone in every sense, the coup attempt not only changed the overall 

social, economic, and political landscape for the worse. It also dashed the very last hope 

remained after the Gezi resistance of 2013 for the dissidents of the AKP (Justice and 

Development Party) government. With the coup attempt came a two-year state of 

emergency, resulting in the largest expulsion of public servants and academics, purges in 

judiciary officers, indefinite imprisonment of deputies, NGO activists, students, and 
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journalists, among others. The conditions of this (so-called temporary) new regime of 

oppression (in the name of the state of emergency) got to such a level that conducting 

academic research on censorship, though preliminary, in itself became highly sensitive 

and, at times, risky. It is mostly because of this risk (along with a petition that I will talk 

about shortly) that I mainly engaged in what I would call “distant and secret observation” 

rather than an overt one during my time in Turkey for two months.  

My IRB-approved in-situ fieldwork began in the summer of 2017 and took place 

in Istanbul, at first, for six months during the state of emergency as I kept up my distant 

and secret observation and research. Most informants touched upon the ramifications of 

the post-coup period and seemed rather pessimistic regarding the then political 

atmosphere. Adding to several preliminary communications from 2016, I conducted 

thirty-six semi-structured interviews with filmmakers, producers, activists, festival 

organizers, members from employee associations in the film industry, academics, film 

critics, and a former minister. Unless indicated otherwise, I will use my informants’ full 

names as I received both their oral and written consent.1 Mentioning their names will not 

harm my informants since most censorship cases that this project tackles have already 

been discussed on both printed and broadcast media over the years.  

Most interviews were in-person. I also occasionally conducted Skype and 

WhatsApp interviews with some informants. The reasons for online interviews are 

 
1 In her book called Producing Bollywood: Inside the Contemporary Hindi Film Industry, 
Tejaswini Ganti (2012) aptly indicates the reason why she does not follow “standard 
anthropological convention of assigning pseudonyms” for her informants, which is 
because “Hindi films have highly visible public lives and that many of my informants are 
well-known celebrities, who are used to having their words and images circulate globally 
(36).” I applied her positionality for my research.  
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multifold. Unlike traditional and conventional research practices, my research does not 

correspond to the requirements of site-specific research methods, at least physically. In 

other words, I am not a researcher conducting fieldwork on particular neighborhoods, 

houses, or workplaces as “traditional” and more renowned ethnographies have depicted. 

My informants are dispersed all around Turkey and the world, although Istanbul is the de 

facto center of the film industry in Turkey, and the majority of filmmakers and producers 

I interviewed reside and usually work in Istanbul. Hence, it is both significant and 

interesting that there are not tangible sites for fieldwork other than a couple of offices of 

certain producers or filmmakers but mostly cafes,2 the latter being one of the oldest foci 

in the public sphere. In other words, I did not conduct my fieldwork in a physical 

neighborhood such as Hollywood as anthropologist Hortense Powdermaker did in the 

1950s. Nor did I spend a lot of time at big studios such as Mehboob Studios in Bombay, 

as Tejaswini Ganti did in her contemporary ethnography on the “social world of Hindi 

filmmakers, their filmmaking practices, and their knowledge of production” in the Hindi 

film industry, a.k.a., Bollywood (Ganti 2012:2). I could have produced an ethnography 

 
2 In his ethnography, anthropologist Shahram Khosravi defines cafés/coffee shops as 
public spaces relatively free due to its in-between-ness, “between the family and the state, 
between the private and the public” in the Iranian context. Cafés are places for “dreams, 
daydreaming” in the Benjaminian sense, and as part of the public sphere, they can still 
offer a space for private issues (Khosravi 2017:152). Interestingly, during my interviews 
between July 2017 and January 2018, cafés also served as relatively free public spaces 
where my informants talked about censorship practices they (had) experienced. Most of 
the time, they suggested meeting in a café in the first place. Ironically though, we were 
cautious not to speak loudly (although sometimes we had to due to music or noise in the 
background while recording) while criticizing the government practices or showing 
dissidence in these very “relatively” free spaces. The apparent reason was to be cautious 
if someone with pro-government tendencies could show up, approach, and attack us 
verbally, not to mention physically, during the then state of emergency. 
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reminiscent of their seminal works if I were to catch up with the Yeşilçam Period3 that 

gradually disappeared in the late 1980s (discussed in Chapter 3). It would have been a 

highly interesting setting and possibly a whole different ethnography if I had similar 

research questions and conducted my research sometime before the late 1980s. In fact, in 

Chapter 6, I problematize the very existence of the film industry in Turkey after 2000 

based on fieldwork data where my informants claimed in many instances that the film 

industry in Turkey might (even do) not exist, either financially, population-wise, or 

solidarity-wise. 

In addition to the non-site-specific nature of the field, for the most part, it was 

arduous to set up interviews with producers and filmmakers residing in Istanbul. It was 

partly because they were shooting films or TV series for most of the broadcast season 

(usually starting from July-August and lasting until May). They were also away attending 

local or international festivals for film screenings or pitching sessions for their upcoming 

projects. Simultaneously, due to monetary restrictions (having a minimal budget for the 

fieldwork), making trips for in-person interviews across the country (let alone trips 

abroad, so far to Europe and North Africa for several interviews) was not feasible. Both 

monetary restrictions and the multi-sited nature of the research resulted in some 

interviews to be conducted online.  

Parallel to the interviews, my participant observation spanned over my continuing 

fieldwork between 2015 and 2020 (and counting). Trying not to miss any occasion, I 

attended several film screenings and the Q&A sessions in festivals and the theatrical 

 
3 The expression Yeşilçam refers to Yeşilçam Street in Beyoğlu, Istanbul, where film 
production companies began to be based since the 1950s. Until the late 1980s, Yeşilçam 
Street was known to be the center of the film industry in Turkey. 
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release of the films, panels on censorship cases in particular in film festivals, or organized 

by NGOs and art institutions. Additionally and luckily, I got to know, through social 

media, about an alternative (counter) festival premiere that took place in October 2017 in 

Istanbul as opposed to the one that should have occurred as part of the 54th International 

Antalya Film Festival around the same time (Chapter 6). Finally, I attended several 

meetings for the Bakur trial in December 2017 and July 2019. 

In addition to first-hand information through interviews and participant 

observation, I will use other sources and methods in this dissertation. I benefit from 

archival materials as secondary sources for the sections and the chapter on the history and 

development of censorship in Turkey. I gathered these materials from a few websites 

containing digitized materials from newspapers or books from the late Ottoman period as 

well as photos/stills from the films of the 1900s onwards. I also draw upon books and 

articles on Turkish cinema history, documentary filmmaking in Turkey, and censorship 

on printed and broadcast media since the late Ottoman period of the nineteenth century. 

Statistics, laws and regulations, and official statements used are primarily from the 

websites of the state institutions such as the Turkish Statistical Institute (TÜİK), The 

Ministry of Culture and Tourism, Office of Legislation (Mevzuat Bilgi Sistemi), the 

Official Gazette, the National Assembly, and General Directorate of Cinema and of 

Copyrights. The dissertation also relies on narratives for film festivals and censorship 

cases constructed from other secondary resources, such as news, academic works written 

on specific cases, and printed and audiovisual materials found through online research. 

Here, I should mention some of the difficulties (which somehow turned out to 

work in my favor after the fieldwork) of researching censorship as an anthropology 
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student. Film censorship happens almost any time in Turkey, whether I am in or out of 

field research. I was not in the field when several cases mentioned and analyzed in the 

dissertation had occurred. It prevented me from getting first-hand opinions and 

observations through my informants at the time they took place. I either had to follow the 

news from the U.S. or wait for the next time I got back to Turkey to meet the informants. 

It was times like these that I occasionally took advantage of conducting online 

(preliminary or informal) and in-person interviews sometime after the incidents had 

happened. The time interval between the cases occurred and the interviews conducted 

allowed me to construct a narrative through which I can find questions to ask my 

informants. Based on my field experience, I believe it also worked for the informants. 

They narrated their side of the story in retrospect. However, they made room for 

contextualizing, seeing the overall picture, and interestingly, sometimes admitting the 

good and bad moves they had engaged in. Other times they provided insightful and 

critical statements, which enrich and meet the purpose of this dissertation. The temporal 

difference between the cases and the informants’ reflections on the subject matters also 

exemplifies how self-censorship works in many cases. Banu Karaca, one of the few 

anthropologists studying freedom of expression in the arts in contemporary Turkey, made 

a similar remark: 

“... Self-censorship involves because it has to do also with suppressing 
certain kinds of notions. There is always a conscious part of it, and 
sometimes people can talk about it. But, most of the time, what I’ve found 
is that people talk about others, as enacting self-censorship, the third 
person, or, if it’s about themselves, it’s in retrospect, not in the moment. 
So, it has a different kind of temporality than the censorship cases I 
looked at, or we looked at with Siyah Bant.” (Personal interview, 
December 2017; emphasis added) 
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Another difficulty I soon found out, though not overt before the fieldwork but was 

strongly proven in the field, is that the data I try to collect for the censorship cases, 

especially the alleged self-censorship practices, both before and after 2000, was, at times, 

misleading for two reasons: Conflicting information on online sources and restrictions for 

access to certain websites shut down by the internet regulations in Turkey.4 Self-

censorship mechanisms might also work differently for every cultural producer (whether 

they are festival organizers, filmmakers, or producers). They may not make it to the news 

either because they may not be seen newsworthy by the news outlets or (and more 

significantly) cultural producers may not want to mention the cases in the public sphere 

for political and economic reasons or, simply, out of fear. This issue came up during my 

interview with Asena Günal, the current director of Anadolu Kültür, an NGO in the arts 

and culture world, as she shared an anecdote: 

“Sonay Ban: It’s been difficult to obtain data since, on the one hand, self-
censorship is intact –we don’t know many cases. At the same time, there 

 
4 The Turkish state has become notorious over the last three to four years in the 
international arena for censoring various online platforms such as Wikipedia (between 
April 2017 and January 2020), arresting and trying Twitter users from Turkey based on 
their social media posts, and threatening to ban (“turn off”/kapatmak in Turkish) access 
to YouTube. The recent threats are not groundless since the Turkish authorities applied to 
Ankara Criminal Court between May 2008 and October 2010 to ban access to YouTube 
under the pretense that the founder of the Republic, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, was insulted 
in several videos published on the platform. https://www.sondakika.com/haber/haber-
aihm-turkiye-nin-youtube-u-kapatma-karari-7927134/ (Date of access: 9/11/2020) 
The state authorities, including RTÜK (Radio and Television Supreme Council, Chapter 
3) and BTK (Information and Communication Technologies Authority) among more than 
thirteen institutions and organizations, “can issue or request access-blocking orders under 
various regulations and most of these powers are exercised by submitting administrative 
blocking orders to BTK or ESB [Association of Access Providers] without the need for 
judicial approval.” These institutions’ access blocking orders on printed, broadcast, and 
social media aim at preventing the circulation of disparaging news or information on the 
current government. https://ifade.org.tr/reports/EngelliWeb_2019_Eng.pdf (Date of 
access: 9/11/2020) 
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are many statistical errors. 
 
Asena Günal: Also, people don’t say a thing. For some artists, ‘not 
wanting to talk about it’ can be a reason. When we did the first meeting 
for Siyah Bant [to facilitate experience sharing], even Halil Altındere, [an 
artist] who has faced censorship countless times over the years, said, ‘I 
don’t wanna talk about it.’ Thankfully his lawyer brother convinced him, 
so he talked about a case that happened a long time ago. He even 
mentioned another case: The Ministry announced that the Turkish 
Embassy [in Spain] would not provide the funding they were supposed to 
for his exhibition at ARCOmadrid [an international art fair in Spain]. He 
collected money and held the exhibition one way or another. It was most 
likely because Halil gave an interview on the Kurdish issue that the 
Ministry cut the money –and there was nothing “objectionable” in the 
interview if you ask me. Halil didn’t wanna bring up. So, you can’t push 
for more if the artist doesn’t wanna talk about it. You need to ask for 
their sensibilities. What I understood was that he wanted to talk more 
about his work than the censorship he faced. There might as well be other 
concerns for other cases –he might have been targeted, who knows… 
Besides, it is extremely difficult to document self-censorship -you can 
never know unless the person/artist tells you, but I am confident that 
many [art] institutions employ censorship nowadays [during the two-year 
state of emergency after the coup attempt in 2016]. It is possible the artists 
self-censor, but I am sure institutions do.” (Personal interview, October 
2017; emphasis added)  
 
 

 
My Position as a Researcher 

My “distant and secret observation” during the preliminary research in 2016 

resulted from the social and political chaos and the state of emergency after the coup 

attempt. My professor Can Candan and my advisor recommended me to be very low-key 

and prudent during fieldwork. The state of emergency led to countless executive orders 

affecting the lives of millions of people economically and politically for the worse and 

drastic increase in the existing arbitrary practices of law. Due to the sensitivity of my 

research topic, I intended to conduct interviews only with people who have faced and 

been exposed to censorship practices and focusing on their experience in the first place. 
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Truth be told, I needed to feel safe (as much as it could get) in familiar territories during 

the state of emergency. Therefore, I opt for not recruiting bureaucrats or officers from 

state institutions, people engaging with censorship practices as censors to have a 

conversation about how they see their actions unfold and their reasons for committing the 

very acts.5 The only person representative of the state institutions I got in touch with and 

had an interview is a former Minister of Culture and Tourism, Erkan Mumcu, who served 

between 2003 and 2005 and had a significant role in the passing of the Cinema Law in 

2004 (which was effective until August 2019). I could interview him only because he 

resigned from the AKP government in 2007 and has been dissident since then.6  

However, there was another discomfort that I had to overcome, similar to many 

academics in and outside of Turkey. In January 2016, I was one of the 2,212 academics 

who signed the petition, “We will not be a party to this crime!”7 The petition by 

Academics for Peace Initiative (Barış İçin Akademisyenler in Turkish, hereafter AFP) 

was calling the Turkish state to end violence and lift the extensive military curfew over 

the southeast Turkey where the Kurdish population of the country mostly reside. 

Countless civilians were killed before and after the general election, first in June, and 

then repeated in November of 2015. Soon after the petition was declared, the Prime 

 
5 Though I am aware that conducting interviews only with those exposed to censorship 
would provide a partial account of how censorship is defined. To quote Richard Burt, it 
would also yield itself into the fact that “calling someone a censor is a means of 
excluding that person from dialogue” (Burt 1994: xviii). 
6 As a rather surprising fact on my side, during our more-than-two-hour interview, 
Mumcu revealed that he had recently finished shooting a film by his own means. Having 
applied for Ministry support, the very funding structure established during his term, he 
stated that the Ministry rejected his application in 2016 due to his dissent from the current 
government, yet the reason for rejection was never disclosed.  
7 http://m.bianet.org/english/human-rights/170978-academics-we-will-not-be-a-party-to-
this-crime (Date of access: 8/24/2020) 
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Minister (now the President) launched a fervent campaign against AFP, labeled them 

terrorists, and demanded sanctions against them.8 As a result, three academics from AFP 

who read out the petition were jailed in March 2016 upon “making terrorist propaganda” 

and released after over-a-month-long jail time. Since then, the process has been relentless 

and turned into a witch hunt for the academics, yet hitting the first wave petitioners (the 

first 1,128 academics who signed it before it was made public) harder. The section 

“About Us” on the Academics for Peace website sums up the process: 

“Since the day the petition ‘We will not be a party to this crime!’ was 
declared to public through a press conference, the signatories, whose 
number at that time already exceeded 2000, faced many attacks. Hundreds 
of them have been fired from their jobs, their passports have been 
cancelled and confiscated, they were prevented from finding jobs, several 
were physically and verbally threatened, others were taken into custody, 
four of them who read a press statement condemning these violations were 
imprisoned, hundreds have been robbed from the right to work in the 
public sector through governmental decrees and finally all of them are 
currently facing individualized court. In short, the signatories have faced 
“civil death” through the cooperation of the government the commission 
of higher education and university managements exactly like the 
journalists siding with the Justice and Development Party suggested. 
Despite all this repression, threats and unending harassment a great 
majority of academics have continued to stand behind their initial 
statement, resist and collectively support each other. This website is 
composed in order to inform the public about the solidarity activities of 
the signatories of the “We will not be a party to this crime!” petition who 
are known as Academics for Peace [sic].”9 (Emphasis added) 

 
Since December 2017, 806 academics had stood trial, and 204 academics were sentenced 

to prison, with deferral, out of the first 1,128 signatories. As of October 30, 2019, thirty-

six academics were given “non-deferred”10 prison sentences. One of the academics, 

 
8 https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/03/16/turkey-academics-jailed-signing-petition (Date 
of access: 8/24/2020) 
9 https://barisicinakademisyenler.net/node/1 (Date of access: 8/24/2020) 
10 http://bianet.org/english/freedom-of-expression/225915-academic-for-peace-lutfiye-
bozdag-acquitted (Date of access: 8/24/2020) 
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Füsun Üstel, a senior political science professor, was sentenced to 15 months in prison 

and appealed. Nevertheless, she served prison time between May 8 and July 22 of 2019 

in charge of “committing terrorist propaganda.” No signatory from the second wave has 

been sued yet. Since the summer of 2016, online discussions on whether signatories 

affiliated with universities in and outside of Turkey would get interrogated, if not arrested 

when entering or leaving the country or their passports are confiscated, became a daily 

routine. Discussions and fear were not irrational since the decree-laws under the state of 

emergency have opened the floor for excessive arbitrary and unlawful practices by the 

police officers, let alone by prosecutors and judges. Arrests and interrogations would 

have occurred randomly, regardless of whether an academic is sued or not in the first 

place. Therefore, out of prudence, the email trafficking in the groups AFP signed up has 

been relentless, to this day.  

I planned to get back to the U.S. after a two-month-long stay when the 

prosecution was about to start and a month after the coup attempt. I was not sure if 

something could have happened to me, including getting arrested at the security counter 

at the airport right before leaving the country. My leave was smooth though I had 

stressful moments on my way to the airport due to uncertainty and possible arbitrary 

practices by the police officers.  

Stress peaked as I prepared myself for the fieldwork on the eve of summer 2017 

when the trials gained speed, and more academics were showing up for court hearings. I 

was not sure if arbitrary and random practices of record checks would find me while 

entering the country. More than two and a half years after I finished in-situ fieldwork, I 
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can now say that my stay in Turkey was tranquil and that I am still not sued for my 

“terrorist” activities of making propaganda yet.  

 

Access to the field 

A few words about my identity during fieldwork as a graduate student concerning 

the social and political climate in the country and my identity as a work-in-progress 

ethnographer. I have been working with my long-time professor, a full-time mentor, and 

a renowned and respected documentary filmmaker, Can Candan, for almost ten years. I 

was first his student in 2009 taking documentary film courses, then became his student 

assistant in 2013, which finally led me being his professional assistant between 2013 and 

2014. Being his student and professional assistant resulted in heavy involvement in the 

documentary film world in Turkey through various occasions: I conducted academic 

research through communicating with other academics, filmmakers, and producers. He 

introduced me to several well-known academics or filmmakers both in person and by 

name through his projects. It was mostly because of my engagement on an academic and 

practical level that I decided to research film censorship in Turkey. As mentioned earlier, 

Can Candan’s reference as his past student and future colleague has helped me establish 

various connections with people I wanted to conduct interviews with for my project.  

However, there have been many instances where even his reference did not work 

for setting up interviews: While most people I got in touch with, first through emails and 

then phone calls, were receptive and helpful before and during the interviews, there were 

some who directly rejected collaboration with fast replies to my emails. Others first 

accepted participating in the research via email exchange, yet soon declined collaboration 
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after receiving my questions.11 Some informants did not reply to me at all, even after two 

or three emails. Either they are busy, I thought, or they did not take me seriously as a 

graduate student asking questions about a “political” topic. In that sense, I feel like being 

a graduate student, with good references through my professor and a slightly good 

reputation through the academic institutions I have affiliations with, was nevertheless not 

as grounding as being a member of a non-governmental organization such as Siyah Bant. 

Founded in 2011 by academics and professionals working in the art industry, 

Siyah Bant12 has been one of the pioneer civil society organizations in Turkey. It 

monitors and archives censorship cases in the arts, publishes books and guidelines on 

legal matters, and provides information sessions, workshops, and legal services for artists 

or anyone exposed to censorship. The resources they offer on their website, publications 

related to recent cases of censorship, practical guidelines for artists on their legal rights, 

and the workshops and training sessions they conduct for artists are not only invaluable 

for researchers like me. They also qualify Siyah Bant as a civil society organization with 

public recognition before state institutions. It is this public and legal status that, for 

 
11 In a unique case, after initially agreeing to answer my questions via email, one festival 
committee member, who was involved in the censorship case at the Antalya Film Festival 
in 2014, received my questions and replied to me with a “kind” email. She said she was 
afraid that I counted on “non-reliable internet sources as references for my questions” and 
that I should “recheck my sources and send questions accordingly,” in a subtle 
condescending style. In my initial email, I had provided references for all the sources, 
including news articles and interviews she gave, information from official websites of the 
festivals she was affiliated with, either as an organizer or a consultant. Hence, the 
information I had gathered was open to the public. I responded to her, stating that I 
cannot be 100% sure if the information was correct and one reason for the interview is to 
correct any misinformation by consulting her. Making slight changes, I resent the 
questions, giving her the option not to participate in this process (along with the consent 
form I have sent before): I have not heard from her ever since. 
12 www.siyahbant.org (Date of access: 8/24/2020) 
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instance, granted Siyah Bant to conduct interviews with Cem Erkul (Head of General 

Directorate of Cinema, Ministry of Culture and Tourism, the institution with heavy 

involvement in censorship cases in various ways, elaborated more in Chapters 4 and 5) 

around 2011 and 2012. Asena Günal indicated: [With Cem Erkul], “I suppose we 

interviewed him in 2012. I was genuinely surprised he agreed to meet us, but maybe they 

also want to express themselves, who knows (…) As I recall, he was such a rude, 

unlikable guy but he met us, which is good –there is no way they would accept it now 

[during the state of emergency]!” (Personal interview, October 2017) 

 

Self-reflexivity  

Scholarship on reflexivity in disciplines such as sociology, anthropology, cultural 

studies, and ethnographic filmmaking has taken a critical gaze following the “crisis of 

representation” since the 1980s. Contrary to the conventional scientific knowledge 

production in these disciplines through ethnographic methods where the western-style 

educated scientists had the upper hand in power relations vis-à-vis the indigenous and 

“primitive” communities they have studied all around the world, the discussion on the 

nature of the researcher’s gaze and positionality aptly began distancing itself from the 

previously attained power dynamics. Instead, narratives of the communities, informants, 

or participants of ethnographic fieldwork that have been deliberately erased by the 

scientific knowledge have recently been recuperated so that the communities began 

telling “their own collective stories and histories” (Ginsburg 2002). Pierre Bourdieu 

repeatedly reminded social science practitioners that reflexivity is a “requirement and 

form of sociological work” (Bourdieu 1990; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). Parallel to 



 

 

 

21 

that, other attempts such as “speaking nearby” the ethnographic subjects (Trinh 1992); 

“writing alongside” them (Bishara 2013); “sharing anthropology” in ethnographic 

filmmaking (Rouch 2009); “bringing good to the communities you are working with and 

supporting their values and ways of life” (Worth and Adair 1997[1972]); and 

emphasizing the primary goal of anthropology as to “allow people to see the native 

through the eyes of the anthropologist” (Ruby 2000) have shaped the way we, 

anthropologists and researchers in-the-making, have been formulating research questions, 

our positions in the field as well as our analyses for the better. I have constantly revisited 

my positionality through these approaches during fieldwork and am still checking up on 

my approach to anthropological knowledge production. 

Therefore, a couple of words on conducting interviews and the transcription 

process through the lenses of self-reflexivity is timely and useful here. As mentioned, 

either through personal communications beforehand or my mentor’s reference, I 

contacted my informants to set up meetings. During the interviews, though I asked most 

of what I would like to ask, the way I conducted myself varied depending on how the 

informants positioned themselves vis-à-vis me, the researcher, and other actors involved. 

Some informants were reserved in the first place (though they accepted meeting me) due 

to their censorship experience as filmmakers, producers, or academics. However, they 

quickly started telling very personal accounts when they saw my efforts to provide 

explicit information regarding the nature of the research. 

I asked all my informants whether they wanted to add anything besides my 

questions, what we have covered during our interviews, or whether they had suggestions. 

The majority did not add much to what we had, but they were positive about my 
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willingness to stay in touch for further questions or explanations. However, I did receive 

suggestions for conducting interviews with people in bureaucracy who do censor/work in 

the Commissions that employ censorship or, at least, trying to contact them as part of the 

convention of social science research methods. Asena Günal, a Ph.D. holder in modern 

Turkish history, proposed: 

“As someone coming from the social science tradition, I believe you 
should meet them because it is important to understand what these men 
[people] think, how they see the picture. But I really don’t know who you 
should talk to because everything changed after the Bakur case –we met 
[could meet] him [Cem Erkul –head of General Directorate of Cinema] 
long before that. I suppose you might meet them if you are prudent. After 
all, you’re a Ph.D. student in the U.S. It is even more dangerous if you 
wanna interview them as a journalist –too risky, but you may very well 
do that as a researcher if you don’t reveal much about your true color 
(...) Truth be told, I’d expect that from a dissertation. In fact, his 
rejection to meet you counts as data, just like being rude during the 
meeting (...) or the silence…” (Emphasis added) 
 

She was right, but I simply could not risk my position as a researcher and an ordinary 

citizen during the state of emergency due to any possible arbitrary practices by law 

enforcement agencies. 

Another critical instance was about how I conducted my interviews and how the 

informants reacted to them. After finishing the interview with Nurdan Arca, a 

documentary filmmaker who has produced many films since the 1970s, her questions led 

me to think more about my position as a researcher. She asked me how my project would 

be finalized, whether as written or audiovisual material, and whether I had asked 

everyone the same questions during the interviews. As a documentary filmmaker herself, 

she rightfully questioned my research methods, “out of curiosity:”  
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NA: Do you ask the same questions to everyone? 
 
SB: On a basic level, some questions are the same, but I ask different ones 
based on people’s work or their writings. I also formulate questions at the 
moment. It is part of how to conduct semi-structured interviews in 
qualitative research methods. 
 
NA: What about when you send the questions via email? To Melek, for 
instance? [Another filmmaker I got in touch via email who is her close 
friend]  
 
SB: I sent to her whatever question I had first. If I conduct interviews via 
email, I usually ask my informants if I can send follow-up questions when 
needed. 
 
NA: What kind of questions, if you don’t mind me asking… 
 
SB: Sure! For instance, I sent Melek Hanım similar questions to what I 
asked you, but I also asked specific questions about her documentary… 
 
NA: Right right… 
 
SB: I can check my notes if you want. 
 
NA: I am asking out of curiosity (...) I got curious if you have a template, 
but it seems you don’t. 
 
SB: Not so much. I formulate the questions as the conversation flows. 
 
NA: That’s a good interview method –more flexibility involved… 
 
SB: Exactly. We were taught these techniques in methods courses in 
sociology and anthropology. Instead of asking a yes-no question –which 
you can definitely ask, but the answer will be highly limited, as you 
know– how to ask a question makes a huge difference. Being flexible with 
questions is my primary concern so that my informants would feel 
comfortable and respond as they want. 
 
NA: Good good! You are a good interviewer. 
 
SB: Really? 
 
NA: Yeah! 
 
SB: Thank you! So good to hear it from you. 
NA: You have a calm presence, laid-back… 
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SB: I am, especially when I talked to documentary filmmakers– 
 
NA: They are laid-back people.   
 
SB: Yes, but given that you and other documentary filmmakers use similar 
methods for your projects as we do, I must say I was calm interviewing 
you, but at the back of my mind, I kept thinking if I did something wrong 
(she says no and laughs). I can only be a novice in this job compared to 
people like you with more experience. 
 
NA: Not a bit (we laugh). (Personal interview, January 2018) 
 

To avoid causing any misunderstanding of, say, recruiting gossip, or performing a form 

of tabloid journalism between my informants, I sometimes avoided asking a couple of 

vital questions to some informants about some prominent cases (I am aware that the 

second part of the sentence is highly vague). I interviewed people whose actions, in some 

cases, were considered an act of censorship. I also interviewed many filmmakers and 

producers who claimed they experienced censorship at different times. Various 

informants reacted differently to particular censorship cases because they were on 

different sides. More often than not, I interviewed festival organizers who removed films 

from their programs and filmmakers who faced censorship at the same festival. These 

informants provided either contradictory takes on the cases or shared their grudges and 

anger towards one another. In cases where they accused one another, I remained as 

neutral as I could by not fueling the fire any further by not asking specific and gossip-

leading questions unless they brought them to the discussion with me not pushing for it. 

Strangely enough and despite my efforts, some of them still provided me interesting and 

somehow very intimate materials full of gossips about several people I interviewed. This 

must be the ultimate irony of studying censorship, performing the very self-censorship 
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that I analyze on a theoretical and practical level in this dissertation. Yes, that’s right –the 

gods of censorship are cursing me!  

 

Chapter Summaries 
 

This dissertation consists of five main chapters: one theoretical, one historical, 

and three empirical.  

In Chapter Two, “(Re)Defining Censorship: An Overview of Theories and 

Practices of Film Censorship,” I engage with old and new censorship theories through an 

extensive literature review. I provide examples of film censorship practices around the 

world through the lenses of established and nascent theories. Based on the literature 

review, I develop a theoretical framework and formulate my argument about film 

censorship in Turkey by combining approaches developed by Louis Althusser (1971), 

Judith Butler (1998), and Pierre Bourdieu (1991). I argue that Butler’s concept of 

foreclosure, as a primary form of repression deriving from Althusser’s concept of subject 

formation through ideology, works for the Turkish state and its proxies (non-state actors) 

in their meta-field, in the Bourdieusian sense, to define what is speakable and 

unspeakable by cultural producers in Turkey. 

Chapter Three, “History and Development of Film Censorship in Turkey,” 

critically engages with the historiography of film censorship in Turkey since the late 

Ottoman period and the foundation of the Turkish Republic in 1923 from an 

anthropological perspective. It seeks to delineate whether there are continuities and/or 

disruptions in censorship practices in Turkey in decades since the turn of the 20th century 

to understand how contemporary practices may have emerged. Censorship practices in 
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century-long film historiography in Turkey remain understudied despite invaluable 

contributions from young generation film historians in the last two decades. Chapter 3 

aims to fill this gap by providing a detailed anthropological analysis of how and based on 

which political and bases the Turkish state carried out film censorship until the early 

2000s.  

Chapter Four, “Legal Restructuring in the Film Industry and Its Repercussions in 

the 2000s,” provides an extensive analysis of the changes and restructuring underwent 

with the passing of the 2004 Cinema Law. Deployed by the Ministry of Culture and 

Tourism, the current law passed in 2019 (building on that of 2004) controls and regulates 

the evaluation and rating system for domestic and foreign films screened in Turkey at 

festivals, public screenings, and theatrical release. Second, these laws determine annual 

funding by the Ministry for domestic film production. The distribution of the annual 

funding and permit granting was systematized with the passing of the 2004 Cinema Law, 

heavily regulating independent film production in Turkey. These laws resulted in direct 

state intervention and censorship of cultural production in myriad ways that this project 

examines in detail.  

Chapter Five, “Practices of Film Censorship After the 2000s,” focuses on film 

censorship practices after the 2000s with detailed case studies. More than forty-four 

reported films/projects had been banned by state institutions, local administrations, film 

festivals, or art institutions. It combines interviews and narratives built upon media 

research and academic and non-academic resources. The chapter aims to present the 

multiplicity of mechanisms and forms of censorship by state and non-state actors. These 



 

 

 

27 

actors perform and permit direct or covert banning of artistic works and contribute to 

defining censorship in myriad ways. 

Chapter Six, “Discussions on the Film Industry in Turkey,” examines the film 

industry in Turkey from the inside. Through ethnographic data, it investigates how 

members of the industry have understood their work and its relationship to the State and 

its proxies, and how they define it in terms of economy, society, and political solidarities. 

It problematizes how mechanisms of solidarity and support translate themselves, 

sometimes in contradictory ways, within the industry, depending on the positionality of 

cultural producers and how they define censorship in the face of multifarious censorship 

mechanisms. 

I conclude with a summary of my arguments and comments on the future of film 

censorship in Turkey. 
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CHAPTER 2  

 
(RE)DEFINING CENSORSHIP: AN OVERVIEW OF THE THEORIES AND  

PRACTICES OF FILM CENSORSHIP 
 

 
 

“Censorship is like the house of the undertaker,  
in which one never speaks of death.”  

(Holquist 1994:14) 
 

Following a comprehensive literature review of censorship theories concerning 

the liberal understanding and definitions of freedom, in this chapter, I attempt to present 

several noteworthy practices of cinematic censorship across the world to outline the 

following: 1) how political economies shape the understanding of freedom and 

censorship and, 2) how they are contingent upon specific histories and contexts of the 

given geographies, countries, or state structures (with colonialism, post-colonialism, or 

modes of production, to name but a few). In relation to the contemporary/new censorship 

theories involving multiple practices and agencies, in the final part, I define the 

theoretical framework I work with and my main argument on how censorship practices 

are employed within the film industry on Turkey after the 2000s. 
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PART I 
Definitions and Theories of Censorship: Literature Review 

 
Although my research inquiry in this dissertation needs to be confined to theories 

and practices of film censorship around the world and to specifically provide a historical 

background (since the late Ottoman/early Republic era until 2004) as well as current 

practices (2004 onwards) in Turkey, I will begin the chapter with a condensed literature 

review on theories of censorship and different approaches to the idea of freedom and non-

/unfreedom. I believe that various interpretations and suggestions on redefining 

censorship in the contemporary world since the 1980s are helpful for establishing a 

framework and contextualizing the research at hand. However, given the scope of the 

dissertation and this chapter, in particular, I will briefly refer to a limited number of 

theorists written on censorship. To this end, I will mostly rely on Matthew Bunn’s article 

(2015) for its comprehensive structure of historical developments and theory discussions 

of censorship and follow Helen Freshwater (2004) as she suggests reconceptualizing 

what censorship is. 

 

I. Old Censorship Theories: Liberal Conceptions 

 The concept of “censorship” goes back to the Roman Empire. The Roman 

magistrates, called censors, were conducting census, and were thus understood to be 

“regulating the morals and conduct of the citizens, and finally classifying them” 

(Bhowmik 2009:4; White 1997:101, White quotes from Cicero’s The Laws). Michael 

Holquist claims that the authority to prohibit and the need to include went hand in hand 

during the Roman times in the hands of the magistrates and “one of the ironies that define 

censorship as a paradox is that it predictably creates sophisticated audiences” when 
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dealing with a censored text (Holquist 1994:14). Similarly, Sue Curry Jansen argues that 

conducting census paved the way for the censors to deploy a form of surveillance over 

society (Jansen 1988:8). In the same vein, Someśvar Bhowmik suggests that censorship 

has been associated, since that time period, “with some kind of social engineering and 

formation” (Bhowmik 2009:4).  

 Studies on censorship in theater and literature concentrate more on practices since 

the sixteenth century onwards where censorship was imposed primarily by the church as 

well as the political power structures in the Western world, namely empires, which 

evolved into the nation-states after the eighteenth century. Characterized as direct 

regulatory interventions (Müller 2004), external constraint and coercion (Schauer 1998), 

institutional and institutionalist (Coetzee 1996 and Müller 2004, respectively), and 

removal and replacement-oriented practices (Burt 1998) among others, as Matthew Bunn 

conflates, these liberal conceptions of censorship involve censors’ authoritative 

intervention into the civil society: The censors, in this understanding, are known to be 

extrinsic, a third-party component, outside of communication to regulate the speech 

(2015:29). Before the Enlightenment, this view, also considered to be the traditional (and 

old vis-à-vis its subsequent to be discussed shortly), focused on religious texts; therefore, 

the main censoring authority was the church rather than the given state/governmental 

structures (Müller 2004; Jansen 1988). Thus, pre-Enlightenment intellectuals waged war 

with the state against the power of the church. This coercive (and repressive) nature of 

censorship was established through the consent of the citizens within nation-state 

structures in the nineteenth century (Bunn 30-31).  
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 What counts as an idea, a work of art, or a form of speech deemed appropriate to 

be censored –and when it is censored– varies not only by the culture, society or the 

community the act takes place but also by at which phase it is to be censored. In his book 

Anatomy of Censorship: Why the Censors Have It Wrong, Harry White problematizes 

several issues, including descriptions of censorship as being vaguely presented:  

“Vague wording and the absence of clear standards has been such a 
persistent characteristic of censorship statutes for so long that one begins 
to suspect that the absence of reasonable definition is something censors 
regard not as a problem to be rectified, but as an advantage they can 
exploit” (White 1997:11). 
 

One of the most significant contributions that White puts forward in his discussion is that 

the authorities holding power do not care about the content of a given text (be it a book, a 

film, or a painting, among others), but its circulation. For White, the reason why the 

power holders seek to control and limit the circulation of information is because modern 

media grant access to certain ideas that were “formerly reserved for an exclusive 

audience” (ibid, 29). In this sense, he focuses on the role of class distinctions in practices 

and consolidation of censorship. According to him, the content of a work of art or a piece 

of information was not subject to any obscenity law when it was only cherished by 

members of specific social classes or strata, such as aristocracy, but became illicit and 

harmful “only when it falls into the hands of the lower classes” (22). In his words: 

“Censorship’s ultimate purpose is to categorize types of expression as 
illicit primarily as a means of marking classes of people within society as 
inferior or dangerous: traditionally women, but most recently men, 
children, the poor and lower classes in general, racial, religious and sexual 
minorities, resident aliens, and so on. It functions, not primarily as the 
censor claims, to protect moral and religious values by identifying 
expression that is supposed to be blasphemous and immoral, but to 
maintain and validate political control and social hierarchies by 
identifying classes of people government and society needs to guard 
against and restrain.” (24, emphasis added)  



 

 

 

32 

White also notes that the definition of censorship is usually built upon presumptions 

rather than facts. That a work of art or an opinion or a piece of information disseminated 

through means of communication might be harmful for a certain section of society (be it 

children or adolescents), according to White, is “basic to modern liberal democracies by 

defining illicit expression after the fact and presuming guilt before the fact” (27). He 

explains further: 

“In large part, the right of the government to punish on the basis of 
‘tendency’ came about […] from the fact that modern censorship law 
eliminated altogether from consideration the question of actual harm 
resulting from overt acts; but in any event, to permit governments to 
prosecute and punish any person on the basis of the tendency he might 
possess regardless of the fact that he has actually done no wrong or to 
censor any work for that reason is to permit the prosecution of anyone 
whom government or society finds objectionable or offensive without 
evidence of actual harm, and that… is by legal definition exactly what 
obscenity is all about” (27, emphasis added). 

 
Because how to confine the boundaries of what to censor or not has been subject to wide 

interpretation, it is crucial to underline one of the characteristics attributed to the 

definitions of traditional/old censorship. Seen as regulatory, imposed, external, and 

oppressive, among other features, traditional censorship practices are framed in a strict 

binary opposition between the external, oppressive censors (namely the empires-then-the 

states and the church) and the censored artists and authors. This binary requires 

oppression and restriction of the former party to the latter, as the latter is supposed to be 

willing to express thoughts or share artistic works freely with the rest of the society, yet is 

prevented from doing so. The generally accepted reasons for censorship have been 

concentrated on protecting the morality and the religious values of the society, 

specifically of the children and adolescents, among others, through obscenity laws and 

restrictions on the portrayal of sexuality.  
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Drawing upon a “traditional American libertarian picture,” Frederick Schauer in 

“The Ontology of Censorship” argues that traditional conception of censorship “suggests 

external constraint, coercion, and agents interfering with what would otherwise be our 

expressive, communicative, artistic, and informational [internally generated] preferences” 

(1998:148-150). Moreover, he indicates that this liberal conception requires a public-

private distinction so that “external” restrictions can suppress “internal” motives or 

preferences of people. In his words, not only “the initial preference is seen as uncoerced 

and the subsequent interference as an act of coercion” (ibid, 150) but “the traditional 

ontology of censorship” also “leaves the distinction between the internal and the external 

untouched” (151). In a similar vein, Robert Post defines old censorship theories as 

“traditional inhibitions against official suppression of speech” (Post 1998:2), having been 

liberated by the new ones situated on the other side of the supposed binary. The 

explanations by Schauer and Post are significant when it comes to the Marxist critiques 

of the liberal conceptions of and suggestions for how to challenge and redefine existing 

notions of freedom. Equally important will be formulating new censorship theories that 

dismantle strict binary distinctions between speech and silence/silencing, emphasizing a 

spectrum of various practices instead (Butler 1998; Brown 1998). 

While classical (old) definitions rely on the distinction and contradiction between 

coercive power holders limiting freedom and communication through speech or artistic 

work in the public sphere and the artists, in the last thirty years (the 1980s onwards), 

several theorists and authors started questioning this dichotomy. They drew attention to, 

for instance, how censorship and authorship were consolidated in inseparable ways, co-

constructing and nourishing each other. J. M. Coetzee indicates that since the sixteenth 
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century, authors, printers, and publishers have been seen as (and have cherished being) an 

interest group alongside official authorities wielding an ability to influence literature. He 

even argues that the writers always had the last words on their works no matter what the 

State (of any sort) does (did) (Coetzee 1996:44). He refers to Annabel Patterson’s 

definition of “functional ambiguity” (similar to White’s discussion on vague wording) as 

a form of control where “the indeterminacy inveterate to language was fully and 

knowingly exploited by authors and readers alike”13 so that evading censorship was 

possible in the sixteenth century. This ambiguity, Patterson claims, became the practice 

both in writing and interpretation (Coetzee 1996:42 and the footnote 11 on page 240; 

Patterson 1984:18). Here, Patterson’s discussion of “how the internalization of censorship 

norms is a constitutive feature of the creation of literature as a distinct social category” is 

significant in several ways (Bunn 2015:26; Patterson 18). Her statement, primarily, draws 

parallels with Michael Levine’s note that censorship works both as a constraint and a 

driving factor for “stylistic innovation” (Levine’s Writing Through Repression, quoted by 

Freshwater; 2004:233). It even widens the scope of the discussion to Robert Darnton’s 

point of how censors and writers were working (if not collaborating) to make writers’ 

work “better” and suitable for acquiring royal prestige in eighteenth-century France. 

 
13 Patterson’s “functional ambiguity” can come close to Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of 
heteroglossia: Bakhtin argues that any language involves varieties and diversities of 
voices within itself and calls it “heteroglossia.” He states that languages represent “the 
co-existence of socio-ideological contradictions between the past and the present, 
between the differing epochs of the past, between different socio-ideological groups in 
the present, between tendencies, schools, circles, and so forth, all given a bodily form. 
These ‘languages’ of heteroglossia intersect each other in a variety of ways, forming new 
socially typifying ‘languages.’” For him, each language does not exclude from each other 
but rather intersect with one another, yet they all require different methodologies for 
analysis since they are all founded upon different principles (Bakhtin 1981:291). 
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Looking at three periods in history, namely the eighteenth-century France, 

nineteenth-century British-ruled India, and communist East Germany in the twentieth 

century, Darnton traces how censorship of printed media, namely of books, was not based 

on a dichotomy between unintelligent censors and repressed authors/artists in the first 

place, as is usually depicted in the liberal (old/traditional) conceptual frameworks of 

censorship. He refers to Leo Strauss’ argument that censors are “stupid” by nature, 

lacking “the ability to detect meaning hidden between the lines of unorthodox texts.” 

Contrary to Strauss, Darnton indicates that “the censors understood the way published 

texts reverberated in the public. Their sophistication should not be surprising in the case 

of the German Democratic Republic (GDR), because they included authors, scholars, and 

critics” (Darnton 2014:231). During the Enlightenment, Darnton furthers, authors and 

censors “worked together in a gray area, where the licit shaded off gradually into the 

illicit,” “most censors were authors themselves,” and “authors, publishers, and censors all 

participated in an industry that was expanding” (ibid, 36-37). Continuing to examine the 

French case, he states that,  

“The censors provided positive endorsement of books. They concentrated 
on substantive and aesthetic issues rather than on threats to the church, 
state, and morality. They often sympathized with authors, met with them, 
and even collaborated on the printed texts. Instead of repressing literature, 
they made it happen” (49).  

 
According to his research, the censors almost acted as copy editors for the authors during 

eighteenth-century France so that they would shape the works submitted to them as 

works praising the king and getting published afterward (51). Before 1789, he states, 

censors were offending people and receiving outrage, yet after 1789, freedom of 

expression became a right and contrary to what might be assumed, it was not the authors 
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but “the censors profited least from it” (ibid, 37). The difference between censors and 

copy editors, as Darnton argues, gets complicated when we think about Schauer’s 

discussion of defining acts of censorship as including editing, selecting, and choice. He 

argues that the conventional conception of censorship is prone to define an act as 

censorship if declared by an elected official, but as editing or choice if justified by a 

professional of a certain job, such as librarians, book editors, or news editors and so on 

(Schauer 160-1). Thus, the difference between censorship and editing comes down to 

professional competence as the determinant factor for the latter rather than obtaining 

political power (as in the former) so that it can be considered editing but not imposing 

censorship. However, in Darnton’s example –from today’s perspective, censors as copy 

editors may not have any political power to enforce on writers per se. Yet they can still 

serve for and side with the interest of the political establishment of the time, namely the 

king; thus, they indirectly employ censorship rather than copy editing. Based on this 

framework, throughout the dissertation, I will examine how censors promote certain texts 

as virtuous and morally superior rather than suppressing them to be morally suspected or 

corruptive (Chapter 4 and 5). 

 

II. The Marxist Critique of the Liberal Conception of Censorship 

Old censorship theories conceptualize censorship as a product of external forces 

and power mechanisms imposed on subjects (later citizens) in a coercive and restrictive 

manner. In doing that, they work with an idea of a public sphere where opinions are to be 

discussed and conveyed “freely.” This requires free individuals partaking in public 

spheres of any kind, producing knowledge on free will and agency, therefore, enjoying 
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the right to speak rather than to remain silent. As mentioned earlier, the dichotomy 

between speech and silence is one discussion I will return when reviewing new 

censorship theories, in light of contributions by Judith Butler and Wendy Brown. In the 

meantime, I would like to expand more on, first, how Karl Marx defines ethics of 

freedom and questions the bourgeois view of freedom. I will then switch to how Louis 

Althusser, following Antonio Gramsci, problematizes embraced views on external forces 

or impositions as censorship in relation to Marx’s critique.  

Tracing the origins and extents of, and the reasons behind, Marx’s theories of 

ethics of virtue, George Brenkert argues that according to Marx, “The mode of 

production of a society is said to be the determining force which dictates the course 

society will follow” (Brenkert 1983:23). In other words, one can say that modes of 

production determine the idea and practice of freedom in a given society. That, in turn, 

opens the floor for a wider conceptualization of freedom and forms of censorship 

imposed accordingly. Defining the ethics of virtue as “primarily concerned with character 

traits, dispositions, and ways of being rather than with ways of acting or doing” (88), 

Brenkert argues that Marx implies that his idea of freedom and ethics of virtue to refer to 

human emancipation, a.k.a. human freedom. According to Marx, the aforementioned 

components of ethics of virtue are ultimately not realizable in capitalism under the 

capitalist mode of production in part because freedom needs to be social, collective, and 

positive. Capitalism also inhibits individual freedom in order not to reach to a level of 

collective freedom, in the sense of freedom of a community in a given society. 

Furthermore, “the first aspect of Marx’s view of freedom as self-determination is that one 
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is free to the extent that one essentially determines the concrete totality of desires, 

capacities, and talents, which constitute one’s self-objectification” (90). 

Brenkert claims that Marx’s idea of freedom requires “harmonious cooperation 

and association” of individuals in a community or society with one another (116). As a 

means of individual freedom and a significant part of collective freedom, the community 

stands for an entity where its members are united by collective interests and in need of 

each other so that emancipation and self-development of individuals are made possible. 

The reason why capitalism does not work with Marx’s ethics of freedom is that the 

means of production are concentrated in the hands of a few who command the rest of the 

society (the majority) and who do not meet the reciprocal needs and collective interests of 

members of a society as Marx theoretically assumed. In this sense, in contrast to Hegel’s 

positivization of private property as a crucial element in the emancipation of human 

beings, Marx was not “simply opposed to all and any forms of private property. He was 

opposed to those forms which gave one power and control over others,” especially in the 

capitalist mode of production (115).14  

 
14 Here, it is highly useful to turn to an ethnographic note, a cue that helped me properly 
contextualize the theoretical framework. One of my informants, Defne Özonur –an 
academic specialized in the political economy of media, indicated how important political 
economy structures in any given society are to define various forms of freedom to and 
from and how relevant the Marxist ideology is in the perception and deconstruction of the 
liberal understanding of freedom that eventually vary from one society to the other: 

“... In today’s world, it is easy to look at censorship mechanisms in the U.S. or 
Great Britain and say their systems provide more freedom rather than the Turkish 
case having censorship boards. This is a big illusion. The relative freedom and 
the lack of state censorship in domains of the arts and cinema in these countries 
do not mean the understanding of freedom is defined in broader terms rather than 
how it is defined elsewhere, namely in Turkey. [At the beginning of our 
conversation,] I talked about state-oriented censorship implemented by many 
countries during the World War I and World War II eras. Why? Because in times 
of serious crises based on class interests, almost all the liberal states would benefit 
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Here, it is crucial to look at what Louis Althusser, writing about the formation of 

ideology and hegemony in a given society as Antonio Gramsci had theorized, has to say 

about freedom and self-objectification.  

The Marxist view of the state challenges the all-dominant, central, and repressive 

characteristics of that liberal (traditional) conceptions of censorship had put forward. As 

mentioned, traditional theories of censorship highlight the dichotomy between external 

and oppressive censors, in the form of the State or the Church, and the censored artists, 

writers, and cultural producers. The Marxist theory claims that civil society gives consent 

to the state to impose coercion and repression, that ruling classes replace absolutist states 

through not only repression but also through manipulation and mystification in the 

domain of (capitalist) production. Hence, the power that ruling classes extracted from the 

state affects and thus changes common understandings of freedom, as Marx argues (and 

Brenkert discusses accordingly). Matthew Bunn indicates that when Marx refers to 

 
from censorship mechanisms to protect their class interests. That now there 
seemingly is relative freedom in these countries is because class interests are not 
at risk. The limits in the realm of freedom –that wall of freedom, if you will– 
would increase when there is next to no risk. The walls would become wider, 
maybe, yet the walls would still be there. They would narrow when necessary, 
though. Hence, it is all related to the political economy system they work with and 
through. You cannot imagine a separate realm of freedom for cinema or education 
since, as societal appearances, they condition and affect each other in reciprocity, 
and get affected, as well.” (Personal interview, October 2017; emphasis added) 

As we will see in chapters 4, 5, and 6 in detail, this intervention from Özonur is crucial to 
understand where the Frankfurt School stands and critiques of the Western ideology of 
free speech and commercialism models: For them, these models appear to provide more 
freedom of (artistic) expression, yet they are even more sinister in aligning with various 
forms of the capitalist mode of production and circulation of expression while creating an 
aura/perception of liberal freedom vis-à-vis overt state censorship models in, mostly, 
non-Western counterparts in the world. This is an exciting avenue that I attempt at 
slightly touching upon in the upcoming chapters, yet it is worthy of further research and 
discussion. 
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ideology as distortion or mystification, it does the work of formal censorship. Ideology 

works to maintain social order and disguise social contradictions and inequalities in 

society that would otherwise end up igniting revolutionary actions. Therefore, Marxism 

posits ideology as distortion or mystification while censorship helps ideology keep the 

engines of social inequalities going (Bunn 2015:34). 

Here, Antonio Gramsci takes Marxist theories of ideology further to explain how 

ruling classes establish hegemony hand in hand with the state’s exercising repression and 

coercion. Working through “ideological mediation” such as control of education, 

coalitions with organs of the press, and influence of intellectuals in civil society, 

hegemony comes with consent by subaltern classes and manifests itself intact (Bunn 35). 

Therefore, while the state employs direct repression of citizens, intellectuals and ruling 

classes of the society carry out hegemony in full force. Hence, there is harmony between 

the state and the ruling class hegemony.  

Following in Gramsci’s footsteps, Louis Althusser came up with concepts to 

further the understanding of how hegemony works through ideology and defines them 

further. What he calls Repressive State Apparatuses (RSAs) function as concrete and 

visible manifestation of repressive power of the state as well as the ruling classes over the 

subordinate (working, ruled) ones. They take the form of (physical) violence conducted 

by the police or military, or state institutions such as courts or prisons, or of control of 

speech or behavior, to name a few. Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs), on the other 

hand, are derived from similar purposes with RSAs yet they operate within civil society 

rather than at the level of the state or the ruling strata as RSAs do. They shape and 

regulate the lives and minds of subordinate classes through institutions such as family, 
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schools, church, or through communication via printed or broadcast media. Aiming at 

similar achievements thus being complementary to each other, the violence RSAs 

implement serves ISAs to function better (Bunn 35).  

Here, it is important to underline once more that old censorship theories take 

formal state censorship for granted as the only form of controlling the society. They 

presuppose that subjects are capable of producing free “dangerous” ideas to be prevented 

by the state apparatuses after publicly claimed. However, Marxist theories, elaborated 

more by Gramsci and furthered by Althusser, suggest that 1) ideology has no history, 2) 

human subjects are the result of social processes, and 3) through what Althusser calls 

interpellation, “ideology ‘acts’ or ‘function’ in such a way that it ‘recruits’ subjects 

among the individuals (it recruits them all), or ‘transforms’ the individuals into subjects” 

to sustain control and sustainability of ISAs (Bunn 2015:35-6; Althusser 1971:174). 

Thus, ideology, through interpellation, and ISAs, produces only certain kinds of subjects 

compatible with itself, aiming to control the production of knowledge (and to prevent 

controversial knowledge from being produced in the first place) rather than repressing it, 

since repression implies that the controversial knowledge can even be produced. In that 

sense, Althusser’s ideology is productive as it generates what the state and the ruling 

classes favor as knowledge and disseminate it through ISAs. This productivity through 

ISAs is relatable in some ways with Foucault’s idea of multiple and micromechanisms of 

power in the society, a correlation I will discuss shortly. 

 One step closer to the discussion on new censorship theories, it is essential to 

bring forward Pierre Bourdieu’s take on and contribution to the construction of ideology 

and the role of the state. Following the footsteps of Marxist theories, Pierre Bourdieu also 
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underlines the role of the state as an institutional authority to control and regulate the 

society, hence an external social structure. However, his conception differs from the 

Marxist corpus in that the state is but one of the agencies, an institution of authority and 

repression through language in shaping the “production and reception of texts:” As a 

historical product itself, language is the marker of “power distribution within society” 

(Bunn 2015:37; “distribution of linguistic and other kinds of capital” in Bourdieu 

1991:79). The imposition of external power on texts through language (as a 

“constitutive” element) enables the shaping of knowledge production. The state enables 

this equation and can employ censorship as an “unavoidable structural necessity” 

(Freshwater 2004:230).  

In that sense, state censorship, according to Bourdieu, works through the 

production of any speech in its favor (and language is the engine for it), thus, it is 

compatible and complementary to Althusser’s definition of production of ideology. On 

the one hand, while state censorship as a repressive mechanism is still intact, as old, 

liberal definitions/theories illustrate, it is but one of the external power nodes rather than 

the only agency. Bourdieu conceptualizes social organization of any society through 

various fields having their own rules and “stakes of play,” the latter as a part of his 

metaphor of game playing (Calhoun 2003:294). George Steinmetz reminds that Bourdieu 

“refuses to define the state by its functions” yet he defines it in some of his works as a 

“meta-field” and its form of capital as “meta-capital granting power over other species of 

capital” (Steinmetz 2014:3). Every field –like law, literature, cinema, medicine, or 

academia, to name but a few– prizes certain accomplishments or brings forward some 

features for its members to follow so that they might grant prestige or title. To do that, 
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each has specific (inner) “rules of the game” such as knowledge production, 

accumulation, and conversion between different forms of capitals (social, cultural, 

economic, and symbolic) to be included in the game and competition. Here, I argue that 

each field still requires external structures (and the state is one of them) in order to 

consolidate its sustainability. Thus, the state, as one of the fields (though the ultimate, 

meta-field) in society having its inner rules, but also acting as an external power structure 

for other “regular” fields like literature or academia, utilizes language not only to 

distribute power among but also to enable conversion and accumulation of resources and 

capitals between given fields. 

 

III. New Censorship Theories 

Binary oppositions posited by old/traditional censorship theories require freedom 

of speech to be the antidote of silencing as well as the production of controversial ideas to 

be repressed by authorities, such as the state. The Marxist critique to liberal civil society 

(and conception of censorship), on the other hand, challenges this binary. First, 

production of free (and at times controversial) speech is questionable since the state, 

through RSAs, and the ruling classes, through ISAs, work together in disseminating the 

dominant ideology within the public sphere. Hegemony works in such a way that the 

production of controversial ideas can be inhibited in their inceptions so that subjects can 

only think and act in a certain way, suitable for the “benefits” of the society and 

established according to the ruling class ideologies. Here, Althusser’s concepts of 

ideology and hegemony work well with Bourdieu’s field theory. In both theories, 

language lends itself as an indispensable tool for establishing different ideologies 
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(Althusser) in society for different fields (Bourdieu) and works perfectly in disseminating 

power. What now deserves consideration is how the theories of Michel Foucault became 

the foundation for reconceptualizing censorship theories.  

New Censorship Theories, though referred as a singular theory (Bunn 2015), take 

their reference point from Michel Foucault’s groundbreaking contribution to social 

science disciplines as he proposed to study power produced in multiple sites/loci (study 

the power within) rather than centered in one place or institution, the so-called state.  

Foucault’s discourse theory distances itself from Marxist knowledge production15 

in two ways. First, Marxist theory centers around the structure-superstructure dichotomy 

where domination on the means of production and struggle between the working class 

and the bourgeoisie are the main forces on which to focus. Second, power is concentrated 

on a central, unitary source and imposed upon the subordinate/working class by the state 

and the ruling class through ideology. Foucault, furthering Gramsci’s and Althusser’s 

takes on the construction of hegemony through ideology, not only suggests that discourse 

–as a social system establishing its objects and social realities– is produced within and as 

a result of a particular social order, based on particular rules and categories: The rules and 

categories come before the discourse, affect and shape it, and are derived from the power 

mechanisms of the given social order. Discourse works in such a way that it is capable of 

concealing its structure as well as how it produces knowledge and perpetuates itself.16  

 
15  Though Matthew Bunn argues that putting Althusser’s theory of ideology to the 
picture would ease the transition from Marxist critique to Foucault for the better (Bunn 
2015:36), and I agree. 
16 http://criticallegalthinking.com/2017/11/17/michel-foucault-discourse/ (Date of access: 
8/22/2020)  
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Foucault also highlights that power functions not from a unitary source only in a 

repressive way, such as the state or the ruling classes as in the Marxist theory. It is 

produced and diffused in various institutions such as schools, prisons, hospitals, 

bureaucracy, to name but a few; just as Althusser points out. Therefore, producing 

discourse depends on multiple and diffused loci of power centered around institutions 

capable of reproducing and disseminating it all together. While ideology as a worldview 

and an instrument in Marxian/Althusserian sense is generated from a unitary source and 

used for the consolidation of a given hegemony in any society, Foucault’s discourse 

proliferates from dispersed sources, sites, channels, institutions power, thus it brings 

localization of control and regulation (Bunn 37). Hence, according to Foucault, 

production of knowledge and subjects in any society is achieved not through overt state 

repression but through subtle, often disguised, and at many times disciplinary or docility-

base mechanisms in various institutions. 

Discussions of New Censorship Theories can take us to highly intriguing places in 

terms of 1) how they are defined by several theorists and censorship historians (in terms 

of what is included and not included), and 2) which time periods correspond to the 

inception of these theories as they have come to replace conventional, older theories of 

censorship.  

To start with the second statement, if we are to work on Europe-based practices, 

Beata Müller argues that the revival of discussion on censorship theories and studies 

dates back to the 1980s onwards and she refers to this revival and enthusiasm as a result 

of the dismantling of the Soviet Bloc and the fall of the Berlin wall. In her words, “that 

the opening of state archives throughout formerly socialist Europe should have led to a 
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huge increase in publications on censorship in that part of the world can hardly be 

surprising” (Müller 2004:3). Both these incidents lent themselves to the release of official 

records for research as well as conceptual changes that occurred in the understanding of 

censorship. She also refers to Richard Burt’s statement about the 1980s’ witnessing 

“right-wing agenda” of Reagan and Bush administrations that prevented civil and 

aesthetic liberties in the United States. Burt defined the 1980s as “the intense, prolonged 

assault on high and low modes of aesthetic production, circulation, and consumption 

beginning in the 1980s” (Burt 1994:xi; Müller 2004:3). Moreover, she lists increasing 

awareness in the public sphere on issues related to gender, hate speech, sexuality, 

feminism, ethnicity, race as well as freedom of speech and censorship as motives for new 

approaches to censorship studies. She claims that until the 1980s, censorship was 

associated more with the church and then the (nation-)state as the direct regulatory 

intervention in the conventional sense. She indicates the emphasis new censorship 

theories put on studying censorship with a broader understanding as “constitutive or 

structural.” However, taking the broad definition of censorship might lead to “the risk of 

equating censorship with any kind of social control, thus endangering its heuristic 

potential” because of “its rhetorical value which guarantees attention” (Müller 1 and 10). 

Interestingly, Sue Curry Jansen, in her meticulous historical research on the perceptions 

and practices of censorship, sets a different scene. According to her, the eighteenth-

century world thinkers, in their liberal mindset, thought they abolished censorship and 

that nowadays it has been relegated to a repressive act done by “un-Enlightened (non-

liberal) societies” rather than themselves (Jansen 1988:3-4). She argues that “liberal 

societies insist that no enlightened nation censors” anymore and “‘their free market of 
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ideas’ has been replaced under corporate capitalism by market censorship both at home 

and abroad” (ibid, 11). In other words, the so-called abolishing of state and church 

censorship as a result of the Enlightenment led to market censorship, especially after the 

1980s. I will elaborate more on Jansen’s concept of market censorship when I put 

forward the brief history of practices of cinematic censorship. 

Richard Burt states that in addition to the right-wing agenda of the U.S. 

administrations of the 1980s, some cultural critics also viewed the privatization of the 

public sphere as a form of censorship (ibid, xi). However, there have been oppositions as 

to how censorship is defined since the 1980s by the right and left-wing politics: 

“Even when they are reading censorship cases within a historical 
narrative, cultural critics rely on ahistorical oppositions between 
unchanging agents and forces: criticism and censorship fight out a battle 
for social change over public space, setting public art against privatization, 
corporate sponsorship, and commodification. By defining opposing 
political camps in the moralistic terms of those who are for censorship 
and those who are against it, critics unify both camps and make them 
monolithic: the censors are demonic philistines, the censored ipso facto 
are clever, noble, and good.” (Burt 1994:xiii; emphasis added) 
 

Similar to Burt, Michael Holquist argues that the persecutor-victim model presented 

when discussing and defining censorship is misleading since it blankets the complexity of 

the issue. Also, the illusion that “censorship is a vice to be overcome through morally 

guided will, assuming that there either is censorship or not -that a complete absence of 

censorship is somehow possible” (1994:16) sets the scene for both theorists that this 

conception of censorship (with censors vs. censored or speech vs. silencing) still 

underlines binary oppositions. In line with the criticism by Burt and Holquist, Helen 

Freshwater suggests coining an inclusive definition not only “reflecting the socio-

historical specificity of instances of control, conditioning or silencing,” but also 
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indicating that censorship “is a process, realised through the relationship between 

censorious agents, rather than a series of actions carried out by a discrete or isolated 

authority” (Freshwater 2004:225).  

 Along this fault line, it is important to follow Burt’s discussion of new censorship 

theories. In his introduction to The Administration of Aesthetics, he describes censorship 

as a mechanism regulating “who is in and who is out of the critical conversation” and 

furthers: 

“Opposition to censorship serves not to guarantee a diversity free of 
censorship, but to regulate membership in the critical community by 
appealing to the notion of diversity as a criterion of inclusion and 
exclusion... Thus, diversity (or free speech) cannot rightly be completely 
opposed to censorship, since diversity will always be regulated (exclusions 
are necessarily built in)” (Burt 1994: xviii).  
 

Here, his approach to the regulation of membership and inclusion in/exclusion from a 

community resembles Bourdieu’s definition of different forms of fields promoting certain 

traits and forms of capitals (economic, social, or cultural) to be armored for prestige and 

title in a given field.  

 In his discussion of censorship practices during the Nazi era in Germany and the 

formation of what Nazism called “degenerate art,” Burt has two significant remarks 

where he embarks on a Foucauldian approach to power relations. First, to him, 

“censorship operates not only in repressive terms (as in the confiscation and destruction 

of art), but also as a complex network of productive discursive practices that legitimate 

and delegitimate the production and reception of the aesthetic in general and of the 

avant-garde in particular” (1994:220; emphasis added). The second and more 

remarkable point he raises is that defining and interpreting censorship are always 

problematic “precisely because censorship is simulated; display and visibility cannot in 
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and of themselves be antidotes to repression and invisibility since censorship involves not 

simply destruction but also displacement, transvaluation, and distortion” (ibid, 245).  

Consistent with his latest remark on the need for deconstructing binaries that 

censorship traditionally stands for and allegedly works through, in his 1998 piece, 

Richard Burt defines censorship as “more complex and nuanced models” involving 

“dispersal and displacement.” Moreover, it does not exclude the processes and practices 

of removal and replacement, practices that have been attributed to it in traditional 

theories. On the contrary, new approaches include and absorb them. Examining 

censorship in early modern English theater, he diagnoses the then-censorship as 

“dispersed among a variety of regulatory agents and practices; it was productive as well 

as prohibitive; it involved cultural legitimation as well as delegitimation. Censorship was 

more than one thing, occurred at more than one place and at more than one time” 

(1998:17). 

He brings forward a definition of censorship which, 1) speaks of “graduated 

differences between forms of punishment and repression” through “soft” censorship 

(“critical censure”) and “hard” censorship (“imprisonment”) at the end of a spectrum; and 

2) through dispersal and displacement unsettles the assumed traditional hierarchy of 

repressive punishments since no one form of legitimation or delegitimation “necessarily 

has priority over others” (ibid, 18). 

In order to be clear about his position and definition of what censorship is in 

recent studies, he makes the following statement: 

“The fact that censorship was dispersed, some might argue, does not (and 
should not) significantly alter our sense of it as a repressive practice. 
Instead, we have only a more rigorous, more nuanced conception of it; it 
remains externally imposed by the court censor and similar officials and 
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internally self-imposed (as self-censorship) when undertaken by anyone 
else. Furthermore, censorship was still located temporally, occurring either 
before or after performance or publication” (ibid, 21). 
 

Along a similar line, Dominic Boyer claims that censorship, since the 1990s, has no 

longer been an “undifferentiated evil” but is approached as a more complex phenomenon 

combining restrictive and productive elements. To this end, he advises having a critical 

distance when it comes to the “common perception of censorship as a struggle of heroic 

intellectual spirits against corrupting power” (2003:512 and 538).  

Celebrating the recent Foucauldian tendency in academia to study “the 

constitutive micromechanisms of power” since the 1980s, Robert Post echoes Richard 

Burt that in the new scholarship, censorship is analogously characterized as productive, 

“not as one or more discrete acts of repressive control over free expression, but as a 

‘normal’ and ‘constitutive’ part, indeed, a very condition, of free expression” (Burt 

1998:2-3). Setting the scene for multiple and displaced features of this new conception 

and calling for “re-examining state censorship with the insights of the new scholarship in 

mind” (ibid, 5), he warns researchers about approaching censorship carefully (just as 

Beata Müller draws attention to the potential emptying of the word):  

“The challenge is thus how to preserve the analytic force of the new 
scholarship without sacrificing the values and concerns of more traditional 
accounts. Recognizing always the pervasive, inescapable, and productive 
silencing of expression, can we say anything distinctive about the 
particular province of what used to define the study of censorship: the 
‘direct control’ of expression by the state?” (Post 1998:4) 

 
At this point, I would like to bracket an important feature that some theorists indicate 

within new censorship studies. As Matthew Bunn suggests, one of the critiques that new 

censorship theories dwell on is the skepticism of the Marxist critique regarding the 

production of free speech in civil society (Bunn 2015:28). The view of the possibility of 
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engaging in free speech in the old liberal mindset/conception recreates and consolidates 

the binary opposition of speech and silence where it is assumed that one is able to think 

and say anything out of free will yet one’s opinions or actions are prevented from 

circulating in the public sphere afterward. It also prejudges that silence is the ultimate 

antithesis of free speech since speech is associated with an expressive notion, but silence 

with a repressive one (Brown 1998:315).  

However, following Foucault’s remark on silence as a shelter for and from power 

and attributing an implicit faculty invisible to the conventional theories, Wendy Brown 

aptly argues that “if discourses posit and organize silences, then silences themselves must 

be understood as discursively produced, as part of discourse, rather than as its opposite” 

and “silence can be an effect of discourse; it can also function as resistance to regulatory 

discourse” (ibid, 316&318).   

Her attempt to destabilize the speech versus silence binary by suggesting 

“refusing to speak” as an act of resistance rather than a mere indication of powerlessness 

is significant. In general terms, one of the features attributed to Western democracies (or 

societies) is the right to speak and freedom of expression, both tied up to speaking and 

speech whereas the non-Western world is supposed to be getting drowned in repression 

and silencing, both external mechanisms imposed to them. Brown argues that silence can 

refer to “a response to domination … not enforced from above but rather deployed from 

below: refusing to speak is a method of refusing colonization, of refusing complicity in 

injurious interpellations or subjection through regulation” (ibid, 324). Brown’s take on 

the meaning of silence, not as solely opposed to speech as in the Western mindset but an 

alternative act of resistance through deconstructing silence versus speech binary in the 
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context of censorship, can be seen as part of a bigger scholarship: The one aiming at 

dismantling Eurocentric approaches in social sciences in light of critiques of orientalism 

and colonialism, for one.  

In her eye-opening essay “Ruled Out: Vocabularies of the Censor,” Judith Butler 

investigates how to rethink conventional approaches to censorship. Working through a 

Foucauldian approach, Butler claims that censorship, as a productive form of power, can 

work in implicit ways rather than explicit and repressive mechanisms. She not only cites 

implicit forms of censorship next to explicit and repressive ones but also defines the gray 

area in between as a continuum (Butler 1998: 250). The continuum, since the explicit and 

implicit forms of censorship are not strictly distinguishable, makes the domain of the 

unspeakable blurred, which in turn creates ambiguity.  

 There are two important elements in Butler’s take on censorship. In the first one, 

she rightly argues that though explicit forms of censorship seem to be the embodiment of 

power and dominance through repression, in the same token they reveal more about their 

inner workings. They become identifiable, thus are more prone to vulnerability, and 

possibly the counter mechanisms to fight back. However, ambiguous and implicit forms 

of censorship “may be more efficacious than explicit forms in rendering certain kinds of 

speech unspeakable... Explicit forms of censorship display their fault lines in various 

ways, but perhaps most obviously by rehearsing and proliferating the very terms that they 

seek to bar from discourse” (ibid, 250).  

 The second element she raises is more exciting in the sense that it picks up on an 

Althusserian approach to the formation of subjects through ISAs and hegemony. 

According to Butler, as part of the productive power mechanisms, censorship is formative 
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and constitutive “of subjects and the legitimate boundaries of speech” (ibid, 251). What 

she means is that it operates to produce certain forms of subjects (and citizens) as 

possible and others as impossible. While Althusser precedes ISAs on the way to produce 

appropriate subjects for a given society by imposing the dominant ideology, Butler 

questions what is required for the production of subjectivity the first place and finds that 

there are certain implicit and explicit norms controlling “the kind of speech that will be 

legible as the speech of a subject” (ibid, 252). In lieu of ISAs and related ideology, Butler 

inverts the Althusserian equation with what she calls “foreclosure,” –“a primary form of 

repression”– as the most important mechanism for the formation of the subject in the first 

place. Taking the subject as an effect of power (hence censorship), foreclosure is “not 

performed by a subject but, rather, whose operation makes possible the formation of the 

subject.” Hence, “understood as foreclosure, censorship produces discursive regimes 

through the production of a domain of the unspeakable” (ibid, 255). 

 The final remark in this section is Helen Freshwater’s approach towards a 

redefinition of censorship, based on a series of her suggestions which I find closely 

connected to my central argument about censorship. Touching upon various theories that 

the chapter deals with and agreeing to interpret censorship in newest forms as new 

theories suggested, Freshwater nevertheless claims that we should take into account the 

“heterogeneity of censorship” when defining and examining it. In her words, 

“Censorship can still appear in its most traditional guise, such as the 
intervention of a representative of a repressive institution, directly linked 
to the state: but it also materialises in the actions and decisions taken by 
those who administrate charitable foundations and local government, or 
corporate sponsors and sources of public subsidy. An inclusive model of 
censorship, which acknowledges these diverse manifestations, is required 
by the individuals who are subject to such acts of critical exclusion, 
authoritarian intervention and institutional interference.” (Freshwater 
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2004:241; emphasis added) 
 

Combining traditional and new approaches to censorship is vital in conducting research 

and reporting censorship cases. Every approach to censorship practices indicated in this 

chapter includes its precedent. What emerges out of this literature review should be an 

inclusive model of censorship emphasizing diversity, multiplicity, dispersal, and 

displacement that Burt and others have put forward. Yet, there are two crosscutting 

features of interest that Freshwater discusses, and which are foundational to my own take 

on this research.  

The first one is that even though an inclusive model of censorship highlights 

variety, in situ contexts of censorship “should be analyzed with critical emphasis upon 

their socio-historical specificity, such an approach foregrounds the differences between 

different types of censorship and the decisions taken by numerous censorious agencies, as 

well as their interaction” [sic] (Freshwater 2004:242). The second point she raises is a 

basic yet significant one where she claims that “censorship should surely be provisional, 

rather than fixed; plural, rather than singular; time and site-specific, rather than universal” 

(ibid, 242). Agreeing with both of these elements, I contend that socio-historical 

specificity, plurality, and non-fixed nature of censorship depend upon and are the product 

of, particular political economies17 of any given state and societal structure under 

examination. Therefore, providing enough data on the historical and contemporary social, 

political, and economic contexts of the states and societies on which we conduct research 

on –in this case the modern Turkish context– is indispensable.  

 
17 At this point, I would like to thank Defne Özonur, one of my informants in the 
fieldwork, for drawing attention to the importance of political economy in understanding 
and defining censorship during our conversation. 
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IV. Self-censorship  

As mentioned, Althusser and Butler interrogate the formation of the subjects in 

society through the lenses of ideological state apparatuses and interpellation, and the 

foreclosure and censorship as the productive force and an effect of power (respectively). 

Within this framework, the discussion on self-censorship becomes an interesting and 

productive one. 

 Foucault long attributed significant meaning and importance to constraints and 

repressions as constitutive forces helping to produce areas of knowledge and define 

boundaries of discourses around any object of study (Freshwater 2004: 229), including 

sexuality, discipline, and punishment. For him, one of the remarkable embodiments of the 

disciplinary (and constitutive) mechanisms of power is the panopticon, designed by 

Jeremy Bentham in the nineteenth century. Placed around a circular space, each 

individual cell of a prison (or a separate workplace) is divided and isolated from one 

another and observed by the authorities from “one station in the inspection part affording 

the most perfect view of every cell” (Bentham 1800). Those in the station are able to see 

the cells while the inmates (of a prison) or workers (of a factory) are unable to see if there 

is anyone watching them in the station. Offered as one of the best examples of a kind of 

mechanism-metaphor that produces self-censorship and self-control, as well as self-

correction, the panopticon structure refers to, in Foucault’s words, “internal codes of 

control displace external methods of punishment and surveillance” (Foucault 1977:199; 

Freshwater 2004:229; Sen 2014:178). Sue Jansen describes panopticonism as a “working 

model for agents of subterranean censorship” due to its technical superiority “to all 
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previous forms of censorship because it secures its mechanisms of control within the 

epistemological foundations of the social order it empowers” (1988:22).  

The panopticon is designed to observe, determine, and correct “abnormalities.” 

This mechanism works in two ways. It first requires binary division and labeling 

(Foucault 199) where individuals are categorized based on oppositions such as sane-

insane, normal-abnormal, dangerous-harmless, curable-incurable, obeying-disobeying, 

and so on. In so doing, the trademark of the structure is that it is not the 

authorities/administrative personnel of a prison, a mental hospital or a factory who 

actively engage in controlling the behaviors of the inmates every minute. It is the inmates 

who learn how to define themselves according to categories that the authorities impose 

upon them. Hence, the major effect of the panopticon, for Foucault, is “to induce in the 

inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic 

functioning of power” (ibid, 201). The uncertainty whether inmates are being watched on 

a regular basis or there are interruptions in the surveillance triggers mechanisms of self-

control and “ideally” (for the authorities) self-correction in behavior. The intended effect 

is inmates’ internalization of the norms they should obey, introduced by the authorities in 

the first place.18 However, the imposition of the norms is hegemonic and embodied, 

rather than top-down and external that, fundamentally, it is the inmates who embody and 

internalize the “right way of thinking, behaving, and being normal” in the society.  

 When we take the panopticon out of Benthamian practice and Foucauldian 

interpretation and talk about how self-censorship is conducted in artistic realms, say 

 
18 Here, it is important to note that the authorities themselves are part of a broader system 
of coercion and social control as much as the inmates, only belonging to different 
categorizations. 
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literature, we can take note of how it is interpreted and implemented (or not). As 

indicated at the beginning of the chapter, scholars such as Annabel Patterson and Michael 

Levine discuss the role of censorship as a constitutive force in the creation of literature as 

a distinctive form of art and its function for stylistic innovation (see Patterson 1984 and 

Levine 1994, respectively). One of the most frequently quoted stylistic innovations to 

elude censorship is the use of Aesopian language (Müller 2004; Loseff 1984; Drewett 

2004). Beata Müller points out that one of the ways to circumvent censorship, according 

to literary critics, is the attempts at dodging contentious ideas through means of Aesopian 

language, such as allegories, allusions, parables, and irony (2004:5).  

Using Aesopian language is, at times, associated with “subtle forms of self-

censorship” and regarded as “a creative attempt to open spaces for resistance” in Michael 

Drewett’s account on censorship practices in music during the Apartheid South Africa. 

Accepting manipulated, censored, even hidden lyrics rather than not saying anything 

through their music, Drewett states that the musicians in South Africa during the 

Apartheid “opted for some forms of self-censorship” though it was not a “conscious 

choice” per se, yet most of the time, they did attempt “bypassing the censor” (Drewett 

2004:192). Similarly, Müller defines self-censorship as a form of “encoding the political 

or social criticisms” in the literary text. In her discussion, she refers to Lev Loseff’s 

definition of Aesopian language, considered a response to censorship as an indeterminate 

literary language where there is a relationship between the author and the reader “at the 

same time that it conceals inadmissible [sic] content from the censor” (Müller 21).  

The idea that manipulated, hidden, Aesopian language, among other forms of 

censorship, can be considered within the framework of self-censorship (self-control in 
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Foucault’s definition) in the panopticon society might initially seem far-fetched. 

However, I argue that manipulating and hiding the information anyone wants to convey 

through self-censorship (and Aesopian) to evade censorship while attempting to effect 

political change, serving artists’ purposes in the short term, can also be an indication and 

expression of the limits that any authority (the state, the NGOs, the institutions engaging 

in censorship practices, and so forth) draws a frame for the subjects in the first place. In 

this way, it establishes the conditions and boundaries within which subjects can 

maneuver, in an Althusserian sense, as well as the rules of any game in any cultural field 

for that matter in the Bourdieusian view. At the same time, in line with Butler’s 

contribution, it also constitutes the ways in which subjects should behave, produce their 

work and their speech, or conduct themselves in the given sphere. In other words, the 

formation of a sphere through self-censorship to evade the overt censorship, in fact, helps 

produce the desirable subjects behaving within that limited sphere designed for them in 

the first place to act upon. By employing self-censorship, subjects acknowledge the 

existence of foreclosure as the primary form of repression and lend themselves to the 

censorship’s arms for their own formation as subjects accordingly.  
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PART II 
Practices of Film Censorship Around the World: A Brief Introduction  

 
 In her pioneering work, Annette Kuhn traces the history of film censorship in 

Britain between 1909 and 1925. She examines how censorship practices were conducted 

to preserve social purity and bourgeois morality, how sexuality in films was depicted as 

obscene or indecent (97) to produce a site and time-specific power relations as well as 

knowledge, and how the desired audience is produced and utilized for the formation of a 

particular public sphere of cinema (124). Following a Foucauldian approach, one of the 

main approaches she criticizes in her meticulous work is what she calls the 

prohibition/institutions model (similar to the old censorship theories). The model focuses 

on specific authoritative ‘predefined’ institutions imposing censorship, and Kuhn argues 

that this focus might miss the effects of broad social and historical conditions that 

specific “discourses, practices, and apparatuses” are produced (Kuhn 1988:127). In order 

not to confine censorship to a limited area, she suggests looking at both audiovisual texts 

(films) and socio-cultural and political contexts in which films were produced to better 

comprehend time and site-specific censorship practices.  

 Following Kuhn’s approach, in this section, I will provide a brief literature review 

on practices of film censorship through several examples around the world. By doing 

that, I will draw attention to the contingency of political economies embedded in specific 

histories of the given geographies, countries, and state structures as well as upon 

definitions of censorship itself. As Sue Jansen puts it: “Rules and conventions of 

censorship do change. But censorship remains a rule-embedded phenomenon” (Jansen 

1988:8). Alongside Jansen, I, too, disagree with the very Enlightenment idea that 

censorship can only occur in “un-Enlightened” places in the world. One important note: I 
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will start with examples from the Western world then switch to the non-

Western/colonized world and finally to “Middle East mediascapes,” involving the 

Turkish context for one simple reason: In doing so, my aim is not to reproduce the 

Eurocentric mentality but to show, first, that history writing prioritizes the Western world 

in passing the laws to regulate censorship, and second, that in some cases, colonialism 

precipitated the establishment of censorship mechanisms, i.e. bringing censorship 

practices of the colonizing countries to the colonized ones. 

 

I. Great Britain 

In the Western world, the British Parliament is known to be the first to pass a law 

to regulate the film industry, though perhaps in a haphazard fashion (Phelps 1997:61). 

The Cinematograph Act of 1909 was to impose “conditions on film exhibition in order to 

protect the public against fire hazards” (Petley 2013:150), but “the provisions of the act 

did not outreach safety and structural matters” (Bhowmik 2009:10). Over time, misused 

for purposes other than safety such as refusing to give licenses to cinemas due to subject 

matters in films, this practice paved the way for the formation of British Board of Film 

Censors (BBFC) in 1912 by the Cinematograph Exhibitors’ Association. BBFC (changed 

to British Board of Film Classification in 1984) has been described since its beginnings 

as a “nongovernmental organization” (Mehta 2011:27), for one.19 In that sense, the BBFC 

is suitable to be examined as one of the sites other than the State not to miss how 

 
19 The BBFC Guideline defines the organization as “an independent, non-governmental, 
not-for-profit, co-regulatory body. We are funded through fees charged to those who 
submit films and video works for classification.” https://www.bbfc.co.uk/about-
classification/classification-guidelines (Date of access: 8/22/2020)  
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censorship as a productive effect of power operates (Kuhn 1988:3, also quoted by Mehta 

2011:12). In looking at the relationship between the state and the BBFC, Julian Petley 

defines the BBFC as an “independent, self-financing regulator,” funded by the film 

industry and thus in theory not part of the state apparatus (Petley 149). However, he 

argues that in practice, it has not been strictly independent since, first, the BBFC is 

subordinate to the laws passed in the parliament for classifying and censoring the 

audiovisual materials and second, “prior to World War II, the Board engaged in the 

overtly political censorship of films and enjoyed an extremely close relationship with the 

relevant government departments” (ibid, 150).  

Studies on the recent practices of the BBFC, especially after 1998, draw attention 

to the institution’s increasing focus and self-promotion in the public sphere on 

“classification and guidance rather than conducting censorship” as well as “the decision-

making process to be responsive to public opinion and to research” rather than 

arbitrariness (Hickin 2009 and Barker 2009, respectively). In a statement dated January 

16, 2019, on its website, the BBFC declares: 

“Its public consultation - involving more than 10,000 people – showed that 
young people and parents want to see an increase in classification 
guidance, particularly around online content, as well as more consistency 
across all platforms. Demand for age classification has never been higher, 
with 97 per cent of people saying they benefit from age ratings being in 
place. 91 per cent of people (and 95 per cent of teenagers) want consistent 
age ratings that they recognise from the cinema and DVD to apply to 
content accessed through streaming services [sic].”20  
 

BBFC defines film classification on the website as the “process of giving age ratings and 

content advice to films and other audiovisual content to help children and families choose 

 
20 http://www.bbfc.co.uk/about-bbfc/media-centre/bbfc-launches-new-classification-
guidelines-and-calls-greater-age-rating (Date of access: 8/22/2020) 
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what’s right for them and avoid what’s not. Recommendations are made by our 

Compliance Officers based on the BBFC’s published Guidelines […] Compliance 

Officers look at issues such as bad language, dangerous behaviour, discrimination, drugs, 

horror, nudity, sex, violence and sexual violence when making recommendations.”21 

BBFC’s guideline lists general and specific guideline considerations that determine the 

decisions for films to be classified. The general considerations include “context, theme, 

and tone and impact,” while the specific considerations involve “discrimination, drugs, 

imitable behaviour, language, nudity, sex, threat, and violence.”22 

 

 II. The United States 

In the United States, the regulations of cinema started with the foundation of the 

Motion Pictures Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA) in 1922. Changed to 

the Motion Pictures Association of America (MPAA) in 1945 and entitled Motion 

Pictures Association as of April 2020, this trade organization was established to represent 

the major production companies.23 The intention was to sustain the financial stability of 

Hollywood through potential investments from wealthy financiers of Wall Street, as the 

organization was also implementing moral codes observed in films. Since its 

inauguration, the association has produced various guidelines such as “Don’ts and Be 

Carefuls” in 1921 and the Production Code in 1930, both employed by Will H. Hays (the 

 
21 http://www.bbfc.co.uk/what-classification (Date of access: 8/22/2020) 
22 Guideline PDF (footnote 4, pp.5-7) 
23 The current member corporations of the association, as of 2019, are: Walt Disney 
Studios Motion Pictures, Netflix Inc., Paramount Pictures Corporation, Sony Pictures 
Entertainment Inc., Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation, Universal City Studios 
LLC, and Warner Bros. Entertainment Inc. https://www.motionpictures.org/who-we-are/  
(Date of access: 8/22/2020)  
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latter known as the Hays Code) as well as a new department, the Production Code 

Administration (PCA) in 1934 (Wittern-Keller 2013:15). The Hays Code was replaced by 

CARA, the Code and Rating Administration in 1968 by Jack Valenti, later renamed as 

the Classification and Rating Administration. The rating system that Valenti created 

(described as a “revolutionary parent-focused rating system”)24 has been used ever since. 

According to MPA’s website, 2008 marks the passing of the Pro-IP Act, “the first U.S. 

anti-piracy law enacted in the 21st century” due to the “MPA’s bolstering its global 

protection team and successfully advocating” for the abovementioned act as a precaution 

for online content thefts.25 

Studies on censorship in Hollywood describe state censorship from the mid-1930s 

to 1968. In tune with that, CARA’s website refers to the Hays Code as an authoritative 

system deciding whether a film is considered “moral” enough to be distributed based on 

“an exhaustive list of rules.”26 Studies also mark 1968 as the date for CARA in 

employing voluntary movie rating system, as opposed to the top-down imposed Hays 

Code, which was “built upon the notion of variable obscenity: that all movies need not be 

suitable for all audiences, that what might be suitable for adults might not be suitable for 

children” (Lewis 2013:33). To this end, CARA’s website provides useful information on 

how they conduct the rating system: 

“... The current movie rating system was born out of the simple notion that 
the movie industry wouldn’t approve or disapprove what audiences should 
see, but instead would focus on ‘freeing the screen’ and educating 
parents to help them make movie-going decisions for their family. The 
current Classification & Ratings Administration (CARA), with a rating 
board made up of an independent group of parents, gives advance 

 
24 https://filmratings.com/History (Date of access: 8/22/2020)  
25 https://www.motionpictures.org/who-we-are/ (Date of access: 8/22/2020)  
26 https://filmratings.com/History (Date of access: 8/22/2020)  
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cautionary warnings to families about a movie’s content. CARA’s mission 
is to afford parents the tools they need to make informed decisions about 
what their children watch.”27 ([sic]; emphasis added) 

 
In his discussion of the practices conducted by CARA after 1968, Jon Lewis defines both 

the practices during the PCA and CARA eras as censorship regimes that regulated entry 

into the marketplace in the U.S. (Lewis 34). This statement echoes Sue Jansen’s 

overarching claim that in the liberal world, the so-called abolishing state and church 

censorship as a result of the Enlightenment principles led, in turn, to market censorship 

(Jansen 1988:5). To this day, participating in the voluntary rating system has been 

promoted as a result of choice. However, Daniel Biltereyst and Roel Vande Winkel argue 

that the film industry's self-regulation through the rating system (where independent and 

“informed” families voluntarily provide preliminary impressions and warnings for other 

families) is, in fact, as an extension of Foucault’s panopticon where through an 

asymmetrical power relation, it makes the Hollywooders internalize and subordinate the 

CARA, resulting in limited free expression (Biltereyst and Winkel 2013:2). It may also 

be that the current rating system works well for the CARA in another way: CARA is let 

“off the hook” since, on a surface level, it is parents who “voluntarily” decide what is 

best for their children and other parents, while the CARA is supposedly only there to 

equip the parents with whatever they need to make informed decisions. As mentioned 

above, this ideology is also intact in the British system, therefore, it is possible to claim it 

has to do with the Western ideologies about a “free market” of ideas no matter how the 

market is in fact regulated. Whatever the decisions are, the CARA can act as an 

 
27 Ibid. The recent information of film ratings on a weekly basis is published on the 
administration’s Twitter account: https://twitter.com/filmratings?lang=en (Date of access: 
8/22/2020)  
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intermediary in the process, an institution not imposing any rules, but promoting so-

called self-regulation.  

 

III. Canada 

In keeping with other examples from the Western hemisphere, Pierre Véronneau’s 

account on the history of film censorship in Canada caters brings insight into how diverse 

policies and activities regarding censorship were implemented in Canada, a country based 

on political confederation (Véronneau 2013). He cites several institutions conducting 

censorship. Among them are municipalities with jurisdiction in the name of “maintaining 

public order and fire prevention” while rarely banning a film upon their power; religious 

authorities urging “civilian authorities to prohibit film screenings on Sundays” in order 

not to opt for “commercial entertainment” over religious dedication; and the Federal 

Government, above all, intervening through the criminal code involving obscenity laws 

and subsequent legal actions (ibid, 49).  

During the silent era, censorship was concentrated on the distribution and 

screening of imported films (mainly from the U.S. and France) rather than domestic 

production, which were low in number. In the 1910s, there were provincial censorship 

boards established, such as Ontario Boards of Censors, Board of Censors of the Moving 

Pictures in Quebec, and position of Chief Censor in British Columbia, to name but a few. 

With the transition to sound cinema, in the 1930s, there came not only the adaptation of 

the Hollywood Production Code but also the influence of the Catholic Church to impose 

morality over its followers who were also filmgoers. Established in 1939, the National 

Film Board of Canada regulated the documentary production during World War II and 
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the Cold War era to avoid allowing any material to be used by the enemies against 

Canada (ibid, 54). The 1960s witnessed institutional reforms in the country on several 

domains, including censorship. Véronneau states there were indications of tolerance in 

film festivals while it was not the case for theatrical release. Since the 1990s, there exists 

a “return of puritan demands,” successive of “moral and religious bans on the 

liberalization of values and a greater sense of public responsibility” (ibid, 59).  

 

IV. Germany (From Weimar Republic to Federal Republic of Germany) 

Analyzing both changes and stabilities in censorship practices over five political 

systems, Martin Loiperdinger argues that, as in many countries, Germany has employed 

censorship for films prior to screening since the arrival of cinema (Loiperdinger 

2013:81). Systematic censorship rules were introduced in 1920, and they lasted until the 

1970s. Shortly after World War II, in 1949, The Freiwillige Selbstkontrolle der 

Filmwirtschaft (FSK, Voluntary Self-Regulatory Body of the Film Industry), the German 

motion picture rating system/organization was founded by Erich Pommer. Pommer was 

influenced by the Hays Code in the U.S. and developed a voluntary rating system that is 

still intact. Defined as an autonomous entity with members outside of the film industry 

(having “experience with children, youth and their development”), the FSK is run “by 

Germany’s head movie industry organization (SPIO) in Wiesbaden.”28 The members of 

the organization consider Germany’s Youth Protection Law (Jugendschutzgesetz) when 

rating the films. 

 
28 https://www.dw.com/en/how-germanys-film-age-rating-system-works/a-41551312 
(Date of access: 8/22/2020)  
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V. From Union of Soviet Socialist Republics to Russia 

The famous quotation “of all the arts, for us cinema is the most important” 

(Taylor 2013:97, quoted from Boltianskii 1925), attributed to Lenin, points attention to 

how censorship, parallel to film production, was meticulously conducted by state 

institutions in the Soviet Union. In tune with the consolidation of political control in the 

1920s, after the October Revolution, as Richard Taylor reports, “the Agitprop (acronym 

for agitation and propaganda) Department had been set up under the Central Committee 

of the Bolshevik Party in 1920 and concerned itself with direct ideological control over 

the media and other sociopolitical activities” (Taylor 99). He also cites state-sanctioned 

film criticism as an essential tool for the authorities to “shelve” films when perceived 

inappropriate for release upon completion (ibid, 102). The establishment of a detached 

Ministry of Cinematography right after World War II in 1946, for restoration and 

reconstruction of the film industry, also paved the way for importing and re-editing films 

across Germany, the U.S., Italy, among others. 

Ekaterina Sivkova lists eminent filmmakers such as Sergei Eisenstein, Andrei 

Tarkovsky, and Andrei Smirnov who were exposed to strict censorship over decades 

(Sivkova 2014).29 While Taylor identifies 1986 as the year beginning the loosening of 

Soviet censorship through a “policy of openness” by Mikhail Gorbachev, and 1990 as the 

end of Soviet cinema censorship, recently the Russian government has imposed laws 

such as one passed in 2014 that ban “the use of curse words in media. Under the new law, 

officials have the right to selectively release films for showings to a wider audience” 

 
29 https://www.rbth.com/arts/2014/10/21/film_censorship_in_the_soviet_union_39163 
(Date of access: 8/22/2020)  
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(Sivkova 2014). In various interviews, renowned Russian director Andrei Zvyagintsev 

targeted the Ministry of Culture for openly stating that they would only provide support 

(commission) for filmmakers/artists whom they please but not the ones who “defile” the 

country.30 Furthermore, in an op-ed article on the newspaper Kommersant in 2016, he 

questioned the state’s role and argued that “the artists have no liability before the state yet 

the state has all the liability to help the artists.”31 

 

VI. China (from Republic of China to People’s Republic of China) 

Zhiwei Xiao’s account of the history of film censorship in China is noteworthy in 

many ways. Looking at the reflection and effects of regime changes on the “political 

orientation and aesthetics style of the Chinese cinema,” Xiao examines the history of 

censorship in two major periods. Between 1905 (pre-Communist era) and 1949 

Communist victory and from 1949 to present Communist China (Xiao 2013:109). While 

the first period was marked by nation-building projects with centralized and systemic 

official control mechanisms, including regulation of and censorship in cinema, Xiao 

claims that after the Communist victory in 1949 onwards the objective was “to control 

the film industry was to use film as a tool to promote Marxist ideology and to ensure 

audience loyalty to the [Communist] Party” (ibid, 110). In both periods, the governments 

got involved in establishing necessary institutions for censorship, regulating production 

 
30 https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/jan/12/controversial-russian-director-andrey-
zvyagintsev-dissident-im-more-of-a-clown (Date of access: 8/22/2020)  
31 The quotation was translated from the Turkish translation of the article on the 
following link as no English translation of the article was found: 
http://susma24.com/andrey-zvyagintsev-devlet-yaratici-dusunceyi-hadim-ediyor/  
The original article in Russian is on the following link: 
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3126654 (Date of access: 8/22/2020) 
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and distribution mechanisms for films, and, at the same time, projected their political and 

cultural agendas through their prohibition practices (ibid, 126). An interesting feature of 

the practices in both periods, though, is censorship’s acquisition of “a strong nationalistic 

dimension.” Until 1949, Xiao claims, censors “combat the racist portrayal of China in 

foreign films as well as curtail foreign film interests’ expansion in the country,” while 

after 1949, the import of foreign films faced strict control, including an absence of films 

from the West between 1950 and 1980 due to the Cold War (ibid, 127). In 1987, the 

government incorporated the Film Bureau to the Ministry of Radio, Film, and Television 

(MRFT), which transferred the film industry’s subjection from the Ministry of Culture to 

MRFT. Working closely with the Ministry of Propaganda over the years to prepares 

guidelines for the film industry, MRFT issued a specific guideline for film censorship in 

1992 (Xiao 124). 

 

VII. From Colonial to Post-Colonial India 

The historiography associates, not surprisingly, the introduction of film 

censorship to India with colonial administrators. One such administrator was Sir William 

Vincent, who initiated the process and a year later, film censorship in India became 

official by passing the Cinematograph Act. Concerned on the surface level with the 

“safety of the audience and the prevention of objectionable films being exhibited” in 

Vincent’s words, Monika Mehta argues that “the colonial state instituted censorship to 

guard the morals of the natives and to prevent them from sinking into depravity, religious 

bigotry, or ethnic strife. Like other institutions and legal constraints, censorship 

contributed to the formation of the colonial state and helped to justify its rule” (2011:28). 
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The act was responsible for the “licencing of cinema houses and the certification of films 

as suitable for public exhibition” (ibid, 28; Bhowmik adds that there was “compulsory 

pre-censorship of each and every film” to Mehta’s description [Bhowmik 2009:39]). The 

independence from Britain's colonial regime in 1947, Mehta argues, did not result in 

substantive changes in how censorship in art was regarded, nor did it sustain the colonial 

mindset. In her words, “the postcolonial state [in India] adopted not only the institution of 

colonial censorship [of Britain], but also its concerns and anxieties, for it imagined (and 

still imagines) spectators of films primarily as ‘students and adolescents’” (Mehta 

2011:33).  

Two years later after the independence, in 1949, the Cinematograph Act (Second 

Amendment) was passed along with the establishment of the Board of Film Censors 

(BFC, renamed as Central Board of Film Certification [CBFC] in 1983), adding two 

categories of censorship certificates to the previous act (Bose 2013:192; Bhowmik 

2009:70). Though being a product of the post-colonial independent era of India, the 

CBFC still carried out the legacy of British colonialism in film censorship despite how 

contrary the pre-independent colonial rules were towards the articulation of nationalist 

sentiments through the mass medium of cinema, for one. In a way, keeping the 

censorship system intact but somehow introducing convenient changes in rules (now for 

the promotion of nationalist discourses, for instance), the CBFC, as anthropologist 

Harjant Gill claims, “deploys antiquated colonial-era notions and morally loaded legal 

concepts of ‘obscenity’ and ‘vulgarity’ to advance the nationalist, paternalist, 

heteronormative agendas and ideologies of the nation-state” (2017:62). Thus, the CBFC 

has been regarded as the central player in determining the production and circulation of 
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films in India where “state-sanctioned censorship has become the most consciously and 

conspicuously formalized institution of cultural regulation” (Mazzarella and Kaur 2009:9, 

quoted by Gill 64). Examining the history of censorship in post-colonial India, Nandana 

Bose argues that the strict state control over films in the 1970s (and supposedly until the 

70s) lent itself to “the emergence of numerous competing sites of censorial power in the 

1990s... there were (and continue to be) increasing instances of censorship after the 

CBFC has cleared films for public exhibition instead of the prerelease censorship that had 

been the norm till then” (2013:201).  

 

VIII. Censorship Practices in British Colonial Settlements in Southeast Asia 

Along these same lines, David Newman’s account of the regimes of British 

colonial censorship in Hong Kong, the Strait Settlements, and the Shanghai International 

Settlement between 1916 and 1941, is eye-opening. In three localities in Asia under the 

colonial regime of Britain, Newman states that censorship in cinema was conducted 

through the BBFC guideline, imported from Britain. However, the guideline and the rules 

were adapted to the local conditions in each territory. Thus, the censoring institutions and 

the censorship systems were subject to related yet different practices (Newman 

2013:184).  

 

IX. Egypt 

 As part of the Middle East mediascapes where the authoritarian regimes in the 

Middle East have long been deploying censorship on the audiovisual industries, film 

censorship in Egypt is crucial to unpack. Not only the authoritarian and political reasons 
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but also religious ones have been intact for censorship practices in Egypt since the arrival 

of cinema at the turn of the century, yet with a significant specter was haunting the 

country: The specter of colonialism. Referring to Mahmoud Ali, Dina Mansour states that 

in the very early years of the twentieth century saw film censorship “not only to guard 

public norms, morals and religion, but also to control the display of any political ideas 

aimed at criticising foreigners or inciting any resistance against monarchs or colonisers 

[sic]” (Mansour 2012:4). As we will see in Chapter 3 shortly, this is highly reminiscent of 

the Occupation Forces’ prohibition of certain films in Istanbul and other cities in the 

Ottoman Empire during World War I. Referring to Ella Shohat’s remarks, Mansour also 

points out that the late 1930s onwards until the 1952 Egyptian Revolution witnessed the 

consolidation of colonialism in the political and social landscape. Censorship took its fair 

share in the film industry as directors “refrained from portraying any kind of criticism of 

foreigners, government officials, state authority, religious institutions or the monarchical 

government (even monarchical governments of other countries from the past or present, 

for fear of analogies with the contemporary regime) and went as far as prohibiting any 

cinematic representation of conflicts between peasants and landowners or the portrayal of 

any nationalist or socialist ideas, past or present” (ibid, 4). However, with the Revolution, 

cinema became the medium for spreading anti-colonial and new nationalist sentiments 

across the country. Sara El Adl argues that the foundation of the Ministry of Culture and 

Media after the Revolution, in line with the new government’s power consolidation, 

paved the way for the state to work on the “mental and moral development of the 

population and to assume the role of preserving social values” (2014:10). With several 

decrees and amendments to the cinema laws, “Central Administration for Censorship 
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over Audio and Audio/Visual Products” was established and has become the state 

institution responsible for film censorship to this decade (11).  

 What is essential to consider about the film censorship in Egypt is how, in many 

ways and instances in its long history of efforts to control the audiovisual materials 

(whether by colonizers or the colonizer-free nationalist governments), it has parallels 

with what I will explain shortly in the Turkish context: As Chihab El Khachab discusses 

neatly, the “formal” and “informal” film censorship processes operate in Egypt. The 

formal process represents, undoubtedly, the state censorship over cultural works whereas, 

he argues that the state’s control of informal practices of censorship is distributed “over 

many actors and institutions, that these actors and institutions are imperfectly coordinated 

via paperwork, and that the Egyptian filmmaker’s ‘freedom’ is curtailed by more than 

‘the state’” (El Khachab 2017:10). 

 

X. Iran 

One of the most cited countries when it comes to regime-related repression, film 

censorship in Iran deserves perhaps an especially nuanced approach. The Islamic 

Revolution of 1979, which ended the U.S.-backed monarchy of Pahlavi (the last monarch 

of 2,500-year-regime) and replaced the monarchy with Khomeini’s Islamic republic, 

marks a significant moment in history for the sudden transition from “a loosely pro-

Western regional power to an Islamic state whose mission was, it seems, to eradicate all 

Western values from society” (Rahbaran 2016:viii). After the first ten years of the 

Revolution following Khomeini’s death, Shiva Rahbaran claims that the brutal exercise 

of power yielded itself to a relatively tranquil environment where there existed 
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opportunities for cultural institutions to be established. The House of Cinema, founded in 

1989 as an association with 6,000 independent Iranian filmmakers, was one of them until 

the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance (the Ershad) ordered its shutdown in 2011. 

The other one is the Farabi Cinema Foundation, established in 1983 “as a semi-

governmental ‘mediator’ between the Ershad and filmmakers. It helped filmmakers to 

finance their films to a certain extent and played an important part in distributing and 

promoting them abroad” (Rahbaran 246).  

The result of the Revolution in the cultural domain has been perceived and 

analyzed in diverse ways. In her important research on the close relationship between 

New Iranian Cinema and the influence of society on cinema after the revolution, 

Rahbaran conducts interviews with renowned Iranian filmmakers. She investigates how 

filmmakers position themselves within society, how their work is perceived, and what 

they think of censorship in art and cinema, before and after the Islamic Revolution and 

after the 2009 Green Revolution.32 Several academics and critics have seen the 1979 

revolution as the catalyst for the consolidation of New Iranian Cinema as opposed to Film 

Farsi33 of the pre-revolution era as it fostered and channeled cinema towards more 

artistically-valued filmmaking. For instance, Mohammad Beheshti, the head of the Farabi 

Cinema Foundation34 for eleven years and Rakhshan Bani-Etemad, a prominent 

 
32 In many ways, throughout the dissertation, I benefit from Rahbaran’s approach for my 
research; specifically, how she conducted interviews with the filmmakers and how she 
contextualizes the history of censorship based on the social and political environment in 
Iran, marked by Revolutions. 
33 The b-movies of before-the-revolution in Iran mostly dwelling on violence and sex 
appeal of the main actors. Being very popular in society due to “their mixture of bare 
flesh, dance, music and simple plot” (Rahbaran 248), Film Farsi has been despised by the 
elite segments of the society before the Islamic Revolution.   
34 https://film-international.com/archives/articles.asp?id=186 (Date of access: 8/22/2020) 
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filmmaker and narrator of women stories, both think that revolution opened the way for 

an original cinema of Iran (ibid, 127). However, Abbas Kiarostami disagrees and dates 

the original cinema of Iran back to the 50s and 60s (Bani-Etemad also dates it back to ten 

years earlier). During his interview, Kiarostami utters that Revolution did not help him in 

any way and was not about the progress of art-house cinema production in Iran. On the 

contrary, it may even have prevented the development of Iranian cinema for decades. 

Whatever side or approach that should be taken while discussing the Iranian cinema, 

what is worth keeping in mind is that since the Revolution, there have not been, to this 

day, any established set of rules for granting permission to a film to be released in Iran. 

Censorship practices rely on “the personal tastes and beliefs of the censors,” —in other 

words, arbitrariness, as Bani-Etemad argues (ibid, 127).  
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PART III 
Theoretical Framework and the Main Argument of the Research 

 
Considering that most examples of film censorship drawn from various countries 

are still working through state-imposed censorship with the involvement of non-state 

actors/agencies along the way (and as part of the Middle East mediascapes that converge 

with the practices in the Turkish context), I formulate my argument on film censorship in 

Turkey by combining three theoretical approaches: Louis Althusser’s ISAs, Judith 

Butler’s conception of foreclosure, and Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory. This 

amalgamation works in many ways with Helen Freshwater’s suggestion of redefining 

censorship as heterogeneous, and it captures how censorship mechanisms and practices 

have been conducted, specifically over the last two decades. 

 As discussed earlier in this chapter, the Althusserian approach takes the State for 

granted as the main entity, acting in harmony with the ruling classes in the production of 

ideology and the consolidation of hegemony among subordinate classes. This, in turn, 

lends itself to the production of certain kinds of subjects that the State and the ruling 

classes approve. Influenced by Foucault’s definition of power relations and developing 

on Althusser’s concept of formation of the subject through ideology, Butler puts forward 

“foreclosure” as the primary form of repression, the performance of which makes subject 

formation possible, rather than a pre(-in)formed subject. Therefore, the act of foreclosure 

defines what is speakable, and what is not, by subjects in a given society.  

 At the expense of repetition, it is important to reiterate that Althusser’s concepts 

of ideology and hegemony, and Butler’s foreclosure, dovetail Bourdieu’s field theory. In 

all theories, language serves as a vital tool for installing different ideologies (Althusser), 

sometimes operating on a level that is prior to the speech, “namely the constituting norm 
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by which the speakable is differentiated from the unspeakable” (Butler 1998:25) in a 

society composed of different fields of distinction and power (Bourdieu). Thus, it 

contributes to the production and dissemination of power in multiple places, i.e., 

institutions in civil society as well as formal state structures. 

 Keeping these approaches in mind, I want to follow Freshwater’s suggestion of 

redefining censorship as a heterogeneous entity. In her words, “Censorship can still 

appear in its most traditional guise, such as the intervention of a representative of a 

repressive institution, directly linked to the state: But it also materializes in the actions 

and decisions taken by those who administrate charitable foundations and local 

government, or corporate sponsors and sources of public subsidy” (Freshwater 

2004:241).  

Contrary to New Censorship Theories, which prioritize the multiplicity of 

censorship practices while diminishing the role of the State in the big picture (and in line 

with Freshwater’s proposition), I argue the following: Contrary to previous decades of 

exclusively only state-imposed, top-down constraints and censorship (intact until the late 

1990s), mechanisms and practices of censorship have now become more dispersed and 

arbitrary, and less explicitly tied to official offices and agencies. Moreover, the State, as a 

meta-field in Bourdieu’s approach that stretches across a web of connections and 

coalitions, is now joined by other actors, which are explicitly or implicitly sanctioned by 

the State to censor, or otherwise prevent the release of, a variety of cultural products.35 

 
35 These webs of coalitions and connections include filmmakers (narrative, documentary, 
and in-between); freelance/independent producers or those working for production 
companies; the Ministry of Culture and Tourism –and the General Directorate of Cinema 
as a sub-branch; festival organizers; (representatives from) art institutions; (members 
from employee) associations and/or unions in the film industry; and local municipalities. 
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Accordingly, the State remains the most powerful intersecting actor, especially in the 

Turkish case of film censorship.  

The fact that censorship is more dispersed and diffuse in the contemporary world, 

though valid in many cases, constitutes a disguised and a well-measured tactic for the 

State in the Turkish case. Contrary to traditional conceptions of censorship where censors 

are understood to be an awkward, tactless appendage of the state, the-State-as-director is 

now the agency who defines for multiple actors what is appropriate to act upon and what 

is objectionable to show before the camera, deploying force of multiple kinds and to 

varying degrees. It still uses Althusser’s RSAs and ISAs not only to disparage, threaten, 

target, and delegitimize: It also decides which other actors should be involved when, 

where, and with what missions are appointed to them by the State, as well as how they 

should achieve these (and be rewarded or punished accordingly). The actors that the 

meta-field (a.k.a. the State, in the Bourdiesian sense) control and put pressure or 

dominance over, in turn, carry out their localized rulership and dominance within their 

own fields, in relation to and parallel to the meta-field. As one of my informants, film 

critic Seray Genç put forward, “nowadays, there are little rulerships everywhere. What 

we witness is something like a multi-headed monster: Everyone is taking initiatives to 

exercise power within their domain”36 [in complicity with the state yet within the 

parameters that the state delegates to them]. Banu Karaca, a cultural anthropologist who 

studies freedom of expression in the arts in Turkey, also pointed out that the actors 

performing censorship have allied strongly with the state: “I call it ‘proxy of the state,’ 

 
36 “... her tarafta iktidarcıklar var. [Çok] başlı canavar gibi, herkes inisiyatif kullanıyor.” 
Seray Genç (Personal interview, December 2017). 
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which is really about a kind of alignment, a kind of obedience that comes before the fact: 

Before anyone wants you to be obedient, you already are obedient to a sort of power 

structure.”37 Emphasizing the multiplicity of actors performing censorship in relation to 

the State (as Freshwater suggests), my theoretical framework overlaps with and builds 

upon Siyah Bant’s definition of censorship, which also underscores diversity and 

multiplicity of censorship practices in Turkey. Accordingly, censorship is: 

“[...] Not just as the banning of artistic expression through legal means but 
[also] process of delegitimization, threats, pressure, targeting and hate 
speech directed at artists and arts institutions that foreclose or delimit the 
presentation and circulation of artworks. Among the actors that Siyah Bant 
has identified through site visits throughout Turkey are state institutions, 
political groups and parties, individuals who act as proxies of the state, 
neighborhood organizations, as well as actors more closely related to the 
art world in its narrower sense, such as arts and cultural organizations, 
curators, funding agencies and sponsors.” (Siyah Bant Research Report 
2013) 
 
 

I, therefore, argue throughout this dissertation that in the Turkish film industry, 

censorship now includes both explicit forms of censorship alongside implicit forms, 

conducted and outsourced by the state to varying degrees and in multifarious ways, 

encompassing what Althusser would define as both “ideological” and “repressive” state 

apparatuses (Althusser 1971). This continuum of censorship practices, which can also be 

understood as a tension between repressive, Hobbesian power (1996[1651]) and 

disciplinary, Foucauldian power (1995[1977]), which blurs the boundaries and domain of 

the unspeakable and creates ambiguity (Butler 1998; Karaca 2011), and then 

arbitrariness. This ambiguity and seeming arbitrariness, in turn, becomes an 

indispensable tool for silencing and intimidating cultural producers not only through 

 
37 Personal interview, December 2017. 
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official state institutions (specifically the Ministry of Culture and Tourism and the 

General Directorate of Cinema), but also by non-state actors (proxies of the State) who 

have been granted, either explicitly or implicitly, state-sanctioned authority to effectively 

censor and silence particular cultural products and events. 

 The outsourced forms of censorship practices not only include the ideological 

state apparatuses in the Althusserian sense. As we will see in Chapter 5, based on various 

censorship cases, I argue that in contemporary Turkey, repressive state apparatuses such 

as police violence, arrests, and outright force are also central to implementing ideological 

power, though not overtly visible. The fact that cultural producers are now threatened, 

more than ever, by endless prosecutions, tried for prison time, and that they receive death 

threats indicate how repressive state apparatuses operate as sources of Turkish state 

power, although it is not how the Turkish state prefers to maintain hegemonic order, i.e., 

overt repression.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT OF FILM CENSORSHIP IN TURKEY 

 
 
  

In 1984, Devekuşu Kabare Tiyatrosu (Ostrich Cabaret Theater) premiered a stage 

play called Yasaklar (Prohibitions in English) in Istanbul, the de facto center for culture 

and the arts in Turkey. Founded in 1967 and shut down in 1992, the theater company was 

known to produce satirical plays related to the social, political, and economic hardships 

the country had gone through, including a coup by military memorandum in 1971, a 

military coup in 1980, the passing of the constitution during martial law in 1982, and the 

foundation of neoliberal policymaking and its repercussions during the 1980s, among 

others. Tickets sold out months in advance, the plays the theater company produced were 

highly critical of the political regimes of the time.  

 Describing a censorship incident during the recording of a TV program for TRT,38 

one of the sketches in Yasaklar, entitled “Broadcast Ban from TRT,”39 starts with a music 

 
38 Turkish Radio and Television Corporation (or Turkish Radio and Television Institution 
[Suner 2010]) has been the national public broadcaster in Turkey since 1964. 
Colloquially referred to as the state’s broadcast channel, TRT has cherished the 
monopoly on television and radio broadcast until 1989: In May 1989, the company Magic 
Box, through satellite broadcasting, founded the first private channel of Turkey, Star; 
thus commercial (alongside state-sponsored) broadcast officially started. While the state 
closely monitored the broadcast during the TRT monopoly through inspections and 
regulatory practices, commercial broadcast precipitated the urgency to establish a state 
agency responsible for monitoring, regulating, and sanctioning the television and radio 
broadcasts. Therefore, RTÜK (Radio and Television Supreme Council/The Supreme 
Board of Radio and Television [Arslan 2011:261]) was founded in 1994. 
39 The sound recordings of the plays from the theater company were highly popular 
during the 1970s and 1980s. The audiovisual recordings came to the picture after VHS 
cassettes were introduced to the Turkish market in the 1990s. The live recordings of the 
plays became available in DVD format since the late 2000s, and they were even uploaded 
on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_N81_KXgidE (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
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teacher conducting primary school students as they perform a dance theater. One of the 

dancers plays a song called “Little Butterfly,” performing what the following song 

recites: 

Little butterfly (x 3) 
Fly freely instead of standing idle 
Fly high instead of flying low 
Work hard and reach the top, you reach 
Fly (x3) run (x3) 

 
Right after the chorus, the camera cuts to two representatives from RTÜK,40 ready for an 

inspection of this TV recording and not happy with the performance. “Every TV program 

should obey a certain norm, right? Therefore, a timely interference into a harmful 

broadcast becomes inevitable sometimes,” says one of the inspectors. He then starts 

interrogating the music teacher on the choice of lyrics:  

Inspector 1: Speaking of the little butterfly, what do you mean when you 
say, “Fly freely instead of standing idle?” 
Music Teacher: You didn’t understand it? 
I1: No, I didn’t. 
MT: It means, “Fly butterfly, fly freely, do not stop.” 
I1: So, you say the butterfly flies as she pleases, does whatever the heck 
she wants to do, and then when she is being stopped in the name of the 
law, that’s not ok, right? No, not possible. Is this butterfly living in the 
mountains? Wherever she lives, she has to obey the rules of this country. 
MT: So, you say she has to pay taxes (I1: Yeah!) and even do the military 
service when needed. 
I1: Yeah. 
     MT laughs. 
I1: No, don’t be absurd —the female butterflies do not do military service 
(he laughs). 
MT: Then what are we going to do? 
I1: We will make the second verse of the chorus— 
MT: —You will cut it? 
I1: No. 
MT: Put it in the archives? 
I1: No. 

 
40 See footnote 35. 
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MT: Oh, I got it —you’ll make it [another case like] Yorgun Savaşçı.41 
I1: What do you mean? 
MT: I mean you’ll burn it. 
I1: No, mister. We’ll make it suitable for the broadcast ban. 
MT: How would you do that? 
I1: It’s very simple —we can do it immediately with my assistant since it 
is like a second nature to us… this is what we came up with… 
 

The accommodated lyrics of the song read the following: 

Little Butterfly (x3) 
Stay where you are, what is flying anyway? 
Do not wander around, perch on a branch  
Do not flutter, just sit down 

 
To set an example for the aspired Turkishness of the 1980s, the inspectors claim that this 

program should serve to teach “national, historical, and epic music” of the Turkish state 

to the public. Therefore, the existing melody, reminiscent of European classical music, 

should be replaced with Turkish classical music. At the end of the sketch, we see the 

reluctant and angry music teacher conducting students as they sing the “suitable” lyrics 

and dancing accordingly.  

 
41 The music teacher refers to Tired Warrior (Halit Refiğ, 1979). The film is one of the 
most well-known censorship cases in Turkish cinema. An adaptation from Kemal Tahir’s 
book, the film takes place during World War I and the consequent Turkish Independence 
War around the late 1910s in the Ottoman Empire. The film was commissioned by the 
TRT, financed by the state budget (Koç 2015:228, Onaran 1995:71). However, the same 
state structures then ordered the annihilation of all the film copies (during the 1980 coup) 
except one that the TRT contractually and legally had to keep. However, director Halit 
Refiğ indicates other anecdotes: “Before the TRT controlled the film, there was a 
campaign initiated by İlhan Selçuk [the leading columnist of the secularist and Kemalist 
newspaper Cumhuriyet].” Selçuk claimed that Tahir’s book was distorting the reality of 
the War of Independence. In the end, all copies were burned except one that was kept in 
the Undersecretariat of the National Intelligence Organization of Turkey (MİT 
Müsteşarlığı). It was not until 1993 that the hidden copy was surfaced when a private 
television channel produced a TV series adapted from the book. TRT broadcast the film 
as opposed to the TV series, an act that has been considered hypocritical and exploitative. 
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Whether this sketch, as an art form, corresponds to an exaggerated version of 

what had happened in the 1980s or not will hopefully be clear by the end of the chapter as 

I review archives, anecdotes, and research from academic and non-academic resources. I 

would initially argue that it certainly hits the mark, after more than thirty years, providing 

an accurate commentary on how the Turkish state employed hegemonic censorship over 

its dissident citizens. During the post-1980 coup period, the country witnessed three years 

of constant military state presence and strict enforcement of martial law. It corresponded 

with the removal, cutting, and replacement of any artistic or newsworthy “objectionable” 

content with content “suitable” for the public domain, hence the “classic” textbook 

application of old censorship methods. The Turkish state was the agency imposing 

cinematic censorship through censorship boards since 1939, after the Republic’s 

foundation in 1923. This chapter presents a historical overview of film censorship in 

Turkey since the arrival of cinema to the Ottoman Empire in 1896 until the early 2000s. 

The chapter consists of three parts: The first part examines the periodization of Turkish 

film history. The second part overviews film censorship practices during the late Ottoman 

period. The third part outlines how film censorship was conducted after the foundation of 

the Turkish Republic in 1923. 

The aim of this chapter is multifold: It seeks to provide historical background for 

cinematic censorship mechanisms in Turkey through the political history of the country 

(with a critical anthropological framework) in terms of 1) contextualizing censorship 

within Turkish political, social, and economic history dating back to the late Ottoman 

period and early Republican eras, 2) examining whether there are continuities and/or 

disruptions in film censorship practices in Turkey in decades since the turn of the 20th 
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century to understand how contemporary practices have emerged, and 3) detailing how 

several censorship cases of the period covered in this chapter were regarded and dealt 

with. In doing so, it will not only benefit from archival materials, including academic and 

non-academic books and articles, news articles, photos. It will closely engage with a 

documentary called The Black Curtain: The History of Censorship in Turkish Cinema 

(Behiç Ak, 1993), produced by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism alongside excerpts 

from interviews conducted during fieldwork. The reason for choosing this documentary is 

two-fold: First, it provides audiovisual materials and expert commentaries, including 

excerpts of an interview with the Minister of Culture and Tourism at the time, related to 

censorship cases since the early years of the Republic until 1993. The second and more 

important reason is because some have claimed that overt state censorship (based on “old 

theories” of censorship) was left behind during the 1990s. It is precisely this argument 

that this chapter’s research aims to disprove, as state censorship not only still operates in 

full force. The chapter also argues for the ways that censorship power shifted more to 

non-state actors to censor, thus manifesting itself through more complicated channels 

than outright state prohibition, especially in the 2000s onward. This chapter lays the 

historical ground and ongoing developments that paved the way for the complicated 

mechanisms of censorship extant in today’s Turkey. 
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PART I  
Periodization of Film History in Turkey 

 
It is only in the last two decades that the research on film history in Turkey (or 

until recently “history of Turkish cinema,” a topic to be discussed later in the chapter) has 

gained the momentum it needed and been published more extensively in Turkish and 

English. Early studies by film historians Nijat Özön (1962; 1968), Giovanni Scognamillo 

(1987[a] and [b]); Agâh Özgüç (1988; 1993), Âlim Şerif Onaran (1994 and 1995) or 

Burçak Evren (1975; 1977), a.k.a., the older generation focused on subjects regarding the 

arrival of cinema to the Ottoman land, the first public screenings, or the first audiovisual 

productions. Yet, in many instances, this research was limitedly focused on what 

constituted the “first Turkish films,” when exactly the birth of Turkish cinema was, and 

who was considered Turkish in the Ottoman Empire to date the beginning of the Turkish 

cinema. This nationalist scholarship, established as a cultural text in and of itself, 

primarily served the official historiography of Turkish cinema for many decades. This 

shaped the periodization and the film historiography until recent research and 

contributions from younger generation academics,42 which began to focus on recent 

archival findings with more interdisciplinary and postmodern approaches. Meanwhile, a 

growing literature and research on Turkish cinema (cinema in Turkey) witnessed new 

developments and scholarly directions. Scholars such as Nijat Özön, Agâh Özgüç, Âlim 

Şerif Onaran, Burçak Evren, and Giovanni Scognamillo wrote about filmmaking 

practices in the Ottoman Empire, while recent approaches, such as that of Ali Özuyar, for 

instance, have outlined the range of production strategies employed in Turkey during the 

 
42 Özde Çeliktemel-Thomen, Ali Özuyar, Saadet Özen, Selen Akçalı, and Arda Odabaşı 
are among the younger generation film historians. 
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silent era and with the introduction of synchronized sound.43 Instead of generating a list 

of the approaches to periodization of film history in Turkey, Appendix I (page 364) 

attempt to summarize how key researchers approached historiography of Turkish cinema.  

As seen through certain periodizations, such as the “theater-film-makers era” or 

the “transition era,” there is consistency, convention, and “reiteration of an unchanging 

outlook” (Arslan 2011:23) to this historiography. This taken-for-granted organization of 

time periods in terms of theater-film-makers and cinema-makers,44 the transition from 

one period to the other on the eve and during World War II, intentionally or 

unintentionally, disregarded the heterogeneity in the sub-sectional quality of the specific 

periods. In this sense, Ali Özuyar’s extensive research regarding the silent era (1895-

1929), and how it was experienced in Turkey (in the Ottoman lands) until the foundation 

of the Republic in 1922, is crucial. He divides the first twenty-seven years of film history 

in Turkey, the period spanning over the silent film era, into four parts: Period of 

Oppression (1895-1908), Second Constitutional era (1908-1914), World War I years 

(1914-1918), and Armistice and Invasion years (1918-1922). His justification for this 

periodization is that cinema practices during these years mirrored the political, economic, 

social, and cultural conditions the then-empire was going through. For instance, during 

the period of oppression, French intertitles in film screenings caused no issues. However, 

there were protests and chants of “we want Turkish intertitles” during the Second 

 
43 Here, I use Çeliktemel-Thomen’s (2013) distinction between filmmaking practices and 
the technological advances or limitations in the periodization process. 
44 Theater/stage-filmmakers era usually refers to filmmaking practices that Muhsin 
Ertuğrul, a renowned stage actor and director, dominantly employed until 1939 in 
Turkish cinema. Cinema-makers usually refer to directors who did not come from a 
stage-directing background. 
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Constitutional Era. Films from Germany, Austria, Hungary, and Bulgaria, once 

considered not objectionable, were banned during the armistice and invasion years due to 

the political climate of the time (Özuyar 2017:9-10).  

For this dissertation, I will use Özuyar’s periodization in my discussion of 

censorship practices between 1895 and 1922.45 Unlike his four-subcategory 

periodization, I will examine the period between 1895 and 1922 in two units (1895-1908 

and 1908-1922). The reason for this division is simple yet significant: 1908 marks the 

consolidation of the Second Constitutional Era after the Young Turk Revolution erupted 

and resulted in the dethroning of Abdülhamid II the next year. The era between the 

arrival of cinema to the Ottoman Empire and the second regime change (detailed in the 

upcoming sections) in 1908, before the World War I and the foundation of the Republic, 

includes pioneering examples of censorship practices in the Ottoman Empire during 

Abdülhamid II, the sultan associated the most with censorship. In many ways, the arrival 

of cinema to the Ottoman Empire in 1896 established some of the earliest norms and 

practices of film censorship in Turkey. Tracing the deep history of film censorship since 

1896 will not only outline how it became institutionalized in the last century.46 It will also 

indicate whether recent censorship practices are derived from antecedent and established 

norms, or they are disruptions in how they operate, thus provide an anthropological 

approach to film historiography. 

 
45 His book is about that particular time period and entitled The History of Turkish 
Cinema in the Silent Era (1895-1922).  
46 The historiography of film censorship in Turkey from 1896 to the 2000s has not been 
sufficiently documented in academia. This dissertation attempts to fill this gap and 
provide a preliminary anthropological contribution to build upon. 
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The second sub-section I would like to focus on is the period between 1908, the 

aftermath of the Young Turk Revolution, that covers from World War I until the 

Republic's foundation, the fundamental regime change, and the transition from Ottoman 

Empire to the Turkish Republic. This transition from a late and “sick”47 Empire to the 

newborn early Republic required and brought legal, political, and social changes that 

would be reflected by cinema in Turkey.  

Writing on critical theory, film theory, and the historiography of Turkish cinema, 

academic Zeynep Tül Akbal Süalp underlines the intrinsic parallel between film 

historiography and the formation of nation-states. In her words,  

“As an editor, itself, of space and time, cinema not only makes use of 
historiography as a tool: It also builds upon its narrative borrowing from 
historiography styles, patterns of hierarchy that these styles draw, and its 
relationship with the authority (or the powers that be). Simultaneously, as 
a medium for depicting the past and the strangers, it adds to the 
conveyance and perception of history. Thus, it is impossible to think of the 
cinema history of a certain country without, simultaneously, thinking 
about the history of nation-state formation; of national identity; of 
formation of the culture and the processes of reproducing and 
incorporating the dominant ideological discourses; of daily practices; of 
dominant discourses and narratives; of literature; and other related 
domains of artistic and cultural production.” (Akbal Süalp 2003:19; my 
translation) 
 

Drawing from Süalp’s statement on the importance of nationalist politics to the 

writing of film history, I draw upon abovementioned periodizations (Appendix I) 

while providing my own argument about the periodization of cinema/film 

 
47 Throughout the nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire was seen as “the embodiment 
of illness” by Europe. To quote from Nükhet Varlık, “In the broader sweep of European 
history, this articulation came at a time when the Ottomans were no longer viewed as an 
immediate military threat to Europe: the empire had long lost the political and military 
supremacy it once enjoyed, and came to be regarded as a dead or dying body in broader 
European geopolitics. Indeed, it did not take long for the empire to be framed as the ‘sick 
man of Europe.’” (Varlık 2017:59-60) 
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censorship historiography in Turkey, which I divide into six parts, from 1896 to 

2020: 

1) 1896-1908 — From Arrival of Cinema to Turkey in 1896 to the Second 
Constitutional Era of 1908 (explained above) 

2) 1908-1922 — From the Second Constitutional Era to the Foundation of the 
Republic (explained above) 

3) 1923-1950 — Single-party regime during which first regulations regarding film 
censorship passed  

4) 1950-1980 — Multi-party regime; beginning of military coup interventions to the 
political administration; rise of the film industry and its repercussions on 
censorship 

5) 1980-2000 — Post-1980 coup era; late and post-Yeşilçam; neoliberal policies 
implemented; cinema law changed; implications of the political climate to 
cinematic censorship 

6) 2000 onwards — New cinema law passed in 2004; consolidation of 
neoliberalism during a single-party government; the transition from top-down 
state censorship on cinema to multiplicity of forms and mechanisms of censorship 
 

In this periodization, I take into account both the significant dates in filmmaking and 

screening practices and the ones for the political practices, namely regime changes, wars, 

and military coups, among others. Thus, the interaction between film practices and 

political processes has repercussions in the legal procedures, affecting the passing of 

specific laws and enabling or disabling several methods. 
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PART II 
Film Censorship During the Late Ottoman Period 

 
 
I. From Arrival of Cinema to Turkey in 1896 to the Second Constitutional  

Era of 1908 
 
The arrival of cinema to Turkey corresponds to 1896, the year after the first-ever 

commercial public screening by the Lumière Brothers at Salon Indien du Grand Café in 

Paris on December 28, 1985. That year marked the beginning of public cinématographe 

screenings48 in Istanbul, the capital of the Ottoman Empire, until the foundation of the 

republic in 1923. The Lumière Brothers hired several cameramen/operators who were 

able to use their invention cinématographe and sent them to various cities around the 

world to record moving pictures, including Istanbul. Constantinople, Panorama de la 

Corne d’Or was filmed in 1897 by Alexandre Promio, the most widely known traveling 

operator working for the brothers. However, according to Özde Çeliktemel-Thomen, not 

only were film screenings across the empire banned by the central and local 

administrations from 1896, during the Abdülhamid II regime, until his dethroning in 

1909. Customs officers were also able to confiscate film equipment, including 

cinématographes, and Promio had to contact French diplomats to intervene and ease his 

travel to Turkey. Several film historians49 have highlighted these practices as reflections 

of the repressive regime of Abdülhamid II and his alleged opposition to media 

innovations. However, Çeliktemel-Thomen argues, other operators working for the 

 
48 Quoting Giovanni Scognamillo, Nezih Erdoğan cites 1896 (2017:249) while Mustafa 
Gökmen attributes the first film screening on the same year by a certain Bertrand of 
French origin at Yıldız Palace (1989:13). The former is widely accepted in the 
historiography. 
49 She mentions Nijat Özön and Agâh Özgüç, and Burçak Evren.  
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Lumière Brothers, including Charles Moisson, also experienced hardships at the border 

of the Austria-Hungarian Empire, as he did not pay the necessary taxes for shooting films 

(2015:74; 2018:86). While many sources on the late Ottoman period associate political 

oppression the most with the Sultan Abdülhamid II period due to his personality 

(Çeliktemel-Thomen 2015; Özuyar 2017),50 valid arguments to an extent, Şükrü 

Hanioğlu argues that censorship practices also had strong connections to new experiences 

and responses to broad processes of modernization. Referring to Robert Goldstein (1989) 

as he points out different necessities that the process of modernization brought for 

political control over the masses in many European countries after the French 

Revolution,51 Hanioğlu concludes that censorship in daily life, in the press, and later in 

cinema was not unique to the Ottoman Empire. The way the Ottoman empire was 

modernized had repercussions that parallel experiences of other non-Western empires:  

“The Ottoman censorship, as in the Russian and the Japanese counterparts, 
involved a different regulatory mechanism than the Western European 
practices. This form of censorship, what we can call ‘traditionalizing 
modernity,’ worked through prohibitions. However, this form of 

 
50 Referring to Demirel, Arda Odabaşı indicates that censorship practices were intact both 
before and after the Abdülhamid II era. However, censorship in the Ottoman Empire has 
been associated more with him due to its effect on collective memory (Odabaşı 2016:18). 
Moreover, he claims that sources regarding press censorship during the Second 
Constitutional Era was “richer” compared to the Abdülhamid II era even at its peak. Still, 
the era of Abdülhamid II “wins” the race on censorship (2017:13). 
51 Goldstein analyzes the relationship between modernization and political censorship in 
terms of how “mass dissemination of information and views” was restricted by the 
European governing classes since the 18th century. In his words, “such overt political 
censorship [the attempts at political censorship of the press, of polemical art such as 
political caricature, of the theatre, the opera, and, with the dawning of a new century, a 
new and powerful communication medium, the cinema] was only part of a wider network 
of attempts to exert political control over the masses in the nineteenth century, and thus 
can only be properly understood in the context of political repression generally: of 
controls on education and limits on its availability; limitation of the franchise; restrictions 
on freedom of assembly and association, and also on the ability to form trade unions and 
take strike action” (Goldstein 1989:11). 
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prohibition also worked for preventing modernity’s total erasure of the 
traditional culture. It had different results compared to the practices in 
Europe. For instance, in pre-1870 Europe, the realist works of art were 
mostly targeted and censored while similar works were not censored 
around the same time in the Ottoman Empire.” (Hanioğlu, “Introduction” 
to Demirel’s book, 2007:19; my translation) 
 

Writing extensively on the legal procedures in the Ottoman Empire and censorship during 

the Abdülhamid II era, Fatmagül Demirel claims that the first legal regulations on print 

media were the Press Regulation of 1857 and the Press Regulation of 1864. The press 

regulation of 1864 passed right after the foundation of Directorate General of the Press 

(Matbuat Müdürlüğü)52 on February 2, 1862, was prepared based on the Press Law of 

1852 during the Napoleon III era in the French Second Republic. It was in effect until the 

passing of the Press Law in 1909 and imposed post-publication control of the press 

(Boyar 2006:421).53 In line with Ebru Boyar, Demirel calls the Directorate General of the 

Press “the censorship committee” (Demirel 2007:43) mostly because it was given new 

missions since 1864, and the institution became part of a censorship mechanism under the 

title of pre-publication control/auditing (48-49). Here, Demirel mentions that 

Abdülhamid II enforced strict press regulations and exerted censorship on the press while 

 
52 Özde Çeliktemel-Thomen marks 1878 as the foundation of the first censorship 
committee under the Directorate of the Press [Matbuat Kalemi]. According to Demirel, 
the Directorate General of the Press [Matbuat Müdürlüğü] was responsible “for 
government printing office to work properly” (Demirel 2007:43). (Also, Kabacalı 
1985:608) 
53 The decree (Kararname-i Ali), issued in 1867, stated that “certain publications were 
hostile to ‘the general interests of the country.” According to Boyar, it was the first 
attempt to block publications against the governing elite (Boyar 2006:421). She also 
underlines the fact that though the Kanun-i Esasi, the Ottoman constitution of 1876, 
declared that the press is “free under the law,” upon coming to the throne, Abdülhamid II 
“started to use laws and regulations increasingly for the development of his own 
understanding of the role of the press in Ottoman society” (422). 
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giving financial support for several newspapers. With this strategy, he achieved two 

goals. First, he avoided not being criticized and falling into disrepute by the news that 

foreign newspapers would have published against him. In turn, at the local level, he 

gained support from domestic newspapers that produced news in favor of him when he 

needed it most (82-147), even though his censorship practices operated at full throttle. 

Historical examples such as this help understand how contemporary censorship practices 

in Turkey regarding the press have parallels with their antecedents.54  

Working at the Directorate of the Internal Press under the Ministry of the Interior, 

censorship officers were examining newspapers as well as works of literature, including 

books. In Çeliktemel-Thomen’s words; 

“Censorship inspectors were controlling literary works and news on the 
press —they were working under the Directorate General of the Internal 
Press [Matbuat-ı Dahiliye Müdürlüğü], a sub-branch of the Ministry of the 
Interior. While these institutions were responsible for controlling the 
works produced in all languages within the empire, auditing for the 
foreign-language newspapers and other publications was conducted by the 
Directorate General of the External Press [Matbuat-ı Hariciye 
Müdürlüğü]... Printed publications and the use of visual materials in the 
related works were subject to the Press Regulation of 1888 while the 
Directorate General of the Internal Press, the Ministry of Education, and 
the Academy of Fine Arts were the institutions to apply for the permission 
of any form of description (written or visual).” (Çeliktemel-Thomen 
2015:73, my translation) 
 

 
54 Bilge Yeşil (2014) argues that the newspapers in Turkey lost their independence in the 
mid-80s. Concentrated in the hands of a few large conglomerates, the press nowadays 
relies on government subsidies, contracts, and tenders more than ever as they have 
operations and interests in other sectors than the media. They are more “vulnerable” and 
highly prone to receive political and economic pressures by the AKP government (158). I 
agree with her and claim that her argument about the conglomerates and the pressure they 
receive from the government echoes my argument of the webs of coalition that cultural 
producers are part of. 
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During the Abdülhamid II era, the existing press law from the Abdülaziz era was intact: 

There was no need to pass a new press law. Though censorship was in the picture, there 

was an increase in the printed press, including newspapers, journals, and books, yet the 

subjects of the written materials were more leaning towards scientific, literary, and 

technical domains rather than political issues. Moreover, censorship became 

“institutionalized through bureaucratic mechanisms and large numbers of employed 

personnel” (Demirel 2007:153). Anything that could be associated with Abdülhamid’s 

physical appearance that he disliked, anything that might have referred to the Yıldız 

Palace when the Sultan was in residence, and any subject in history books referring to 

revolution, riot, or assassination were all banned. Furthermore, through Umur-u Hafiye, a 

domestic intelligence organization that directly worked with Abdülhamid II, spies 

reported to the palace any instances of the use of forbidden words (Karakışla 2003, 

quoted by Çeliktemel-Thomen 2015:73).  

Known as the Period of Oppression (İstibdat Dönemi), the years between 1876 

and 1908 started with the First Constitutional Era, the two-year period of the first attempt 

for a constitutional monarchy in the Ottoman Empire: From the dethroning of the then 

Sultan Abdülaziz by Abdülhamid II in 1876 to the suspension of the parliament in 1878. 

The period of oppression was officially intact with all the more powerful Abdülhamid 

II’s declaration of the absolute monarchy until 1909, his own dethroning by the Young 

Turk Revolution (Quataert 1979; Hanioğlu 2001).   

For this section, the First Constitutional Era is significant. The years following it 

witnessed the arrival of cinema to the Ottoman Empire and the first public film 

screenings and the sporadic attempts for film productions, hence the control of public 
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screenings. According to recent research, the first films produced within the borders of 

the Ottoman Empire by Ottoman subjects are documentaries made by Milton and Janaki 

Brothers.55 Their two-minute-long first film from 1908, Turks’ Discussions on 

Independence (Türkler’in Hürriyet Üzerine Konuşmaları), is now known to be the first 

recorded film in the Ottoman lands (Çeliktemel-Thomen 2010:4). For the older 

generation film historians, it was not considered the beginning of Turkish cinema because 

of the non-Muslim (Macedonian) origin of the filmmakers.56 Even though there were 

other documentary films alongside the Manaki Brothers’ made in the 1900s and 1910s, 

within the empire’s borders, they were omitted from the Turkish film history since their 

directors were not Muslim Turks.57 Burçak Evren, a film historian, argues that 1914 

marks the beginning of Turkish Cinema, and he is not alone, since Turkish cinema is 

commonly accepted to have begun with a documentary film made in 1914 by Fuat 

 
55 Özen (2012 and 2013). 
56 My full-time film nerd inner side helps not only enjoy sidenotes in general but also 
benefit my research by sharing the following quotation from Arslan (2011): “According 
to the Macedonian Cinema Information Centre, the brothers bought their first film 
camera, a Bioscope, in 1905 and shot their 111-year-old grandmother weaving: The 
Weavers is then the first Macedonian film. While another Macedonian source states that 
their films were ‘the first filmed scenes in the Balkans, on Macedonian soil’ (Vasilevski), 
a Greek source states that ‘they were born in Abdela, a tiny village in the Ottoman 
Empire that was annexed to Greece in 1913’ (Constantidinis 2000, 3) and for another 
Greek source, it is ‘the first Greek film… made in 1905 by the Manakia Brothers, whose 
work would be the subject of Theo Angelopoulos’s Ulysses’ Gaze (1995)’ (Georgakas 
2002-3, 2.) Interestingly, Angelopoulos’s film indirectly places the Manaki Brothers at 
the beginning of Greek cinema and this disagreement led Macedonian filmmakers to 
protest the film during the Cannes Film Festival, where it was shown in 1995 and 
received the Grand Prize of the Jury” (36). 
57 The fact that film histories are themselves censored and their implications on 
contemporary cinematic practices are noteworthy and central to the broader theoretical 
discussions in this dissertation. The impact of film historiography on contemporary 
filmmaking and filmmakers will become more apparent in discussions in Chapters 4, 5, 
and 6.  
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Uzkınay, a Turkish army officer: The Demolition of the Russian Monument at San 

Stefano (Ayastefenos’taki Rus Abidesi’nin Yıkılışı).58 In fact, Âlim Şerif Onaran also 

states that “setting aside the docu-films that Manaki Brothers recorded since 1907, 

Uzkınay’s film was also a docu-film recorded by a Turk in Turkey ”(Onaran 1994:12, 

emphasis added). Fuat Uzkınay’s significance in the history of Turkish cinema will be 

discussed shortly. However, the Turkish Republic’s celebration of the centennial 

anniversary of Turkish cinema in 2014 still leaves the films by Manaki Brothers, or any 

other filmmakers of non-Muslim origin by the same token, out of the picture. This has to 

do with the Republican ideology of nationalism that prioritized people of Muslim origin 

both before (and after) the foundation of the Republic over people of non-Muslim origins 

living within the borders of the Empire as part of the millet system.59 Additionally and 

equally significant is the fact that there is no real history of “Ottoman cinema,” though 

cinema arrived in the Ottoman lands before the foundation of the Republic (Rongen-

Kaynakçı 2015:158-159). Marking the beginning of Turkish cinema as 1914 through the 

act of a military officer of Turkish origin, who supposedly filmed the demolition of a 

 
58 It has been a long-debated issue in Turkish film history whether or not Fuat Uzkınay 
from CAOC (Merkez Ordu Sinema Dairesi –MOSD) recorded the demolition of the 
Russian monument at San Stefano —today’s Yeşilköy, Istanbul in 1914. Some historians 
believe the film was recorded but lost, and for others, there was no recorded film attempt 
in the first place, but all we have are the photos of the incident. For more information on 
the significance and effects of this (lost or never-existed) film on the historiography of 
Turkish cinema history, see. Kaya Mutlu, Dilek. 2007. “The Russian Monument at 
Ayastefanos (San Stefano): Between Defeat and Revenge, Remembering and 
Forgetting.”  
59 During the Ottoman times, the millet system refers to the relative autonomy of the 
religious communities in living under their own laws with less interference from the 
central government structure yet without conflicting it. 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/millet-religious-group (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
Also, see Tuğal 2009 and White 2013. 
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Russian monument that erupted to glorify the victory in the 1877-78 Russo-Ottoman 

War, has been symbolically and strategically a better choice to go for those writing an 

official, nationalist film history. From the Turkish state’s perspective, it is also beneficial 

since this nationalist film history, by coining the beginning of the Turkish film history 

with an act of a military officer, his “sacred” service to the Ottoman lands through 

audiovisual material, paves the way for the State (and the Republic) to bridge itself with 

the Empire through one of the most essential inherited institutions –the military. Strong 

inheritance of the military implies a strong state presence and governance. 

To this end, recent academic research on the importance of films produced by 

Ottoman subjects of non-Muslim origin remains unrecognized by the Turkish state and 

the official historiographies. Nezih Erdoğan argues about the historiography of “first-

generation” Turkish film historians that only a few of them could read the archives in 

Ottoman Turkish (written in Arabic letters until transitioning to the Latin alphabet 

officially started in 1928). Therefore, factual mistakes were embedded and retained in 

historical writings. Building on Akbal Süalp’s argument for the intrinsic relationship 

between writing film history and nation-state building, is that this national history of 

Turkish cinema helped to build “a new Turkish identity,” a “non-innocent” practice that 

definitely “remembers only certain things and Turkifies them based on ideological 

choices” (Erdoğan 2017:25-26, quoting Kaya 2004:115; my translation). This, in turn, 

echoes Rongen-Kaynakçı’s depiction of the “lack of history of Ottoman cinema.” At the 

same time, Erdoğan states that some writers even used the awkward term “Ottoman 

Turk” to describe Manaki Brothers, for one (Erdoğan 26). From an anthropological 

perspective, I find this discussion highly relevant for two reasons: First, film 
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historiography in Turkey, as a cultural text itself, reflects the social and political 

conditions of the decades it examines. Doing that equally and consciously brings 

particular identities or incidents forward while shelving others, in line with the ideologies 

of the Turkish nation-state. The discussion is also significant because, as we will see in 

Chapter 5 through case studies, what subjects are considered “harmless” or 

“objectionable” to be depicted in artistic works, i.e., films, still stems from this very 

discourse that the State had established nine decades ago. In that sense, film 

historiography in Turkey had to conform to the nationalist ideologies until the last two 

decades, where young generation historians and researchers brought forward 

interdisciplinarity and methodologies involving the deconstruction of the existing 

literature. This dissertation is an attempt to analyze this historiography with a critical 

anthropological approach. 

The journal Servet-i Fünûn indicated that screenings of moving pictures/photos 

with Edison’s kinetoscope were intact in Beyoğlu, Istanbul at least one year earlier than 

the public screenings with Lumière Brothers’ cinématographe, in the fall of 1895 (Özuyar 

2017:21). This is at least one month before the first cinématographe screening in Paris on 

December 28, 1895. The arrival of this new technological device (using electricity) to the 

Ottoman Empire was considered suspicious initially; thus, there were custom regulations. 

Being extremely precautious, Promio is known to record short moving pictures during his 

time in the Ottoman Empire, yet there is no record of him screening films. Moreover, 

Özuyar argues that Promio was possibly producing his films in discreet and did not even 

attempt to record any public event involving the Ottoman Army. Permission to record a 

public event related to the palace or the army was not even granted for Sigmund 
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Weinberg,60 a highly respected and known entrepreneur and an Ottoman subject, though 

he applied for permission several times (Özuyar 2017:31). 

The first public screening of cinématographe took place at Salle Sponeck, a beer 

hall in Pera (contemporary Beyoğlu), Istanbul on December 12, 1896, almost a year after 

the Paris screening (Arslan 25). It followed screenings in other bars or theaters, hotels 

such as Pera Palas in Beyoğlu, constructed spaces behind bazaars such as Halep Çarşısı 

(Bazaar) (Özuyar 2017:37-46) and they were shown regularly, including “festive periods 

such as Ramadan and Easter” (Çeliktemel-Thomen 2018). As a lover of the stage and 

performing arts, Abdülhamid II’s orders were at ease for the journey of the 

cinématographe in the Ottoman Empire. It even found its place at Yıldız Palace after 

Grand Vizier Halil Rıfat Pasha became aware of its existence five months after the Paris 

screening (Özuyar 2004:14-15 & 2017:47). First regarded as a medium for entertainment 

in the palace, soon Abdülhamid II started ordering screenings of newsreels depicting 

other empires, specifically the Chinese, for political reasons. In the meantime, the 

cinématographe screenings were not limited to Istanbul or Izmir61 but also cherished in 

other cities. These early screening practices, and their relationship to the State, politics, 

and official film histories have formed the bedrock of the limited public-ness of the film 

 
60 Sigmund Weinberg is one of the most influential and important people in film history 
of Turkey. As an entrepreneur (cameraman and photographer) from the non-Muslim 
community, a Jew of Polish descent, he has been known for a long time as the man who 
made the arrival of cinema to the Ottoman Empire possible (Evren 1995). He was highly 
influential in establishing film production and exhibitions that, according to Erdoğan, “he 
sold and rented photography and film equipment. He was appointed to the Central Army 
Office of Cinema due to his good relations with Enver Paşa [the Minister of War at the 
time]. He was the representative of the Istanbul office for Pathé and the manager of the 
first movie theater of the Pathé Frères, opened on January 30, 1908, in Istanbul” 
(Erdoğan 2017:263; Özuyar 2017:86). 
61 One of the significant port cities of the empire, thus another cosmopolitan one.  
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in Turkey. As we will see more in Chapter 5, there are continuities between early 

examples (that this chapter examines in detail) and contemporary censorship practices as 

to how they have been regulated not only by the central and local administrations. In the 

last two decades, proxies of the State have also been involved in the picture. 

In 1902, in Mersin, a certain Dimitri from the Greek community conducted the 

cinématographe screening of the photographs of Sultan Abdülaziz, the predecessor of 

Abdülhamid II, whose death has been noted as suspicious by historians. The impossibility 

of filming Sultan Abdülaziz at his time (as the motion picture was not available) did not 

stop the excitement and confusion as the screening was somehow reported to the local 

police. The police, through lieutenant governor office, reported the issue to the related 

high offices. Before long, the Ministry of the Interior got involved. They issued a 

response stating that “it was illicit to show the photos of the supreme Ottoman sultans in 

the screenings, yet there was no harm in screening photos or moving pictures/films of 

other sorts.” Therefore, according to Özuyar, “Dimitri’s screenings were not entirely 

banned, but only the film with Abdülaziz’s photos was censored. There was no legal 

basis for the verdict from the local authorities, and this was an arbitrary intervention of 

the administration during the period of oppression” (Özuyar 2017:52-53; my 

translation).62  

 
62 The case Özuyar brought forward predates the first censorship case that Burçak Evren 
mentions in his book Türk Sinemasında Sansür (Censorship in Turkish Cinema, 2000). 
Evren says that June 20, 1908, marks the banning of recording and screenings of films 
based on the edict the first secretary of the palace Tahsin wrote. He furthers this 
statement and argues that it was the prototype of the action the soon-to-be the 
government in power of the Republic would centralized (137-138; also see, Evren 1977). 
What is crucial here is that Evren’s book was published in 2000, while Özuyar’s book 
was published in 2017. The seventeen-year gap would explain and imply the emergence 
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The lack of legal basis for censoring or controlling film screenings, in this case, 

indicates how censorship was conducted. It was primarily based on the practices in other 

domains, such as literature, written press, among others. It was also a natural extension of 

political-administrative decision making, which was concentrated and ever more 

strengthened at the hands of the Sultan with the dismantling of the constitutional 

monarchy. It seems plausible, though, that the censorship case in Mersin precipitated 

preparations for a legal regulation that would enable control and monitoring several 

processes regarding screenings. Thus, March 29, 1903, marked the passing of the first 

cinematograph privileges.63 Cinématographe screenings, therefore, became an issue of 

prerogative; certain conditions were required. The privileges were fundamentally meant 

to grant a person or an institution the rights of filmmaking, screening, and distributions. 

Here, it is crucial to mention that the palace always already had the upper hand in 

controlling cinematic practices since its arrival to the empire. The control included 

clearing cinématographes through customs and their registration, regulating electric usage 

in cinématographes, giving permissions for screening places, hanging posters, and 

distributing flyers for screenings. However, there was no particular regulation of movie 

theaters nor for the content of the films to be screened. Controls and patrolling would 

only be conducted were there reports on screenings, which were mostly arbitrary (Özuyar 

2017:63).64 Among the twenty-six of the articles of the privileges, researchers of the era 

highlight particular ones, including certain conditions to be obeyed when recording the 

 
of new archival materials through further research and significant progress on the 
discipline. 
63 “Memâlik-i Şâhânede Sinematograf Temâşa Ettirilmesinin Şerâit-i İmtiyâziyesi” in 
Ottoman Turkish. 
64 The controllers were called “censorship inspectors” (Çeliktemel-Thomen 2015:177). 
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Ottoman Army and about the recording of films that the sultan asked or ordered (Özuyar 

2007:35). 

Of the still limited writings on these “privileges,” what is fascinating is that there 

is no precise data about whether the privileges became legally effective. In his book, Ali 

Özuyar argues that the articles of the privileges were not obeyed if taken a closer look at 

the cinematic practices after 1903 (Özuyar 2017:56&63). This statement implies and 

accepts the privileges to have become effective. However, Özde Çeliktemel-Thomen 

claims that they were never in effect in the first place. On the contrary, it was a project 

most probably shelved (Çeliktemel-Thomen 2013 and 2015:184-5). If the privileges 

passed, as Özuyar argues, then they were the first recorded regulations, preceding the 

British Cinematography Act of 1909 (see Chapter 2) in film history. 

 

II. From the Second Constitutional Era (1908) to the Foundation of  
the Republic (1923) 
 
The period of oppression inevitably produced its counter-movements, and the 

Committee of Union and Progress (İttihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti, CUP) was one such 

movement founded in 1889. Aiming at bringing the constitutional monarchy back, the 

CUP members organized communities over the years. Finally started their rebellion, the 

Young Turk Revolution in 1908, which resulted in the declaration of the Second 

Constitutional Era by a reluctant but desperate Abdülhamid II. One year later, he had to 

step down and leave his place to his brother Mehmet V by the vote in the Chamber of 

Deputies (Mebuslar Meclisi), the lower of the houses under the Ottoman Parliament. 

The Revolution, with the transition from absolute to constitutional monarchy, 

brought dramatic changes to the political, military, social, and economic spheres. For this 
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project, it is safe to say that previous research argues for the relative cultural freedom of 

this era, specifically in the written press and the stage and performing arts. Constant fear 

of spying on works of arts or publications and being reported to various government 

offices was relieved and gave way to growth of publications and stage performances. 

Though it was a high-cost, and highly technological and knowledge-driven activity 

compared to written press and the performance arts, film production also saw expansion 

(Özuyar 2017:81-85). More movie theaters were opened, including the ones that Pathé 

operated.65 With the passing of 1909 Law on Associations (Cemiyetler Kanunu), as 

several nationalist associations were established, they pledged loyalty to the Ottoman 

army. They received donations to raise money for military activities.  

One of the most effective methods for raising money was to hold film screenings 

and one such association was the Association for Ottoman Navy (Osmanlı Donanma 

Cemiyeti). Founded in 1909, the association was raising money through activities, 

including film screenings, strengthening the Ottoman navy power. Another one was the 

Association for National Defence (Müdafaa-i Milliye Cemiyeti –hereafter AND).66 It was 

founded on February 1, 1913, during the Balkan Wars to collect money for the army and 

used films to serve the nationalist propaganda. Through “Cinema Film Factory (Sinema 

Film Fabrikası), they were both filming and screening” (Çeliktemel-Thomen 2010; 

Özuyar 2017:137-138). While Nijat Özön and Ali Sait Liman mark 1917 as the beginning 

of film recording by the association, Özuyar takes it one year back, 1916 (Özön 

1964:115; Liman 2011:45; Özuyar 2017:261). Hence, cinema was developed as an 

 
65 See footnote 55.  
66 Dönmez-Colin 2008:23; “National Defence Association” in Scognamillo 1987[a]:166. 
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efficient tool for political governance during the Ottoman Empire to be sustained in the 

upcoming decades for the Turkish nation-state. 

Meanwhile, the German army was producing films for military education and 

propaganda. During one of his visits to Germany, the major ally of the Ottoman Empire 

during World War I, the Ministry of War Enver Paşa (Pasha), a prominent member of the 

CUP, ordered the establishment of the Central Army Office of Cinema67 in the army 

(Özuyar 2004:66; Evren 2006:52). He furthermore appointed Sigmund Weinberg as the 

head of the directorate (Özuyar 2007; Odabaş 2006:206-207; Scognamillo 1987; Odabaşı 

2017:27; Özön 2013[1962]). According to Rakım Çalapala, though, CAOC was 

established in 1917 (2009[1948]:106). Regarded as the first attempt at institutionalizing 

film production for military purposes, CAOC changed its name to The Turkish Armed 

Forces’ Photographic Film Centre.68 69 Arslan writes, “Fuat Uzkınay took over the 

 
67 Hereafter CAOC –“Merkez Ordu Sinema Dairesi” in Turkish. The English title is taken 
from Dönmez-Colin 2008:23. In the English summary of his book at the end of the first 
volume, Scognamillo uses the term “Central Army Film Office” (Scognamillo 
1987[b]:165). 
68 There is no official government website, including the Turkish Armed Forces’, 
providing information for the center for cross-checking. Also, as of writing this chapter, I 
could not find any resource depicting when the change of the title of the center had 
occurred. However, the news from May 2015 on the website “Savunma Haber” (literally 
means “Defense News”) states that the Turkish Armed Forces announced the 100th 
anniversary of the foundation of the center to be celebrated on May 29, 2015. This 
announcement dates the foundation of the center back to 1915, which checks out with the 
foundation of the CAOC. http://www.savunmahaber.com/tsk-foto-film-merkezi-100-
yasinda/ (Date of access: 8/26/2020)  
The interesting detail is that I could not find any press release on the issue on the Turkish 
Armed Forces’ website (since the news archive on the website does not go back to the 
year 2015). Nor could I have any access to quasi-official documentation of this event on a 
simple web search. 
69 “Türk Silahlı Kuvvetleri Foto Film Merkezi” in Turkish. Çeliktemel-Thomen uses the 
title “The Turkish Armed Forces’ Photographic Film Centre” (2013:20). Translated as 
“The Army Photo and Film Center” by Arslan 2011:33.  
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operation of the center in 1916 after Weinberg’s Romanian citizenship necessitated his 

abdication (a reference to Scognamillo 1998, 30). The Center produced various 

propaganda and newsreel films during the First World War, as well as two feature films” 

(Arslan 2011:33).  

According to Giovanni Scognamillo, Uzkınay worked there full time until 1953, 

three years before his death (Scognamillo 1987[a]:22).70 While the older generation film 

historians (and historiography for that matter) regarded CAOC as the embodiment of 

institutionalization of the Turkish cinema and state propaganda, therefore a power field of 

some sorts in war times, Çeliktemel-Thomen argues otherwise. She underlines the fact 

that cinema was not a full-throttle and effective medium for propaganda in the Ottoman 

Empire during the 1910s for at least two reasons: First, technological progress for 

filmmaking was not sufficient enough due to the lack of infrastructure vis-à-vis the 

German case, the adapted model. Second, she claims that cinema was not yet understood 

to be a proper tool for propaganda during the silent era (2010:2). Ali Özuyar supports her 

statement as CAOC was fairly primitive as a film center compared to the German model 

(Özuyar 2017:255). However, he disagrees with Çeliktemel-Thomen and claims that the 

idea of making propaganda through films was intact, and even considered “useful” for 

nationalist and military purposes. Özuyar mentions screenings of propaganda films 

imported from Germany. He also points out how the CUP administration wanted to use 

 
70 According to Ali Sait Liman, after the Armistice of Mudros on October 31, 1918, 
CAOC’s and AND’s activities were terminated and both associations transferred their 
film equipment to the “Association for Disabled War Veterans” (Malul Gaziler 
Cemiyeti). Discharged Uzkınay was appointed to the film unit of the association [not 
clear which association he refers to] (Liman 2011:46; my translation). The transfer from 
the former associations to the latter was, for Scognamillo, a resort the associations came 
up with in order not to transfer the equipment to the enemies (Scognamillo 1987[a]:68).  
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cinema and film screenings in schools as a medium for propaganda for their political 

interests (220 and 243). He also touches upon Turkish Hearths (Türk Ocakları)71 as one 

of the institutions engaging with cinema activities, including opening movie theaters in 

many cities and districts in Anatolia (2004:66).  

From an anthropological perspective, it is highly significant to analyze how these 

young generation film historians, with similar data, underscore and arrive at slightly 

different conclusions. For Çeliktemel-Thomen, the fact that the CAOC adopted the 

German model but was still behind it technologically as an institution (a military-based 

one, as part of the governance mechanisms) was the primary reason for its 

“primitiveness” for propaganda. Therefore, she emphasizes the lack of necessary 

infrastructure for (state) institutional mechanisms for propaganda. For Özuyar, however, 

what was relevant was how the CUP, as the political establishment, was using different 

social and political entities, including the Turkish Hearths, for expanding and diffusing 

propaganda in society by any political means possible to sustain governance mechanisms. 

In the meantime, the Army Film Recording Unit (Ordu Film Alma Dairesi)72 was 

established by the Grand National Assembly of Turkey, before the Great Offensive 

 
71 Ferdan Ergut writes that Turkish Hearths was founded in 1912. They were influential 
on the way to the institutionalization of history in the Ottoman Empire. Functioning as 
the equivalents of universities and publishing its own journal Turkish Homeland, they 
established “clubs in different parts of Turkey, organized evening lectures, public 
speeches, and conferences on literature, arts, and history were the other activities of the 
Turkish Hearths. There were 16 branches in different parts of Turkey. They operated as 
parts of an independent organization until they were integrated into the ruling Republican 
People’s Party in 1931” (2015:229-230). For further information, see Üstel, Füsun. 2010. 
İmparatorluktan Ulus-Devlete Türk Milliyetçiliği: Türk Ocakları (1912-1931).  
72 Özön marks 1922 as the establishment of the unit/department (Özön 1968:55). Equally 
important to underline is how many books and resources used different titles to refer to 
the unit. In his 1968 book, Özön uses the title “Ordu Filim Teşkilatı” (Army Film 
Organization). In his 1962 book, he refers to the same unit as “Ordu Film Alma Dairesi” 
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(Büyük Taarruz) started in 1922 (Özön 2013[1962]:70; Özuyar 2017:372). Receiving 

film equipment from Association for Disabled War Veterans, the department filmed the 

aftermath of the invasion of the occupation forces during World War I in several villages, 

edited them, and produced a documentary called Izmir Triumph: Independence [Izmir 

Zaferi (İstiklal)] (Odabaş: 2006:208). Özuyar states that the department “was reorganized 

in 1924 and became a subdivision of Turkish Armed Forces General Staff” and in 1927 

became part of the Army War College (Özuyar 372; also, Özön 2013[1962]:61). 

The relationship between the occupation of the allied forces and controlling of 

daily life and artistic activities was an intrinsic one during and after World War I. 

Occupation of the allied forces halted the regular government structures and also affected 

film controls. As mentioned, prior to the official occupation, it was conducted by the 

Ministry of the Interior. However, Özuyar points out the real change of practices the 

occupation brought: 

“The prohibitions the occupying forces put forward for German, Austrian, 
Hungarian, and Bulgarian films were practiced by the police officers in 
Istanbul. Halfway through the occupation, though, the control for films 
died out. The screenings were not controlled unless there were complaints. 
Not only the German, Austrian, Hungarian, and Bulgarian films, the ones 
that were reported as prohibited,73 were screened amid unlawful and 
arbitrary practices. There was a significant increase in the screening of 
films of obscenity and deprived of moral values.” (Özuyar 2017:306, my 
translation; emphasis added) 
 

The last sentence of the quotation is fascinating on so many levels. First of all, I cannot 

understand how much of it is Özuyar’s perspective and how much of it is the reported 

 
(Army Film Recording Unit). According to also Ali Özuyar (2017) he also uses “Ordu 
Film Çekme Merkezi” (Army Film Recording Center). Though it may not make any 
difference to the non-Turkish speakers, from a researcher’s perspective, different titles 
lead to confusion and even dead ends for crosschecking with already scarce resources.  
73 Also, in Çeliktemel-Thomen 2010:9. 
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speech. Right after the quoted section above, he cites a lengthy quotation from a journal 

dated 1923 where the text condemns the “obscene stage plays and films.” Second, 

whether or not the sentence reflects Özuyar’s standpoint on the issue is one thing. Yet, 

from an anthropological standpoint, I am curious about what constitutes “obscenity” and 

“deprivation of moral values” in the films that he and the journal text refer to since he 

does not give more details on the contents of the films in the remainder of that section.  

Deprivation of moral values was of significant concern for a national association, 

as well. The head of the Association for the Protection of Children74 wrote a letter to the 

Ministry of the Interior in 1922 and asked for several “immoral films” that would have a 

corruptive influence on youth to be banned (Özuyar 2017:307). Yet, what kind of 

“immoral films” and in what ways their corruptive impact could have worked were not 

discussed elaborately75 and I believe that it can be another exciting avenue for further 

anthropological research on film historiography in Turkey. 

Historiographers of Turkish cinema, similar to those in other countries, include, 

and clearly emphasize “firsts:” The first film produced, screened, the first movie theater 

opened, first laws regarding cinema passed, and first censorship applied, among others. 

 
74 “Çocuk Esirgeme Kurumu” in Turkish. Founded in 1917 as a civil society 
organization, the association’s mission was to take care of children who are of low-
income families and those in need. Alongside several changes in its title over the decades, 
the association’s status was also changed, first, in 1961 and then in the 1980s and 1990s. 
In 1961, the executive board of the association was appointed by the Ministry of Health. 
In 1981, the association was dissolved, its missions were transferred to the Ministry of 
Health. Two years later, it became a department within the Ministry working with the 
allocated state budget. Since 2011, it is transferred to the Ministry of Family and Social 
Policies.  https://www.ailevecalisma.gov.tr/chgm/hakkimizda/tarihce/ (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
75 It is me, rather than him, who put immoral films in quotation marks, and I think it 
makes a difference in narration. 
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While many of these “firsts” are considered crucial to these historical narratives as a 

particular form of historical data, from an anthropological angle, it is still fascinating how 

the data are classified and sorted out to create cultural texts out of this historiography 

based on the political (thus personal) positionalities of the writers. As mentioned, the first 

censorship case in the Ottoman Empire is now known to be the prohibition of the 

screening of Sultan Abdülaziz’s photos in 1902 in Mersin, and Ali Özuyar (2017) 

describes this case by meticulously reviewing the Prime Ministry Ottoman Archives. The 

archives have been open to the researchers before that time, yet it was not mentioned in 

any other source since he did not refer to any article or book. Whether this was 

considered a censorship case or not by other historians before his book was published 

deserves further scrutiny. 

When we look at the writings of older (as well as younger) generation film 

historians, they almost all refer to one particular film as the first censorship case: 

Mürebbiye (The Governess, 1919) (Tikveş 1974:3; Scognamillo 1987[a]:28; Özön 

1970:19; Dönmez-Colin 2008:24; Arslan 2011:41).76 Their common narrative contains 

interesting information about the political and social atmosphere of the time. Based on a 

novel with the same title (1898/9) by Hüseyin Rahmi Gürpınar, Mürebbiye (1919) tells 

the story of a French tutor who lived with a family and “set the men in the family against 

each other” (Scognamillo 1987:28, quoting Özön 1970). Because the film was screened 

during the occupation of the allied forces, its screening occurred in Istanbul yet was 

censored by the allied forces in places outside of Istanbul, namely provinces and cities in 

 
76 The documentary The Black Curtain (1993) also refers to the film as the first censored 
in the Turkish cinema. 
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the rest of Anatolia. The ultimate reason cited is the film’s negative portrayal of French 

women, given the French occupation of the Ottoman Empire at the time. These 

historiographies, in both English and Turkish, are interesting to compare and analyze.  

Gönül Dönmez-Colin states that, 

“The Governess was banned by the commandant of the occupying French 
forces for degrading French women. Although Ahmet Fehim [the director] 
defended his work as the peaceful protest of an artist against the 
occupation, The Governess could not escape the fate of becoming the first 
Turkish film to suffer in the hands of the censors” (Dönmez-Colin 
2008:24).  

 
Here, Dönmez-Colin’s use of “Turkish film” is highly interesting since the case happened 

in 1919, four years before the Republic was founded and narrative of the official (de jure) 

Turkish history (not de facto)77 started. In other words, the case occurred in the still 

Ottoman lands during the very last years of the Ottoman Empire, with French occupying 

forces.  

 Quoting Özön, Savaş Arslan underlines that “after a number of screenings in 

Istanbul, Mürebbiye was banned by the Allied Forces because the portrayal of the French 

governess in the film was considered too loose for public mores, and thus was perceived 

as belittling the occupying nations (Özön 1970,19)” (Arslan 2011:41; also mentioned in 

Öztürk 2006:59). Giovanni Scognamillo cites the film as the first censorship case and of 

“unique historical significance as it was prohibited to be screened in Anatolia by the 

allied forces, yet it sparked interest whenever it was screened” (Scognamillo 

 
77 The discussions on Turkishness, in relation to nationalism, have been documented time 
and again in academia. For further anthropological and historical readings, see, Zürcher 
2004 [1993]; Özyürek 2006; Özbudun-Demirer 2011; Navaro-Yashin 2002; Kuyucu 
2005. 
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1987[a]:28).78 And Nijat Özön claims that Mürebbiye bears a form of “silent resistance” 

against the Allied Forces (Özön, 1970: 26, quoted by Çeliktemel-Thomen 2010; and 

Onaran 1994:15). Yet, Serdar Öztürk compares Nijat Özön and Âlim Şerif Onaran’s 

takes on the practices by the occupation forces. While Onaran indicates that the film is an 

exception to the occupation forces’ censorship practices that were otherwise non-existent, 

Özön, according to Öztürk, emphasizes various prohibitions that the Occupation Forces 

imposed on the press, stage plays, and cinema (Öztürk 2006:59). 

There are three interventions that I would like to do here. First is Burçak Evren’s 

interpretation of this issue since it provides a compelling detail that questions the 

“firstness” of this case. Contrary to the writings pinpointing Mürebbiye as the first 

censorship case, Evren mentions at least two other instances where a screening 

prohibition was declared by an edict (the first on June 20, 1908).79 Based on these cases, 

he says that “the first censorship case in 1908 [predated by 1902] was an effort of good 

faith, an act out of ‘protection’ rather than ‘prohibition’ to prevent potential fire based on 

the film rolls contained in wooden buildings where the screenings held. Therefore, it 

cannot be defined as an act of censorship” (Evren 2000:137; my translation).80  

 
78 Çeliktemel-Thomen’s reference to Nurullah Tilgen 2009:117 as he also indicates the 
screening ban of the occupation forces. 
79 See, footnote 59.  
80 One good anecdote to mention: Contrary to his 23-year-older-self from 2000, in 1977, 
Burçak Evren referred to the same case in 1908 as the first “cinema censorship.” Back 
then, he defined the case as an example of “the same backward and irrational practices of 
censorship that had never changed and unfortunately showed our perspective towards the 
arts in general. Moreover, it is an extension of the practices of obstruction governments 
had executed over decades” (Evren 1977:30; my translation). This is a good example of 
progress in the research from a positivist perspective. 
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Secondly, the story told about Mürebbiye is that its screenings were censored in 

the provinces outside of Istanbul. Çeliktemel-Thomen objects to this widely-accepted 

history and says this claim is no longer tenable. For her, the French Occupation Forces in 

Istanbul were already controlling the public screenings of movies, theater shows, and 

even the opening and closing hours of the restaurants. Thus, she deduces, it does not 

make sense to argue that the French occupation forces only banned the provincial 

screenings of the movie rather than limiting and banning its screening in Istanbul first 

(Çeliktemel-Thomen 2015 and 2010). Özuyar’s take on the case supports Çeliktemel-

Thomen’s claim: Contrary to what film critics F. Cahit81 and Nijat Özön’s wrote about 

the screening ban of Mürebbiye in provinces, Ali Özuyar provides a screening 

announcement of the film dated February 2, 1920, at Kemal Bey Movie Theater in 

Istanbul. He even indicates that the film was screened until the end of the occupation in 

the city (Özuyar 2017:328). Thus, all the documents and discussions about the film urge 

researchers, as Çeliktemel-Thomen underscores, further consideration of control 

mechanisms applied across the Empire by occupation and allied forces as they affected 

the production and the screening of the films at the time. Moreover, sometimes parallel 

and sometimes contradictory in terms of content and context, censorship of production 

and screenings by the Palace between 1908 and 1922, and by the allied forces during 

World War I, both had repercussions. 

The third point involves a more anthropological sensitivity and approach to the 

historiography. All three censorship cases mentioned above (the 1902 censorship in 

 
81 The film critic’s first name is not written on any sources I could retrieve, including Ali 
Özuyar’s book. 
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Mersin, the 1908 prohibition by an edict, and the Mürebbiye case) resulted from quite 

different circumstances, therefore content and context-specific. The screening ban in 

1902 was a direct order from the Palace because Sultan Abdülaziz’s photos were shown 

in public. The 1908 edict for prohibition was supposedly declared to protect screening 

venues from fire and other incidents, and broadly understood as a measure precaution 

imposed by the Ottoman rule. The Mürebbiye case was a matter of national importance in 

many ways: Foreign, occupying forces banned the screening, not the Ottomans 

themselves, and common historiography of this period highlights silent resistance the 

film supposedly inspired, igniting national consciousness. All these statements emphasize 

that external occupation forces banned Mürebbiye during the “partial” colonization of the 

Ottoman Empire during and after World War I, rather than as an “internal and Ottoman-

originated” censorship practice that the former two cases have faced. 

It is worth mentioning that Ali Özuyar underlines a significant point about film 

production until the 1920s. In order to produce films in Turkey, foreign filmmakers and 

producers needed to get special permission from the Ministry of the Interior (Dahiliye 

Nezareti) and they were monitored closely, especially during wars (the Balkan Wars in 

1912 and 1913, the World War I, and the Turkish War of Independence between 1919 

and 1923). Referring to the late film historian Giovanni Scognamillo, Özuyar indicates 

that the reasons for their being monitored lied in the fact that the Turks were often 

portrayed in films as hotblooded and bloodthirsty, while Turkey was represented as a 

backwards, uncanny place (Özuyar 2017:275).  

  Another interesting point that Özuyar makes is that kissing on screen was not an 

issue for censorship during the last years of the Ottoman Empire. Contrary to 
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controversies across the world cinema regarding on-screen kissing, the political 

conditions in the late Ottoman Empire and the early Republic were such hot-debated 

issues that kissing scenes were of secondary importance; there was no consideration for 

banning them (2004:82). In addition to the political conditions of the times, Özuyar puts 

forward another reason for dismissing censoring kissing scenes: Turkey was a relative 

latecomer in film production compared to the earlier established practices around the 

world. Thus, not having an established censorship board meant all this kissing was 

treated relatively trivially in the Ottoman land. 

 

PART III 
Film Censorship After the Foundation of the Republic 

 
I. Single-Party Regime (1923-1950): First Regulations Regarding Film 

Censorship and Other Legal Practices 
 
 The foundation of the Republic in 1923 is the result of several political, military, 

economic, and social transformations. Among them are transitioning from a shrinking 

and declining empire to a nation-state through wars, including the Balkan Wars; being 

part of the Central Powers in World War I against the occupying forces of the Allies and 

their potential colonialism; and the “War of Independence” and the Turkish national 

movement at the end of World War I until the declaration of a new nation-state called 

Turkey (1919-1923).82 When the Grand National Assembly of Turkey was founded on 

April 23, 1920 (predated by the assemblies during the First and Second Constitutional 

Eras of the Empire), not only did it allow for military decisions and legitimized the state’s 

 
82 I do not go into specific details and timelines of all the political and military events that 
occurred in that era. For more information, see Zürcher 2004[1993]; Kasaba (eds.) 2008. 
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operations. It also created a univocal, central command as needed. The parliament 

abolished the sultanate in 1922 and paved the way for the declaration of an independent 

and secular state though still riven with armed conflict. Furthermore, the new state 

structure required progressive and immediate measures to catch up with western 

countries (a fast-paced embracing of liberal principles of governance). Though the 

Parliament promised to implement democracy, a.k.a., the “will” of the people: versus the 

monarchy of the sultanate, there has been only one consistent party in the Parliament 

between 1923 and 1945, the Republican People’s Party (RPP hereafter). İsmet İnönü was 

the first prime minister from the party and Mustafa Kemal Atatürk the first President until 

he died in 1938. Until 1946, no elections were held since the multi-party system could 

not be sustained for various reasons. The first election in 1945 resulted in RPP’s stand-

alone victory for the first and last time, the party that Atatürk founded and built upon the 

secular, Kemalist, and centralized state ideology. The 1950 election marked the win for 

the Democrat Party (DP), a more populist party appealing to the conservative and Islamic 

values of the people (Arslan 2011). As a result, the multi-party system started to be 

sustained. 

 Before legal measures were implemented to control film production and screening 

practices throughout the imperial era and the early Republican years amid political and 

military turmoil, there were no legal regulations on film censorship, and screenings were 

subject to arbitrary prohibitions.83 Serdar Öztürk writes that until 1932, it was the 

 
83 A comparative approach by Defne Özonur provides a better picture of the period: “At 
the beginning, state-imposed censorship was intact around the world, both during World 
War I and World War II, in order to protect the countries and citizens from foreign 
propaganda. And it was common in European countries. After the wars, however, state-
imposed censorship was abandoned rapidly. ‘The democratic’ countries adapted a self-
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governor’s office in each city that controlled film censorship regarding screening 

prohibitions and restrictions. It usually took place as two police officers visited screening 

venues and reported the situation. Referring to Âlim Şerif Onaran, he argues further that 

the courts always had the upper hand in banning the screening of any films and would 

control new films with permissions from the governor’s office. The inspections were 

conducted based on The Police Duty and Authorization Law (Öztürk 2006:63). Özuyar 

points out that between 1923 and 1932, films were controlled based on the General Police 

Duty Law from the Ottoman period rather than specific rules established for the practices 

(2004:74).84 However, several sources, including the documentary The Black Curtain, 

identify the Izmir Economic Congress (held between February 17 and March 4, 1923)85 

as the first public occasion on which state intervention and control over films as a 

censorship mechanism were established. Arif Can Güngör and renowned director Metin 

Erksan both state that there was discussion about the use of films (fiction or 

documentary) to educate farmers, which required removing any immoral content, which 

Erksan calls “ethical censorship” (Erksan 1990; Güngör 2019; Erkılıç 2011). 

In 1932, a “Directive Concerning the Control of Cinema Films” was issued to  

“properly” educate the nation (Arslan 2011:51). Determining which films were 

educational and instructional (and monitoring for ones that could contain objectionable 

 
controlling mechanism in the industry with a more liberal mindset. In Turkey, this 
process has worked as strict state-imposed censorship from the very beginning.” 
(Personal interview, October 2017) 
84 The 1923-1932 interval also fits for Aydın Çam’s statement. He mentions the authority 
on film censorship was at the hands of the office of the related governors after the Grand 
National Assembly of Turkey was founded (Çam 2011).  
85 Different sources cite different dates for the beginning of the Congress: February 7 (Ak 
1993; Güngör 2019) and February 17 (Erksan 1990).  
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material) was one of the missions of the directive (Article 5, July 19, 1932).86 Dilek Kaya 

Mutlu writes: “The city governors attached to the Ministry of the Interior were authorized 

to censor films. In 1932, film censorship was centralized and put under the supervision of 

two film Control Commissions, one in Istanbul and another in Ankara.”87 Seven years 

later, the controlling system was crystallized with a regulation, the Regulation on the 

Control of Films and Film Screenplays,88 based on the 1934 Police Duty and 

Authorization Law (Kaya Mutlu 2013:132; Özonur 2004:135). Nijat Özön claims that the 

passing of the regulation did not occur until 1939 because film production was not 

abundant enough for a rather in-depth regulation to pass. Therefore, the directives were 

sufficient (2013[1962]:240). One significant point he makes, though, is that regulation 

was passed as part of the strict measures put in place in the face of the Second War II 

(Özön 2013[1962]:150). Some writers also argue that the regulation was inspired by 

Mussolini’s “Codice di censura,”89 mostly copied and applied as harshly as the original 

went (Kakınç 1961; Evren 1977; Özonur 2004; Dönmez-Colin 2008; Çam 2011). Âlim 

 
86 A related note: “In his book Children, Youth, Films (Çocuklar, Gençler, Filmler, 
1943), Dr. Osman Şevki Uludağ discusses the effects of cinema on children and youth 
and was examining in detail the direction film censorship should have taken place vis-à-
vis these effects” (Özön 2013[1962]:271; my translation). 
87 Also, mentioned in Onaran 1994:32 and Çam 2011.  
88 Bali’s book Appendix 4 on pages 182-3 provides a translation of the Decree of 1932 
(Nizamname), otherwise translated as regulation in the previous pages. 
“Until very recently there has been a political censorship only on films which has [sic] 
been carried out by the police in the locality where the films were exhibited. There has 
been practically no moral censorship… The first censorship decree came into effect 
establishing a national [sic] censorship at Istanbul on all films” (Bali, reporting Hinkle 
2007[1933]:57; my emphasis). However, which subjects that the decree prohibited to 
exhibit films, as indicated on page 58, were not explained clearly.  
89 Also mentioned in Scognamillo 1987[b]:166. Özön (1968) says “despite all the 
changes in governments and regimes, including transitioning from single-party to multi-
party regime, the censorship passed in 1939 has still been effective until today, without 
any prevalent changes in important articles” (22).  
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Şerif Onaran, though, objects the claims on the regulation’s being a copy of Codice di 

censura. For him, “[The Regulation] was an adapted and unique version, a highly 

consistent regulation, responsive to the needs of the society at that time, yet it was police 

censorship” (Onaran 1994:32; my translation). 

I should note that The Police Duty and Authorization Law operated under the 

Ministry of the Interior. Interestingly, since the practices were conducted by the 

governor’s office in each city, filmmakers needed to obtain screening permission for 

every city they would show the film. There was not one central institution, thus a state 

governing mechanism, providing screening permissions across the country. Therefore, as 

Ali Özuyar (2004) notes, it was highly likely that a film screening would have been 

banned in Istanbul, for instance, while it was allowed for screening in Ankara.90  

The centralization of a controlling mechanism of censorship was achieved in 

1939. I say “achieved,” because, from the State’s perspective, it is a successful step 

towards the consolidation of its power. In other words, there is no beneficial way for the 

State than regulating cinema –as one of the most efficient instruments of social control– 

within the public sphere, to display exertion of power over society by limiting or 

authorizing what information is good to circulate and what not. Film scholar Dilek Kaya 

Mutlu summarizes this development: 

“(...) According to this [1939] new regulation, which was in effect with 
minor revisions until 1986, foreign films were controlled either by the 
Istanbul Film Control Commission or by Ankara Film Control 

 
90 In a similar vein, Ayben Okkalı (2014) states that a censorship practice one film went 
through did not necessarily mean that another film with the same subject would have had 
treated the same way since there were no definite criteria for censorship. She refers to 
producer Hürrem Erman’s statement in Ak’s documentary (1993) as he supposedly says, 
“the censorship board consisted of governors. Most of them were not film-goers: They 
had no idea about cinema.”  
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Commission, depending on the customs office to which they were 
submitted. Domestic films and screenplays were controlled by another and 
superior committee based in Ankara, namely the Central Film Control 
Commission… The Central Film Control Commission [CFCC] comprised 
five members: one from the ministry of the Interior (head), one from the 
police, one from the General Staff of the Army, one from the Ministry of 
Tourism, and one from the Ministry of Education… The occupations of 
the Commission members imply that manifest censorship in Turkey was in 
the hands of the government, the police, and the military. The censorship 
reports, therefore, provide useful sources for examining the state’s attitude 
toward various national and social issues in practice.” (Kaya Mutlu 
2013:132)91 
 

The Control Commission examined a screenplay prior to the production and the 

completed film if the screenplay was granted permission. A film was authorized 

to be recorded, banned or revised based on the following, which had to be 

avoided:  

“1) political propaganda about any state, 2) degrading an ethnic 
community or race, 3) hurting the sentiments of fellow states and nations, 
4) propagating religion, 5) propagating political, economic and social 
ideologies that contradict the national regime, 6) contradicting public 

 
91 Defne Özonur also underlined the structure of the Commission as a five-component 
structure:  

“That structure was usually comprised of members from state 
bureaucracy: Usually someone from the Ministry of the Interior, one from 
the police (and they were almost interconnected), one from the Ministry of 
the Foreign Affairs, one from the General Staff of the Army. The fifth 
member was subject to change depending on the situation. Sometimes it 
was from the Ministry of Culture [or Tourism, depending on how the 
ministry was named throughout the years] and sometimes from the 
Ministry of Education.” (Personal interview, October 2017) 

Note that Kaya Mutlu puts the Ministry of Education as the core member of the 
Commission. For Özonur, however, it was a secondary member of the core ones, while 
the member from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was one of the cores. 
Eugene M. Hinkle, Second Secretary of the American Embassy in Ankara, prepared a 
report in 1933 entitled The Motion Picture in Modern Turkey. There, he defined the 
CFCC as “a board of censors composed of one delegate each from the Office of the Chief 
of Staff, the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of the Interior. The local chief of 
police and an officer from the security department also attend first showings” (Bali, 
reporting Hinkle 2007[1933]:57-58). Depending on the content of films, the Ministry of 
Commerce was joining the board if needed (Göktürk and Erdoğan 2001:540). 
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decency, morality, and national sentiments, 7) reducing the dignity and 
honour of the military and propagating against the military, 8) being 
harmful to the order and security of the country, 9) provoking crime, and 
10) criticizing Turkey” (Kaya Mutlu and Koçer 2012:74 and Göktürk and 
Erdoğan 2001:540).92 
 

Regarded as nationalistic, vague, and even paranoid (Kaya Mutlu and Koçer 

2012), the ten criteria nonetheless proved effective over several decades. The 

Commission was adamant about what particular scenes should look like on 

screen, what lines should be used or not used, how the films should end, among 

other editorial decisions. However, most of the time, it accepted screenplays 

conditionally, i.e., asking for changes, rather than rejecting them outright. In case 

of objections by film producers or representatives of the corresponding ministries 

to decisions or related changes, the films were sent to the CFCC for the ultimate 

decision. However, the Ministry of the Interior always had the right to censor or 

ban a film despite prior approval by CFCC until 1977 when a “loose rating system 

was introduced” (Göktürk and Erdoğan 2001:540). The fact that conditional 

acceptance and asking for specific changes were common, Nijat Özön considered 

the CFCCs as “‘co-producers’ because they frequently shaped films through 

specific demands and suggestions about the objectionable content should be 

modified to become acceptable” (Kaya Mutlu 2013:133). With the passing of the 

2004 Cinema Law, the Control Commission, a.k.a., the “Censorship Board,” is 

renamed to “Evaluation and Rating Commission” (Değerlendirme ve 

Sınıflandırma Kurulu). Although it seems as if title changes of the Commissions 

 
92 Yektanurşin Duyan reports that the news on the regulation was published in the 
newspaper Ulus Sesi on August 5, 1939 (2019:15). 
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imply, and some film historians likewise claim that the 2004 Cinema Law 

abolished censorship boards, I argue otherwise. They work and act similarly so 

that today’s Evaluation and Rating Commission also asks for removal or 

modification of certain scenes. Thus, the Censorship Board is still intact. 

 

II. Multi-Party Regime, Beginning of Military Coup Interventions, Film 
Industry Rose, Censorship Increased (1950-1980) 

 
Alongside legal rules and regulations guiding film production and 

screening, economic regulations were also introduced in the late 1940s. In 1948, 

government taxes93 on domestic films were reduced to 25 percent while taxes on 

foreign films remained at 70 percent. Before, foreign films, especially those from 

Hollywood and other parts of the world including Egypt, were in high demand. In 

contrast, film production in Turkey was limited and not in high demand outside of 

the country. While high production costs and relatively low ticket sales were 

reasons for the film industry not to be the best option for investments, the 

regulation on taxes in 1948 led to a “remarkable increase in domestic films in the 

following years” (Arslan 2011:71). In Scognamillo’s words, “feature film 

production, thus, started to be considered an ‘interesting’ line of business. All at 

once new companies, new directors, actors, and technicians started entering the 

field” [sic] (1987[a]:167). For him, the changes in taxation led to an increase in 

 
93 Stated as “municipal taxes” by Erdoğan and Göktürk (2001:535) and Dönmez-Colin 
(2014:4). Arslan mentions it as “the reduction of sales tax” yet, the ratio he provides is 25 
percent from 75 percent (Arslan 2011:64).  
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film production, which, in turn, became formative for “leading personalities of the 

Turkish cinema” in the years that followed.  

 It is also worth noting here a relative decrease in the import of European 

films vis-à-vis the increase in the number of imported Hollywood films in the 

following four to five years encompassing the Second World War. Nijat Özön 

gives several reasons for this: Trade deals increased between Turkey and the U.S. 

after the War, including the Marshall Plan and the U.S.-granted financial 

accommodations to Turkey regarding exchange rates to sell U.S. propaganda 

films (Özön 2013[1962]:155). In the end, he says, two things happened. First, 

many good films from all over the world were not seen by Turkish audiences and 

filmmakers since the screens were dominated by the ones from the U.S.94 Second, 

“in addition to the official Turkish censorship, the covert censorship conducted by 

the United States Information Agency (USIA) resulted in bringing bad films, 

rather than the good ones, from Hollywood to exhibit” (ibid; my translation). On 

the same issue, Savaş Arslan provides a slightly different explanation. Referring 

to the self-censorship processes in the dubbing of the foreign films to “eliminate 

the pro-communist slant” of the time, censorship board’s main concern was “to 

monitor political content based on the current government’s political attitude” 

(Arslan 2011:51-52). The examples of changing anti-Turkish expressions in a 

 
94 An interesting note here: In an exhibition book on the renowned Yeşilçam director 
Lütfi Akad, the reason for the domination of the films imported from the U.S. reads the 
following: “[Democrat Party] as the first party to come to power when the multi-party 
system was adopted; it came out with slogans such as ‘to create a millionaire in every 
neighborhood’ and transforming Turkey into a ‘little America,’ which led to American 
films dominating the market” [sic] (Kantarcı [eds.] 2016:26). 
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Bulgarian film or rewriting the story of For Whom the Bell Tolls (1943) through 

changes in the dialogues and dubbing accordingly typify the kind of politically 

motivated censorship practices of the day. The Control Commission was 

reviewing films from the Eastern Bloc in the 1950s while “Turkey’s (and Turkish 

film importers’) increasing debt to the U.S. due to currency devaluations gave the 

United States Information Service [USIS; the same agency as the USIA on the 

previous page] the opportunity to control American film exports to Turkey” (52). 

While Özön does not specify what forms of covert censorship practices this 

bureau was conducting, nor does he provide any source for the data, his 

description of the importation of “bad films” as encouraged by U.S. propaganda 

and censorship merits attention. Referring to Nezih Erdoğan and Dilek Kaya 

(2002), Savaş Arslan, on the other hand, mentions USIS’s Information Media 

Guaranty Program which banned films from Hollywood such as Rebel Without a 

Cause (1955), Around the World in 80 Days (1956), and Baby Doll (1956).  

The year 1950 is attributed importance in Turkish film historiography 

because of the transition from a single-party regime (the RPP) to a multi-party 

democracy with elections and the Democrat Party’s (DP) victory. Narrowing the 

scope, with a few exceptions (see Appendix I), the year 1950 also refers to the 

beginning of the “filmmakers’ era,” following the domination of stage artists’ era 

between 1923 and 1939 (under the influence of Muhsin Ertuğrul, renowned stage 

actor and director) and the transition from theater-style to cinematic style 

filmmaking in the 1940s (Özön 1963:30). Savaş Arslan makes a critical 

distinction between what the Republican elites attempted to establish and what 
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was actually taking place in daily life after 1923. The republican elite, through 

social engineering and a positivistic approach, assumed Turkish society could be 

modified through “Turkification-from-above,” state-sanctioned progress to 

cultivate Western ideals. Requiring “translation and transformation of Republican 

reforms,” this process (and supposed progress), however, “produced another 

response to the West and westernization –a ‘Turkification-from-below’” (Arslan 

2011:63).  

The response-from-below was considered popular and seen in films 

produced between the 1950s and the 1980s during the Yeşilçam era, which was 

considered outside the realm of high culture. For this section, I will use Arslan’s 

further periodization of the Yeşilçam era (divided into three parts). Yet, I will 

examine the first two parts that lasted until 1980 for a simple reason. It speaks to 

how later various significant incidents that occurred, ranging from censorship 

cases to the passing of cinema-related laws, from military interventions and a 

period of relative freedom (followed by further restrictions) to actions taken by 

the industry against censorship. The third phase in the 1980s (Late Yeşilçam) will 

be the subject of the next section. 

Arslan divides the Yeşilçam era into three phases:  
 
“‘Early Yeşilçam,’ the 1950s, as a period of opening and laying out of a 
certain cinematic pattern of production, distribution, and exhibition; ‘High 
Yeşilçam,’ the 1960s and 1970s, as a period of ‘the classical’ or ‘golden 
age’ in popular cinema (hence the similarity to classical Hollywood 
cinema), and ‘Late Yeşilçam,’ the 1980s, as a period of change and of 
decline in film production, distribution, and exhibition -perhaps also a 
decline in a particular popular film form.” (Arslan 2011:11)   
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The Early Yeşilçam witnessed a new generation of filmmakers, succeeding the 

stage artists’ era and who were eager to implement the Western-style film 

narrative with a domestic and local touch. The era primarily involves adapting the 

Hollywood style “boy-meets-girl” narrative. It is one of the most popular forms of 

translation of filmmaking in the West with an Eastern melodramatic touch, 

focusing on the family rather than concentrating on the individual as it tends to be 

emphasized in western counterparts (Dönmez-Colin 2008). Other forms of 

creative responses that filmmakers in Turkey came up with included 

“vernacularization, domestication, reinvention, imitation, mimicry, and simple 

plagiarism, all of which are different ingredients of Yeşilçam’s Turkification 

(‘from-below’)” (Arslan 2011:80). This process is highly reminiscent of what 

anthropologist Tejaswini Ganti (2002) refers to as the “(H)Indianization” of 

Hollywood, either remaking or adapting Hollywood films in the Bombay film 

industry (282-283). 

 One aspect of the Turkification from-below was to blend melodrama with 

an emphasis on everyday life. Adapting the Hollywood experience of leaving the 

artificial sets in studios, filmmakers started recording more on the streets 

(Kantarcı [eds.] 2016:26). Renowned directors of the time (Ömer) Lütfi Akad, 

Metin Erksan, Atıf Yılmaz, Faruk Kenç, and others started their career in the 

Early Yeşilçam. Through economic and political limitations (and censorship), 

started finding their voice and narrative skills that would lead to changes and 

establishment of particular stylistic choice (of what later be called auteurship) and 

narrative choice (from melodrama to social realism) in the upcoming two decades. 
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 Under the constant shadow of political and economic orders to maintain 

orders in the country, the 1950s also witnessed top-down state influence over law 

and order in daily life, and cinema was but one of the visible domains. The 

passing of the Law on Intellectual and Artistic Works in 195195 in line with the 

regulation from 1939 worked not only as part of institutionalizing the film 

industry and its recognition by the state. More importantly, they shaped both the 

production and exhibition/screening practices through censorship. 

A couple of examples capture the atmosphere of the decade.96 The film 

Masters of the Masters (Efelerin Efesi, 1952) by Şakir Sırmalı was help up by the 

censorship board and was screened only after an explanation added at the end. 

Based on Giovanni Scognamillo’s account, the movie tells the love story of a 

Greek woman and a Turkish man. The woman is killed by a Greek gang, and the 

Turkish man, Osman, isolates himself97 to fight those who killed her. At the end 

of the film, he is also killed by the soldiers (it is unclear if they were Ottoman 

soldiers or others). Made obligatory by the censorship board to be screened, the 

voice-over at the scene of Osman’s death says: “Osman’s reputation is not well 

known just because he isolated himself for love, but because as a true master, he 

isolated himself to fight for justice. We would remember, with respect, all the 

 
95 Still effective with changes in several articles in 1983, 1995, 2001, 2004, and 2005. 
96 For each section from now on, there are more cases than those mentioned primarily due 
to the limits of the length of the dissertation. The ones in this chapter are selected as 
representatives of the subjects censored or practices carried out in the given time periods. 
97 The term used in Turkish is dağa çıkmak and it literally means climbing up a mountain 
and having an isolated life there, be it as an outlaw, as bandits, or as people like 
dervishes, the latter corresponding to today’s meditators in some ways. In the current 
context of Turkey with the guerilla movement started after waging war to the state in 
1984 though, it means joining the terrorists in the eyes of the state. 
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anonymous masters who helped our War of Independence” (Scognamillo 

1987[a]:102).98 Inserting the voice-over makes sense with Nijat Özön’s claim that 

the 1950s saw a trend for the War of Independence films. Following the years of 

change in the government in charge (from RPP to DP) and the “relative tolerance” 

of the censorship board, films on the War of Independence became a source to dig 

more (Özön 2013[1962]:157).  

 Censorship board banned Metin Erksan’s The Dark World (The Life of 

Aşık Veysel, 1952) due to the portrayal of undersized crops of Anatolia, which 

supposedly implied that Turkey was represented as a “poor country” in the film. 

The producer then added scenes of fertile lands, taken from USIS, to the film so 

that he was able to screen it (Algan 2017:25, quoting from Baransel 1991; 

Dönmez-Colin 2008:49). A rather interesting anecdote for the case states that, in 

addition to the abovementioned censorship, the film became “a political one” as 

two actors in the film were accused of establishing a communist-ethos political 

party (Güngör 2017).  

In Ak’s documentary (1993), filmmaker-producer Osman F. Seden 

narrates a fascinating dialogue he had with one of the members in the censorship 

board: Kardeş Kurşunu (1954) was censored, at least, for two shots: First, because 

the camera showed the Bosphorus at the background yet from a high hill and an 

empty beach that a couple visits, understood to potentially reveal good spots for 

potential occupations to the external enemies of Turkey (Ak 1993). As depicted, 

 
98 Also see, Âlim Şerif Onaran 1994:84.  
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the effect of the Cold War and the fear of communism are cited underlining 

reasons for censorship to work during the 1950s Early Yeşilçam. 

The first half of the High Yeşilçam, the 1960s, is confined between the 

1960 military coup99 that overthrew the Democrat Party government100 and the 

military memorandum in 1971.101 The 1960 coup coincided with the beginning of 

the second period of cinema-makers (Özön 1968:30). The government in charge 

changed hands from the coalition governments led by RPP (promising secularism 

after the coup) to Justice Party governments, starting in 1965, with liberal-

conservative ideology. Considered as the golden age of the film industry in 

Turkey, the 1960s witnessed an increase in production (Erdoğan and Göktürk 

2001; Scognamillo 1987 [b]:213) and attendance of film screenings due to lower 

costs compared to other social activities of the time (Kaya Mutlu and Koçer 

2012:71). Based on the relative freedom the 1961 Constitution brought in (Algan 

2017), “censorship was eased for a while by the military regime, leading to the 

Golden Era (1960-1968) with the emergence of films with social content” 

(Kantarcı [eds.] 2016:26). However, a month before the military coup (April 

1960), martial law was declared with extensive restrictions and prohibitions of 

 
99 Interestingly, director Metin Erksan (quoted by Kirişçi 2013), Scognamillo (1987[b]), 
and Özön (1968) define it as the “May 27th revolution” as opposed to the first military 
coup in the history of the Republic. 
100 Prime Minister Adnan Menderes and prominent party members were arrested after the 
military coup in 1960 and charged with several crimes, including misappropriation of 
state funds, violation of the constitution, violation of judicial independence and so on. 
Eventually, they were hanged.  
101 The military memorandum of 1971 was declared towards the government in charge, 
an ultimatum by the army forces insinuating that the army could take over the 
governmental power as its constitutional right if the ongoing political chaos were to 
continue. 
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everyday practices, including film censorship practices. On June 11, filmmakers 

and film critics released a statement asking for the censorship regulation of 1939 

to be annulled (Özön 1968:147).102 On the way to preparing a new constitution, 

superseding the one from 1924 that met the needs of the single-party regime, the 

then member of the Grand National Assembly (later a five-time Prime Minister) 

Bülent Ecevit wrote about the relationship between the impending constitution 

and film censorship in the newspaper Ulus in 1961: 

“One of the progressive propositions by the Constitutional Committee 
from Istanbul University was to abolish film censorship. (...) Such a liberal 
decision for cinema may be a novelty for the whole free world, as well.  
However, the free world is already too late for it. In today’s world, film 
censorship is as intolerant and backward as censoring publication of a 
novel. Once abolished, it will be obvious to see how not fearsome cinema 
without censorship is and how natural and required it is for a free society, 
just like not censoring poetry or novels. With its new constitution, Turkey 
should be a role model on this issue. Abolishing film censorship in 
compliance with the constitution, while becoming part of the film industry 
in alliance with private enterprise, would erase, right at the beginning, any 
political concerns regarding a potential state control in cinema.”  
(My translation)103  
 

Underlining the importance of cinema as a medium for public service and for 

freedom of thought in cinematic engagements, in many reminiscent of William 

Mazzarella’s statement of cinema as a “public affect management” (2013), Ecevit 

argued for abolishing film censorship and the State’s using cinema as a medium 

for education and economic development with necessary incentives, provided by 

 
102 “Cinema did not get the freedom it longed for with the passing of the new 
constitution. The censorship regulation of 1939 was still intact. (...) The lack of pressure 
groups that are present elsewhere, but cinema resulted in the Supreme Court’s decision 
on behalf of the censorship regulation being compatible with the constitution while it has 
been nothing but unconstitutional. In the end, the regulation was conducted as strict as it 
had been before” (Özön 1968:33; my translation). 
103 http://ecevityazilari.org/items/show/1336 (Date of access: 8/25/2020) 



 

 

 

131 

the State. However, during his term as the Prime Minister in 1978 –more than a 

decade after he wrote the article above, Vedat Türkali,104 a renowned novelist, 

poet, and scriptwriter, targeted Ecevit. Accusing him of supporting censorship 

mechanisms he was once criticizing, Türkali asked for sincere and permanent 

legal solutions from Ecevit and others in charge of film censorship working 

through arbitrary, vague and open-to-interpretation regulations (Türkali 

2000[1978]:70). This is a striking example of how bureaucratic mechanisms of 

censorship either became more important than Bülent Ecevit’s personal opinions 

towards cinematic censorship or that Ecevit conformed to the State’s norms and 

practices and gave up his stance for abolishing film censorship for the sake of 

political power and title he represented. 

 With almost a decade of delay, the effect of Italian neorealism was felt 

more in the 1960s’ cinema in Turkey. Also defined as social realism (Gönül 

Dönmez-Colin 2008; Taş Öz 2017), the period consolidated a narrative shift from 

melodrama to the depiction of everyday social issues. Also, it witnessed; 

“... [T]he rise of a local cinema, a period of self-assessment, economic 
crises, changes in ‘mood’ and of inflationist tendencies. It is a cinema that 
reflects not only the realities of its country and its people (as far as 
censorship allows) but also its structural instability. (...) Social classes -
almost a ‘new’ theme for the Turkish cinema- now act as motives, and the 
approach to their problems is clearer, more frank [sic] and almost 
courageous, even though as a whole, the narrative emphasis is somewhat 

 
104 As a former political prisoner and a prominent dissident, he wrote many scripts under 
pseudonyms with the knowledge that the censorship board would not approve his scripts 
otherwise. Known as the first film on workers (Özön 1968:180), he wrote Those Who 
Woke Up in the Dark (Karanlıkta Uyananlar, Ertem Göreç, 1964), it was scheduled to 
screen in the first Antalya Golden Orange Film Festival, yet “the Ministry of Culture 
ordered the cancellation of the festival screening due to the protests by certain reactionary 
groups” (Aydemir 2020). 
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conventional. (...) The second half of the 60s produced a “radically 
national cinema” (Scognamillo 1987 [b]:211). 

 
With the Cold War Era in the background, alongside witch-hunting for 

communist ideology and practices (a sort of a follow-up of McCarthyism in this 

part of the world), any portrayal reminiscent of communist propaganda or any 

implication of denigrating Turkishness105 and Turkish nationalism in films was 

subject to censorship. Thus, despite planting the seeds for radical national cinema 

and depicting social classes as courageous as it could have gotten, as Giovanni 

Scognamillo argues, many cinematic attempts met censorship and conditional 

acceptance. Several examples from the period shed clear light. 

 The censorship board repeatedly declined the script for Metin Erksan’s 

Beyond Nights (Gecelerin Ötesi, 1960) until a “suitable” version was approved 

(Algan 2017). Atıf Yılmaz’s Criminal (Suçlu, 1960) was finally on theatrical 

release after twenty-eight cuts by the board (Gürkan 2000:26). In 1961, Revenge 

 
105 In her eye-opening discussion, anthropologist Yael Navaro-Yashin (2002) 
problematizes the very fact that notions of “Turkish culture,” “Turkey,” and 
“Turkishness” are not only products of “historical agency and contingency.” Referring to 
historian Cemal Kafadar, and from an anthropological perspective, she also claims that 
these notions need to be revisited precisely because they were “never categories that 
existed independently of Ottoman relations with Europe” (10-11). In other words, it was 
Europeans calling and classifying the Ottomans as “Turks,” which then became “a 
cultural identity under a nationalist construction” during the foundation of the Turkish 
Republic (10). From this framework, it is interesting and highly valuable, from an 
anthropological perspective, to see that notions such as Turkishness or the Turkish nation 
are still relevant and used even in the Turkish Constitution as if they refer to primordial 
entities (Smith 1986) and claim perennialism. However, many scholars, including 
Kafadar, urges us to think that the very idea of defining the Turkish nation is strictly 
dependent on its very relationship with Europe. This argument eliminates hypotheses on 
the primordial nature of Turkishness and the Nation, because they were later invented and 
constructed. 
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of the Snakes (Yılanların Öcü)106 by Erksan met up with a well-known and cited 

censorship. Supposedly, the censorship board did not deem the film suitable both 

for domestic and international screening. President Cemal Gürsel somehow 

watched and liked the film and contacted the board in order to obtain screening 

permission (Taş Öz 2017:73-74). Yet, Erksan said there were attacks in sixty 

movie theaters across the country during the film screenings due to alleged 

communism propaganda in the film (Algan 2017). 

 The portrayal of female sexuality and lesbian relationships started in the 

1960s, rather sporadically. Written by poet and writer Atilla İlhan under the alias 

Ali Kaptanoğlu and directed by Aydın Arakon, Ver Elini Istanbul (1962) is 

known to be the first film illustrating a “lesbian encounter between two female 

characters.” According to Ali Deniz Şensöz’s report, the kissing scene between 

two women was cut out, although members of the censorship board liked it 

(2015:117).107  

One of the most prominent censorship cases of the decade and Turkish 

film history belongs to another Metin Erksan film Dry Summer (Susuz Yaz, 

1963).108 Depicting primarily the story of a farmer who builds a rudimentary dam 

 
106 The date for the film reads 1962 in Scognamillo 1982[b]. A striking anecdote from 
Ak’s documentary (1993) on this case: The film was adapted from Fakir Baykurt’s novel 
with the same title and the novel was not censored at the time, yet the film was censored.  
107 The “counterpart” of the coin, the portrayal of male homosexuality on the big screen 
had to wait until the 1980s in Turkey, however seldom the examples were (Şensöz 
2015:79-80). We can interpret the late-coming of male homosexuality with the 
dominance of heterosexual masculinity in the society and the early-coming of female 
counterparts with the dominance of the male gaze, in cinema and in daily life. 
108 The film is restored in 2008 as part of the Film Foundation’s World Cinema Project 
based on Martin Scorsese’s selection: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_wiSC2xIis4  
Also, https://www.criterion.com/films/28410-dry-summer (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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to prevent his neighbors’ water use, the film also presents him as a villain jealous 

of the relationship between his brother and his new bride. It shows his forced 

marriage with his brother’s bride when the brother died, “which would give a 

negative impression of Turkey to foreigners,” therefore justifying censorship 

(Dönmez-Colin 2008). According to Perihan Taş Öz, a committee of three 

representatives from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Tourism 

and Promotion109 reviewed the film and decided that the film “could not represent 

Turkey” in Berlinale.110 Producer Ulvi Doğan left secretly for Berlin with a copy 

of the film. The film won the Golden Bear in the 1964 Berlinale. After this 

international success, the Turkish Ministry of Tourism and Promotion held a 

ceremony in Istanbul inviting the director, producer, and actors to congratulate 

them (Ak 1993). The Minister Ali İhsan Göğüş declared the support the Ministry 

and he himself would provide for the film (Taş Öz 2017:80-81).111 In the end, the 

 
109 There have been many changes in the title of the Ministry as well as merging with the 
Ministry of Education and Ministry of Culture over the decades. 
https://kvmgm.ktb.gov.tr/TR-43034/tarihce.html (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
110 Âlim Şerif Onaran, an academic and the head of the censorship committee at the time, 
reports that the film had the document to be screened in other countries yet the director 
and the producer, supposedly, asked for another document from the board. The film was 
examined by the same board again, the board decided that “the film could not represent 
Turkey” was taken and it was therefore censored (Ak 1993). 
111 An anecdote from Erksan presents a different story: According to Mehmet Işık 
and Funda Masdar Kara, Erksan did not see what happened as censorship since 
the film made it to the festival through legal means. Erksan (and supposedly the 
producer) asked the state to support them; the board provided its decision for the 
film’s unsuitability to represent Turkey. The producer and Erksan, then, claimed 
to take the film to the festival themselves (2017:169). Though it is not that 
different from the first narrative, it seems as if Erksan implied they did not 
“smuggle” the film and attend the festival secretly. Which of the stories is the 
most accurate one is open to interpretation since Erksan has a controversial 
personality and a reputation for denying his own words in interviews after a while 
(Özgüç 2017:19). 
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Ministry, hence the State, with a strategic switch not to bring any harm to its 

public image of governance, attempted to turn this censorship crisis into an 

opportunity. All in all, embracing the success of the film they discarded as “not-

representative-of-Turkey” in the international arena is the right call for the 

Turkish state and the Ministry to not be regarded as a repressive political regime. 

Halit Refiğ’s Guardians of Dawn (Şafak Bekçileri, 1963) was censored for 

two reasons. It showed the crash of a Turkish plane, and the protagonist, an army 

pilot, was kissing a woman in his uniform. The former was supposedly guilty of 

representing the Turkish army as weak, while the latter was a gesture that was not 

appropriate for someone in the Turkish army (Dönmez-Colin 2008:49). 

 Last but certainly not least, the board censored Law of the Borders 

(Hudutların Kanunu, Lütfi Akad, 1966) so that the film could only be screened a 

year later (Scognamillo 1987[b]:22). In his memoir, Akad writes that police 

officers visited the set on the fourth day of the film shoot. They brought Akad to a 

superintendent and was told he had committed a crime producing the film since 

the script was censored. Akad assured the superintendent that it was another script 

that passed the board rather than the censored one. In the meantime, people in the 

production company somehow managed to send the script Akad wrote to the 

Commission in Ankara under the title Law of the Mountains written by Emin Dağ. 

The superintendent granted permission for the shoot of the film (Akad 2016:313). 

The first half of High Yeşilçam witnessed several censorship cases as an 

extension of the political, social, and economic issues the country was dealing 

with. Between the 1960 military coup and the military memorandum in 1971, a 
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censorship regulation was passed in 1966 during the Justice Party government. 

The primary aim of this regulation was to codify measures and methods of 

censorship in case of an outbreak of war or a declaration of martial law. Cinema 

was subject to censorship and control along with other articles contained in the 

regulation, including the printing press, radio and television, books, letters, postal 

packages, newspapers, journals, photographs, and pictures (Article 15). 

The second half of the High Yeşilçam period coincided with the 1971 

military memorandum that has been regarded as a “more right-wing intervention 

than its predecessor,” the 1960 coup (Arslan 2011:100). Political polarization and 

conflicts between the right-wing, left-wing, and Islamist political groups, legal 

proceedings and the eventual execution of members of leftist groups, and the 

effects of the global crisis such as the oil crisis in 1973, among others, had a 

variety of repercussions on the domain of cultural production, in general, and 

cinema, in particular. In its peak years until the ultimate 1980 military coup, the 

Yeşilçam period, according to Arslan, featured a production pattern that “was 

shifting, initially with a rise in low-budget production and ultimately with a 

decline in both the quantity and purported quality of the films” (2011:100).  

Although the decade witnessed several coalition governments formed with 

parties appealing to different (re)alignments of the society (liberal-conservative, 

secular, pro-Islamic, nationalist, and so on), censorship of cinema was somewhat 

consistent in banning any declaration or portrayal regarded radical, leftist, and 

even separatist groups, such as Kurds, as well as any denigration of the Turkish 

nation, identity, of religion, of state structures, to name but a few. Thus, alongside 
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its constant quest for “public affect management” through cinema, the Turkish 

state has also sustained mechanisms of power and governance practices imposed 

on cinema in order to achieve long-term social order and control.  

Prominent examples were those corresponding to films that Yılmaz Güney 

wrote and/or directed. Sentenced to jail time and exile for two years in total in 

1961 based on a story he wrote, Güney started the industry as an actor and then 

wrote scripts and eventually directed many films (Evren 2014). He directed 

around twenty films between 1967 and 1971, and eight films in 1971 alone 

(Arslan 2011). Starting with Hope (Umut, 1970), his films with strong elements of 

social realism were subjected to constant censorship. Hope was found 

objectionable for public screening112 due to discrepancies between the script and 

the final cut, subject matter promoting superstition, denigrating and distorting 

religious beliefs and prayers, and implying that rich people could get away with 

mistreating poor people (Evren 2014:178-179). Güney was jailed twice more for 

“helping a leftist organization and then killing a prosecutor” [or a judge, 

according to Evren] during the 1970s (Arslan 2011:181). In prison, he wrote 

scripts for The Herd (Sürü, 1978), The Enemy113 (Düşman, 1979), and The Road 

(Yol, 1982).114 Zeki Ökten directed the first two of these while Şerif Gören 

 
112 A ban was also imposed on taking any copy of the film aboard, yet a worker named 
Ahmet Saygılı is known to smuggle it to be screened at Cannes Film Festival (Aytaç 
2015:20-21). 
113 The film won an Honorable Mention at the 30th Berlin International Film Festival 
(Berlinale) in 1980: 
https://www.berlinale.de/en/archive/jahresarchive/1980/03_preistraeger_1980/03_preistra
eger_1980.html  
114 The Way is another English title for the film (Suner 2010; Erdoğan and Göktürk 
2001).  
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directed The Road. He escaped prison in 1981, emigrated to France, and produced 

films there. He won the Palme d’Or with The Road at Cannes Film Festival in 

1982,115 an achievement only to be repeated thirty-two years later by Nuri Bilge 

Ceylan, who won the same prize with Winter Sleep (2014).  

Censorship was evident and many directors mentioned above, including 

Şerif Gören, Atıf Yılmaz, Zeki Ökten, Metin Erksan and others such as Ömer 

Kavur and Tunç Okan, faced it throughout the 1970s to varying degrees. Yet, I 

would like to mention two cases as representatives of the era, alongside Güney’s 

cases, and a significant point made about the censorship practices of this time. 

Depicting the experience of alienated Turkish workers in Sweden with a dark 

sense of humor, Tunç Okan’s The Bus (Otobüs, 1974) was banned for screening 

because it “denigrated” Turkish people and could only be granted screening 

permission by the State Council (Özgüç 1993).116 Atıf Yılmaz’s The Coup 

(Darbe, 1976), a title that was most probably dangerous due to its loaded political 

 
115 Yet the film was officially banned for public screening until 1999 (Bozkurt 2018).  
116 In Ak’s documentary, Okan makes an interesting remark on the perception of his film 
both in Sweden and Turkey. While it was censored in Turkey on the basis of denigrating 
Turkishness, he reports that the film was not screened in Swedish TV channels on a 
rather similar reason, this time for denigrating “the foreigners” in the film, non-Turkish 
people. Moreover, not only the right-wing government in charge but also people from the 
left, including intellectuals Aziz Nesin and Yaşar Kemal, were against its screening due 
to the portrayal of Turkish workers. (Not so) fun facts: As mentioned before, Kemal was 
writing scripts under an alias in order to avoid censorship. He reports, half-jokingly, that 
he once wrote a script that Yılmaz Güney played the protagonist under an alias and the 
police officer who conducted censorship was recorded as the scriptwriter for the film. 
When the film was awarded for the best screenplay, it was the police officer who 
accepted the award rather than Kemal (Ak 1993). By the same token, Nesin’s comments 
on Turkish society in the 1990s made him a scapegoat and even ignited the literal fire for 
the infamous and shameful Madımak (Sivas) Massacre in 1993, resulted in the killing of 
thirty-seven people by Islamist mobs. For details see, Çaylı 2014. 
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connotation, was renamed Those Who Cannot Be Defeated (Mağlup 

Edilemeyenler) to pass censorship board. However, it was a difficult process 

(Gürkan 2000:26). 

While the regulations of censorship boards applied over decades were 

strict, when one compares the scripts and the final cuts, there are two points to 

highlight when it comes to the practical side of things. According to Dilek Kaya, 

although Censorship Board decisions were rigid –protective of the state with 

nationalist aspirations, of the dominant religion, and the ideologies of ruling 

governments, there was still leeway for directors and producers to screen their 

films as they wanted. After passing the censorship board conditionally (revising 

and mostly cutting certain scenes), many directors took risks by adding the cut 

scenes back to their films and screened them in movie theaters, for two reasons. 

First, there was no mechanism to inspect the screenings once the films passed the 

board, either without any requested changes asked or with conditions. Secondly, 

censorship boards did not confiscate the requested cuts from the films, which 

enabled the directors to add them later.117 The second point underlines a 

 
117 So far, the only counter examples cited are of Güney’s films. After the 1980 military 
coup, anything related to Yılmaz Güney was censored and confiscated, including his 
films, books, photographs, film posters, and the 104 film rolls in total (Gürkan 2000:27-
28). In the documentary called The Black Curtain: The History of Censorship in Turkish 
Cinema (Behiç Ak, 1993), his wife Fatoş Güney also states that during martial law, those 
who have copies of Güney’s films were called on turn them over to the authorities. Özgüç 
supports Kaya’s argument and adds that directors and producers were at risk if there were 
complaints from the audience to the police or related offices regarding the screenings. 
Also, Hürrem Erman, a prominent producer in Yeşilçam, accepts that they were self-
censoring at the script stage, sending “censorship scripts” to the board, the board was 
accepting them, and the producers and filmmakers were making the changes in their films 
as they pleased (Ak 1993). 
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significant practice of filmmakers. Referring to Ömer Kavur’s interview, Dilek 

Kaya mentions Dişdiş, a projectionist who was working in the movie theater in 

Ankara where members of the censorship board were reviewing domestic films in 

the 1970s. Filmmakers asked him to watch their films before sending to the board 

to get a sense of which scenes were likely to be censored or not. He was known to 

“understand censorship better than the censors” (Kaya 2015: 68-69), so many 

filmmakers benefited from his knowledge. By doing that, they somehow acted, on 

the surface level, as if they had internalized the board’s decisions through self-

censorship. What they actually did was to play the game by the rules, acting as 

though they “collaborated” with the boards by getting rid of the “objectionable” 

scenes. Through “supervised” self-censorship with the help of their projectionist 

friend, who knew the inner workings of the censorship boards given years of 

experience, filmmakers subverted the very system to which they were subjected 

through what I would call a form of silent resistance. Based on the ethnographic 

data I gathered for the 2000s in the chapters that follow, I argue that this kind of 

subversion and covert resistance against the State is seen less by contemporary 

producers and filmmakers, except for a couple of cases.  One of the main reasons 

for “less” subversion occurring nowadays is that cultural producers have to 

deal not only with the State but with many proxies. They have to take various wars 

of position on multiple sites against multiple proxies of the state; thus, it is not 

always feasible to simultaneously deal with them. 

Accounts from the second half of the 1970s underscore the increase in the 

production of sex films (erotic films rather than hard-core pornography) during 
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the nationalist front coalition government (while the dominance of Islamic and 

nationalist tendencies at the government level were intact), the passing of a film 

regulation with strict rules (which did not necessarily have to do with the 

production of sex films), and a march against censorship in the film industry that 

was organized following the passing of the stricter regulation. 

Examining the parallels between the increased vulgarity in Turkish cinema 

and the rise of political conflicts in the 1970s through sex films, Buket Akdemir 

reports that sex films, as a genre, started in world cinema during the 1960s and the 

Turkish film industry appropriated the genre a decade later (Akdemir 2018:86). 

She cites the main reason for this orientation around the world, and in Turkey, 

having to do with a financial crisis of film industries (led by Hollywood). To 

avoid bankruptcy, the film industries relied, for a decade or so, on shooting low-

budget sex films, which turned out to become a highly appealing genre for the 

spectators. The genre was adapting different methods to enter the film industry in 

each country or region. It ranged from making fun of the “culture films” in 

Germany to involving comedy elements in the U.K. or showing nudity in a sober 

manner in the Scandinavian countries, and even originated new genres, such as 

sex and horror cinema (Akdemir 2018:86, quoting Roloff and Seeßlen 

1996[1980]). The broader context Aydemir provides parallels what Agâh Özgüç 

remarks about the Turkish context. He distinguishes erotic films from sex 

comedies or parodies of the 1970s and argues that sex films of the 1970s were 

leaning towards the latter.  
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One fundamental reason was that the censorship board somehow 

disregarded sex parodies even while it was not possible to pass the board with 

“erotic films with social/political content.” The latter would not have seen the 

daylight in board meetings (Ak 1993). Labeled as sexploitation films (Arslan 

2011; Dönmez-Colin 2008), porno films (Dönmez-Colin 2014), pornography 

(Erdoğan and Göktürk 2001), “sex films craze” a.k.a. a “weird” cinema (Özgüç 

1993), among other categories and titles, sex films ‘wave’ lasted, according to 

most scholars, between 1974 and 1979. Arslan argues that there were two currents 

within the wave. Influenced by Italian sex films, the first one came in 1974 and 

integrated sex comedies, as Özgüç mentioned. During the second one towards the 

end of the wave, sex films “became increasingly obscene, without being explicit 

enough to qualify as hardcore pornography” (Arslan 2011:114). Yet, Aydemir 

Akbaş’s account, an actor and director during that wave, somehow combines the 

two currents: During the shooting of sex comedies, some directors shoot 

pornography scenes between the takes with extras and added these extra cuts to 

the sex comedies during public screenings. The board controlled all films in 

similar ways, and sex comedies were no exception. To circumvent censorship, 

producers of these films avoided mentioning sex scenes in the scripts and got the 

green light from the board. They then screened the films with additional cuts in 

movie theaters and hoping not to be reported to the police officers. During the 

screenings of sex comedies, some movie theaters used two projectors: one with 

the film roll of the sex comedy, and the other version with the “additional scenes” 

of hardcore pornography (Ak 1993).  
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This period is known to end by increasing police raids to movie theaters 

based on (anonymous) reports. The fascinating detail of the period for me, as an 

anthropologist, is that there was a clear permissiveness by Censorship Boards on 

sex films although they could have “qualified” to be “obscene” and “immoral,” 

pioneering reasons cited for censorship practices in the Turkish context (keeping 

in mind that what counts as obscene or immoral have been subject to change and 

decade,- political-, and social context-specific). 

Researchers of the era attribute this lack of oversight to two reasons: 

“Even though Turkey experienced two conservative Nationalist Front coalition 

governments during these years [the 1970s], increasing political rivalry and 

violence allowed sex films, as well as political films from both the left and the 

Islamist right, to escape the attention of censor boards” (Arslan 2011:114). The 

second reason was their popularity among the “lumpen crowd,” the “single 

Anatolian male audience migrated from the countryside” to the big cities. As long 

as the single man from the countryside, with his presumed lower status and 

cultural-educational background, was drawn to the movie theaters (Erdoğan and 

Göktürk 2001; Dönmez-Colin 2014) and made the entrepreneurs and producers 

happy. The family as a unit was not understood to require overt protection by 

censors (Özgüç 1993). 

Amid this wave, a new regulation came into force in August of 1977, the 

Regulation on the Control of Films and Film Screenplays. Superseding that of 

1939, the new regulation introduced a fundamental change, while the essence of 

the previous regulation remained more or less the same. Preliminary control at the 



 

 

 

144 

script level, the trademark censorship practice since the late 1930s, was 

abandoned. Instead, two “Control Commissions” (instead of censorship boards) 

were established: A regular Control Commission and a higher Control 

Commission. Composed of five members from related ministries,118 the former 

board controlled the final cuts of the films. The latter would meet in case 

producers and filmmakers objected the decision of the first board, or if a film did 

not pass with the majority of votes in the first board. In Behiç Ak’s documentary 

(1993), Ahmet Taner Kışlalı, the Minister of Culture between January 1978 and 

December 1979, states that they changed the structure to make the process more 

democratic. He also mentions that they passed the regulations in 1977 and 1979 

(Regulation Regarding Changes in the Regulations of 1977) instead of a new law 

because the latter would have required substantial changes within the legal 

structure and they could not carry out any form of reforms on such an extensive 

scale (Ak 1993).  

Three months after the passing of the regulation, something spectacular 

yet understudied happened in the film industry. Due to the ongoing and ever-

growing pressure of censorship on cinema (Scognamillo 1976[b]:29), a three-day-

long march from Istanbul (the epicenter of the film industry) to Ankara (the 

capital and the political center of the country) started on November 5, 1977. The 

film industry (actors, including big stars of the Yeşilçam period, set workers, film 

 
118 Two representatives from the Ministry of the Interior (one of them to be the head of 
the board), one from General Directorate of Security, one from the related ministry that 
General Directorate of the Press was affiliated to at the time, and one from the Ministry 
of Culture. 
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critics, producers) came together for the first time in its history to protest film 

censorship. Exemplifying a rare meeting of stars and set workers outside of the 

film sets, given the huge gap in their economic and social status, they were able to 

coordinate the canceling all film shoots at the same time (an accomplishment that 

has been not fulfilled ever since). The march was significant for a variety of 

reasons: It was the first time the film industry brought together its constituent 

parts in order to object to “backward censorship practices” in solidarity (Yeşil 

2015:182)119 and with the help of trade unions and labor associations, pioneered 

by Confederation of Progressive Trade Unions of Turkey (DİSK). Deniz Yeşil 

made a documentary called We Hit the Road (2014) about this protest. Combining 

the already-hard-to-find archival footages of the incident with interviews 

conducted with actors, set workers, and producers, the film highlights invaluable 

repercussions of the march in the industry. At the end of the march, the industry 

witnessed the foundation of its first trade union, Sine-Sen (The Trade Union of 

Film Labors), as a sub-branch of DİSK. Production companies were obliged to 

contract under the union's supervision as an 8-hour working shift, as well as 

compensations, were secured for the set workers, among other economic and 

social benefits (Yeşil 2015). According to Yeşil, the march went unnoticed in 

Turkish film historiography. During the 1980 coup, any archival footage that 

 
119 İlhan Selçuk, the leading columnist of the secularist and Kemalist newspaper 
Cumhuriyet, reported on the march on November 4, 1977 as the following: “We need to 
congratulate the National Front Coalition (NFC) (...) it might be a skill to mark up the 
price of the cheese, to debase the value of the Turkish Lira, to shut down the National 
Assembly or to leave the cities in the dark without electricity. Yet, it could have taken no 
government coalition but the NFC to have the ability to make the film artists hit the 
streets” (quoted by Scognamillo 1987[b]:30; my translation). 
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DİSK (and therefore Sine-Sen) had in its possession was confiscated and burned, 

including the original footage the set workers recorded from the march (Personal 

interview, October 2017). 

 

III. The 1980 coup, Late and Post-Yeşilçam Periods, Change in Cinema 
Law and the Effects of Politics on Film Censorship (1980-2000) 
 

 The 1980s in Turkey witnessed extensive political turmoil, including a 

military coup leading to increased oppression towards dissident political parties 

and civil structures, implementation of neoliberal policies, and a variety of social 

problems. The coup d’état on September 12, 1980 occurred as a result of a 

political crisis “deepened by the violent response to the rise of the revolutionary 

left and working-class movements by the security actors of the state and the 

fascist movement in Turkey,” and because “parliamentary politics could not 

develop a hegemonic project to establish the unity of the dominant classes” (Akça 

2014:15). The army brutally took control of the Justice Party (Adalet Partisi) 

government in order to overthrow the prime minister Süleyman Demirel, 

suspending democratic politics and costing thousands of lives. Over the next three 

years, martial law by the Turkish military forces was intact and the Constitution 

from 1961 was replaced with a Constitution written by the military officers in 
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1982.120 Under the leadership of Turgut Özal, who was the “super minister”121 of 

the economy of the military regime and the leader of the Motherland Party 

(ANAP), Turkey has launched the strategy of integrating into the global 

neoliberal capitalist system (Ban 2012).  

Switching from a “state-nationalist policy-making and implementation to a 

market-oriented transnationalist one” (Gülalp 1997:56) meant expanding the 

market economy, implementing competitive and individualist ideologies, 

consumption, and commodification to attain global market standards. Uraz Aydın 

also counts the deregulation policies starting with the stability program launched 

in January 1980, eight months before the coup, as part of the “restructuring 

process under the domination of capital” that the 1980s witnessed (2014:123). 

The transition from the military-led martial law era to the rapid implementation of 

neoliberal policies had repercussions in the social and cultural domains. One can 

safely say that the 1980s were not full of surprises when it comes to censorship 

cases; it was a “productive” one, counting as many censured films as much as the 

previous decades if not more. 927 films were censored during the military rule 

after the coup, while the TRT banned 208 songs from broadcast.122  

 
120 The Turkish Republic still relies on the 1982 Constitution although there have been 
attempts and discussions to restore the Civil Constitutional era over the last three to four 
decades. General elections were held in 1983, re-establishing “democratic” political life. 
The military allowed only three parties to take part in the elections, however (the 
politicians of the previous period who had been “banned” from politics by the military 
could not participate in the elections). Gaining a majority of the votes, the Motherland 
Party became the governing party. 
121 Quoted from Zürcher 2004[1993]:282. 
122 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eZTDu_AU79k (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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As referred to at the beginning of the chapter, censorship was a taken-for-

granted practice of the State, not only in the cinema or the performing arts. With 

the TRT’s monopoly, the State’s radio and television programming, throughout 

the 1970s and 1980s helped manage the public affect (Mazzarella 2013) and form 

“national imaginaries, when media are harnessed by state interests as technologies 

of personhood.” Media also served in the formation of “collectivities” through 

“imagined communities” (Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, and Larkin 2002:5). The 

State’s presence was brought into people’s homes as they were only provided 

what the State wanted them to watch. In that sense, between the 1970s until 1989, 

when the first broadcast on a private TV channel was introduced across the 

country, State’s presence and, therefore, censorship became part of everyday life, 

even more than previous decades of film censorship public/theatrical screenings.

 Corresponding to the Late Yeșilçam period, the 1980s saw interesting 

dynamics emerge. As an extension of the economic crisis that led to the 

production of sex films in the late 1970s, the martial law era saw a sharp decrease 

in ticket sales and production of films (Arslan 2011). Combined with the TRT 

broadcast in many households, “most films were shot on 35mm but rather than 

being exhibited in theaters were released directly to video” (ibid., 201). Attempts 

to integrate into the global economy through neoliberalist policies also profoundly 

affected the actors involved in the cultural realm. Referring to Reagan and 

Thatcher governments and their influence and enabling capacities in the 

privatization of culture since the 1980s onwards, Chin-tao Wu underlines the 

primary feature of the 1980s as the “intervention of business into contemporary 
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culture” (2002:122). Likewise, in the Turkish case, Savaş Arslan provides a 

similar trajectory that private enterprises followed. They became involved more in 

the culture industry and their presence somehow initiated a plurality of voices 

outside of “the values and principles of republican ideology, those based on 

statism, populism, and laicism” as they “came under increasing scrutiny” (Arslan 

202). This, he argues, introduced issues related to identity politics –including 

religion, gender, and ethnicity– that were portrayed more frequently in Turkish 

cinema. I agree with him as he underlines highly interesting contradictory 

tendencies that the 1980s brought about. Referring to cultural critic Nurdan 

Gürbilek, he mentions that the period witnessed both the suppression of voices 

and the amplification of different voices simultaneously: “Despite the oppressive 

atmosphere, the previously unheard voices of decentered and fragmented portions 

of society became visible; and media and cultural industries underwent a 

transformation channeling their visibility” (Arslan 203). I also believe that the 

plurality of voices and the introduction to identity politics were significant 

characteristics of the period, yielding to the consolidation of the “new Turkish 

cinema” waves for which the Post-Yeşilçam period has been recognized since the 

1990s. The neoliberal understanding of the economy and politics has much to do 

with this since privatization and the dynamic between economic and cultural 

capital accumulation somehow relieved the omnipresent state presence felt in the 

film industry in previous decades. However, in a different vein from Arslan and 

referring to the epilogue at the beginning, I claim that there have still been 

limitations on the variety of subjects the Turkish cinema was authorized to 
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pursue. The political and socio-economic background of the 1980s was working 

against easing censorship. 

 Giovanni Scognamillo cites the year 1983 as the one with “liberalism” in 

the political scene while censorship was always in the form of a Sword of 

Damocles (1987[b]:36). The films he mentions in his book, especially the ones 

after 1984, show an interesting pattern of a compromise between the political 

liberalism and censorship. Parallel to his periodization of “films with intellectual 

foundation” between 1987 and 1997, the subject matters of the movies range from 

comedy to melodrama, from women stories to urban life portrayals, from rural 

issues to sexuality (sexual loneliness or life in brothels, for instance) or satires, 

among others. Note that “the Kurdish issue”-related films were not represented, 

nor were LGBTQI+-related ones, parallel to my argument on the ongoing war 

since 1984 and the specter of the coup d’état in the background. In the context of 

this dissertation, it is significant to remark that censorship is omnipresent, and 

most filmmakers are aware of what would pass or not the board. Thus, they were 

committing self-censorship whenever (and indeed most of the time) they thought 

it necessary, given that it has been a convention and a survival mechanism they 

performed since the early 1950s on. Referring to the epilogue of the chapter, 

again, I argue that later chapters will illustrate how self-censorship mechanisms 

have continued being conventional and even “useful” to produce films. 

The 1982 constitution, differing from the previous ones in 1924 and 1961, 

added Article 26 entitled “Freedom of expression and dissemination of thought.” 

It reads: 
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“Everyone has the right to express and disseminate his/her thoughts and 
opinions by speech, in writing or in pictures or through other media, 
individually or collectively. This freedom includes the liberty of receiving 
or imparting information or ideas without interference by official 
authorities. This provision shall not preclude subjecting transmission by 
radio, television, cinema, or similar means to a system of licensing. 
 
(As amended on October 3, 2001; Act No. 4709)  
The exercise of these freedoms may be restricted for the purposes of 
national security, public order, public safety, safeguarding the basic 
characteristics of the Republic and the indivisible integrity of the State 
with its territory and nation, preventing crime, punishing offenders, 
withholding information duly classified as a state secret, protecting the 
reputation or rights and private and family life of others, or protecting 
professional secrets as prescribed by law, or ensuring the proper 
functioning of the judiciary.”123 (Emphasis added) 
 

For some legal experts, restrictions regarding the exercise of the abovementioned 

freedoms in the article are not explicitly defined; therefore, creating ambiguity in what 

opinions or practices are considered worthy of restriction or not. This, in turn, can result 

in conducting any form of cinematic censorship without specified reasons based on this 

article in the constitution as Çetin Özek, a legal expert, claims in Behiç Ak’s 

documentary (1993). Hence, it is possible that the military rule banned Yılmaz Güney’s 

films based on the related article (Footnote 111). 

 Though they occurred before the 1982 constitution passed, the following 

examples shed light on how military rule between 1980 and 1983 not only carried on the 

legacy of the 1960s and 1970. It also laid the path for the new Constitution: Atıf Yılmaz’s 

The Lucky Hodman (Talihli Amele, 1980) was first rejected by the censorship board, then 

 
123 “(Repealed on October 3, 2001; Act No. 4709) 
Regulatory provisions concerning the use of means to disseminate information and 
thoughts shall not be deemed as the restriction of freedom of expression and 
dissemination of thoughts as long as the transmission of information and thoughts is not 
prevented.” (Emphasis added) 
https://global.tbmm.gov.tr/docs/constitution_en.pdf (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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granted screening permission by the State Council. Yet, a superintendent from an 

Anatolian province lodged a complaint, accusing the film of making communist 

propaganda. Yılmaz claims, “I was tried and luckily acquitted because the prosecutor was 

a sage person after all. If not for him/her [gender unspecified], they would have hanged 

me [laughs]” (Ak 1993). 

 The second example is as compelling as the previous one. According to Şükran 

Yücel’s well-reported account, Erden Kıral’s On Fertile Lands (Bereketli Topraklar 

Üzerinde, 1979/80), an adaptation of Orhan Kemal’s book with the same title, met a 

series of unfortunate events during its production stage, from police raids to threatening 

visits from right-wing groups. It tells the story of three seasonal agricultural workers and 

the hardships they go through in Central Anatolia. Arriving to the big screen right after 

the coup d’état on September 12, 1980, the film reportedly played only for a week. Adana 

Martial Law Command found the film objectionable, and it was banned.124 It was one of 

the films in the competition program at the 16th Antalya Film Festival, which was 

supposed to start on September 13, yet the festival was canceled due to the coup. The 

film competed next year, yet was not awarded in the best film category. Yücel reports 

from Burçak Evren, who was in the competition jury, and the director Kıral himself: 

Evren states that there were three representatives from the Ministry of Culture in the jury 

and they obstructed Kıral’s winning the award. In his memoir, Kıral, on the other hand, 

accuses Istanbul Martial Law Command of preventing him from winning the award. In 

the book, as Yücel presents, he writes that after the incident in the festival, someone calls 

 
124 According to Fırat Yücel (2014), the film was censored due to portraying Turkey as a 
“poor country.”  
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and tells him that he has all the rolls and dupe negatives of the films that were somehow 

smuggled to Sweden. Costing him thousands of dollars, Kıral takes them back, re-edits, 

and restores the film. It was shown during the 27th International Istanbul Film Festival in 

2008, twenty-eight years after it was banned for the first time (Yücel 2015:41-42).  

It is reported that the military-led martial law era has retroactively identified many 

films from the previous years as “criminal documents.” Ali Özgentürk’s 9-minute long 

short film Prohibition (Yasak, 1974) was found in the storeroom of DİSK (the 

Confederation of Progressive Trade Unions of Turkey) along with hundreds of films from 

the Soviet Union in 1980-81. Özgentürk was taken into custody, accused of producing 

most of the films found in the storage, and served jail time (he does not specify which 

year in the documentary). In his words; 

“They accused me of shooting all these films, I must have lived in the 
Soviet Union (to do that), and when I explained the conditions, the police 
officers laughed with me… during one of the meetings to call for a 
referendum to change the constitution, Kenan Evren [the Chief of the 
General Staff] narrated the film to the crowd as a bad example… in 1985, 
I returned to the country from Japan after receiving an award. Again, they 
took me into custody, along with several executives from TRT. These 
executives were on duty when Prohibition was broadcast on TRT in 1974, 
and they were snitching each other. And the reason for us to be taken into 
custody in 1985 was the text Kenan Evren delivered during the 
referendum meeting in 1981.” (Ak 1993; my translation)  

 

Eleven days before the “democratic” elections held in 1983, the military-led martial law 

administration passed one of the final regulations of its three-year term, “Regulation on 

the Control of Films and Film Screenplays.” Mostly similar to that of 1977, the 

Regulation has two significant features. For one, it is an extension of various legal 

protocols the original martial law administration introduced, including the new 
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Constitution. Secondly, securing the two-tiered censorship board125 approach from 1977, 

the main censorship board members would still consist of five representatives. However, 

instead of two representatives from the Ministry of the Interior, the board replaced them 

with one representative from the General Staff alongside one from the Ministry of the 

Interior, who would be at its head.126 The introduction of a representative from the 

General Staff alongside the one from the General Directorate of Security to the board 

highlights the more stringent legacy that this administration wanted to leave behind.  

 That change came to the fore in 1986 with the passing of a law and a related 

regulation. The “Law of Cinema, Video and Music Works of Art”127 came with 

“seemingly-liberal” changes (Scognamillo 1987[b]:38) and many legal “firsts” for the 

film industry. Unanimously cited as the first stand-alone cinema law after decades of 

various regulatory, the law; 

“Amended the 1939 regulation [though regulations in 1966, 1977, and 1979 were 
also amended that of 1939] (...) For the first time, regulation of film censorship 
was transferred from the Ministry of the Interior to the Ministry of Culture and 
Tourism. Moreover, the Control Commission included a representative from the 
Professional Union of Film Producers, Importers and Cinema-owners and an artist 
from the cinema industry, in addition to representatives from the Ministry of 
National Education, Youth and Sports, the General Secretariat of the National 
Security Council and Ministry of the Interior (Anonymous, 1989; Onaran, 1992–
1993).”  (Kaya Mutlu and Koçer 2012:75). 

 

 
125 There are two titles for the board in Whitman and Froncek’s report: “The Film 
Censorship Board” and “the National Control Commission” (1989:89). “Mahmut Tali 
Öngören, a former director of Turkish television and an expert on film censorship, told us 
that the members of the Censorship Board are lower echelon officials, not heads of 
departments, and that in general they have little or no knowledge of the cinema” (ibid.) 
126 Thus, the representatives were from the Ministry of the Interior (head), one from 
General Directorate of Security, one from the General Staff, one from the related ministry 
that General Directorate of the Press was affiliated to at the time, and one from the 
Ministry of Culture. 
127 “The Act on the Works of Cinema, Video and Music” (Whitman and Froncek 
1989:88) and “Cinema, Video and Musical Properties Law” (Kanzler 2014). 
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I want to add two more representatives cited in the law to Kaya Mutlu and Koçer’s list:128 

One representative from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and one from the General Staff. 

The novelty of the law was to extend the number of members in the Control Commission 

from five to nine and to incorporate three representatives from the film industry. An 

increase in the number of representatives did not provide any upper hand for the 

representatives from the film industry to sustain the majority in the decisions. It also 

transferred control and censorship from the Ministry of the Interior to the Ministry of 

Culture and Tourism (hereafter MoCT). The subtle yet highly significant switch on the 

1977 regulation from “Censorship Boards” of the previous regulations to the “Control 

Commissions” was introduced with this new law –a good example of euphemism, 

according to one of my interviewees, Defne Özonur. The Board started meeting in 

Istanbul rather than Ankara (Gürkan 2000:22). According to Arslan, the 1986 law was 

“the first Turkish law concerning cinema and films (other than censorship laws) as well 

as videotapes and audiotapes,” and passed “while the Yeşilçam period was fading” 

(Arslan 2011:72).  

One novelty the law introduced was to provide Registration Certificates for films 

for theatrical release and festival screenings as well as for securing copyrights, hence, to 

introduce an official rating system for the films. Moreover, Article 9 authorizes local 

administrations to control the Registration Certificates for film screenings, which paved 

the way for arbitrary censorship practices.129 As a result, “during this period Water Also 

 
128 I do not know why these representatives were omitted from Kaya Mutlu and Koçer’s 
discussion, but I assume it is due to inconsistent and, at times, unclear data provided in 
academic and non-academic resources. 
129 In Whitman and Froncek’s report (1989), Öngören claims that the 1986 law enabled 
“the governors of each province the power to ban films, no matter whether the Film 
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Burns (Su da Yanar, 1987) by Ali Özgentürk, about the anguish of a filmmaker trying to 

make a film about Nazım Hikmet, the banished poet of Turkey, was banned in more than 

fifty provinces, which meant that Özgentürk was obliged to appear in court in each 

province to win his case” (Dönmez-Colin 2008:49). Another source argues the film was 

banned because it was [understood to be] “harmful to the morality of society” (Whitman 

and Froncek 1989:91). The Registration Certificate has been of central importance in 

myriad ways for the censorship practices since the 2000s. It will be discussed in detail in 

the upcoming chapters. Yet, it is essential to mention here that since the 1986 Law, it has 

served as an official document that the Ministry of Culture and Tourism provides to the 

film producers and directors, both as a document for copyrights and screening permission 

once the finished product was submitted. 

As a complementary legal procedure to the 1986 cinema law, the Regulation on 

Supporting the Arts of Cinema and Music130 was passed seven months later in September 

1986. The fundamental function of the regulation was to regulate the funds the MoCT 

started to provide for supporting film and music industries. With the passing of the law, 

the Head of Department of Cinema (Sinema Dairesi Başkanlığı) became General 

Directorate of Copyrights and Cinema131 (Telif Hakları ve Sinema Genel Müdürlüğü). 

The first funding was provided in 1988 (Akbulut 2016:3). Funds were distributed to 

“contribute to the development of film and music industries and to support workers in 

 
Censorship Board had approved a film or not. The civilian government also passed the 
Law to Protect Minors, which affected not only films, but music, records, cassettes, 
books, magazines, and newspapers” (91). 
130 “Regulation on the Control of Cinema,” according to Kaya Mutlu and Koçer 2012. 
131 “A special Cinema and Copyright Directorate was form within the Ministry and 
started to provide financial support to Turkish films from 1990 onwards” (Kanzler 
2014:17). 
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both industries in their efforts to promote Turkey” (Article 1). The regulation mentions 

establishing an Evaluation Commission (Değerlendirme Komisyonu in Turkish) to select 

the projects to fund. The Commission consists of four representatives from the MoCT 

alongside four other representatives: one film producer, one video producer, one sound 

carrier producer, and one artist [sic, Article 10]. There is no mention of how often the 

Commission would meet and choose the projects to fund. Neither deadline for 

applications nor formats were determined, and the applications only consisted of the 

scripts rather than a full application portfolio (Akbulut 5). Therefore, it did not involve 

any systematic annual funding mechanism that the film industry was enjoying. In that 

sense, the 1986 Law was the predecessor of the 2004 Law –which was superseded in 

2019– as the 2004 Law is known to be the first one systematizing the annual funding 

structure for film productions (more details to discuss in the upcoming chapters).  

A couple of crucial cases will illustrate the general direction of the censorship 

practices in the second half of the 1980s. As an example of the liberalism that the 1980s 

provided, as Scognamillo claimed, Başar Sabuncu adapts Pınar Kür’s novel The Woman 

Whom Must Be Hanged132 (Asılacak Kadın) with the same title in 1986. Narrating the 

story of a woman who was sentenced to death by hanging after a murder case, the film 

was first regarded obscene by the Censorship Board (a.k.a. the Control Commission) yet 

granted screening permission (Scognamillo 1987[b]:191). Another account cites the film 

was banned “on the grounds that ‘it was not in compliance with general morals, our 

customs and traditions, and the national culture.’ It was cleared by the Administrative 

Court of Appeals (Cumhuriyet, April 3, 1987)” (Whitman and Froncek 1989:96).  

 
132 A Woman to be Hanged in Whitman and Froncek 1989. 
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An adaptation of the book by Çetin Altan, a journalist and a former deputy in the 

parliament, with the same title, Ümit Elçi’s Bir Avuç Gökyüzü (1987) depicts a former 

political imprisoner who experiences constant fear of imprisonment and dysfunctional 

personal relationships. The film was censored, the producer and the director were asked 

to take out certain scenes for the screening. To protest the Commission’s decision, both 

the director and producer decide to fade out the cut scenes to make the audience question 

the nature of these scenes (Ak 1993). This is a striking example of the time, conjuring up 

a similar and notable censorship case from 2017, Zer, that I will discuss in Chapter 5.   

 The year 1988 witnessed a protest march that sparked attention in the 

international film circuits. The Control Commission censored five international films in 

the competition program of the 8th International Istanbul Film Festival. Three of them 

were “obscene and pornographic,” one was “anti-Islamic,” and the fifth one was Water 

Also Burns (see above; Whitman and Froncek 1989). The head of the international 

competition jury, Elia Kazan, initiated a protest march on İstiklal Street (previously 

known as Pera), the epicenter of film screenings since the Ottoman Era, and made a press 

statement condemning the censorship and calling the board’s action “uncivilized” 

(Whitman and Froncek 1989). “The jury declared their refusal to watch censored films, 

thereby winning a temporary reprieve for the films at the festival. This decision was then 

expanded with an exception to the cinema law (of 1986), which stated that international 

films were exempt from censorship while being shown at festivals (Yücel 2014)” (Carney 

2016:160). This exception for foreign film screenings in festivals in Turkey is in effect as 

of 2020 (while they are not exempt from the rating system for theatrical release).   
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 A last case of censorship at the junction of the Late and Post-Yeşilçam periods 

involved torture and violence in addition to the regular banning of a work of art. Based 

on Rıfat Ilgaz’s novel, Yusuf Kurçenli’s Nights of Curfew (Karartma Geceleri, 1990) 

follows the internal hardships a writer endures during World War II and his hide-and-

seek from the police as a suspected communist. The film was initially not accepted to the 

International Istanbul Film Festival since it did not get the Registration Document from 

the Control Commission. The Ministry intervened; the document was provided so that the 

film could be screened in the festival (Ak 1993), a somewhat routine procedure that I 

have reviewed for many cases discussed in this dissertation. What is unique here is that 

producer Senar Turgut was taken into custody eighteen days after the festival screening. 

During his detention, he was repeatedly tortured, a striking yet ironic resemblance to the 

torture scenes in the film itself. In Ak’s documentary, he complains that none of the 

associations in the industry, including the Professional Union of Film Producers, 

Importers, Cinema-owners (SESAM) and Cinema Actors’ Association (SODER), spoke 

out or supported him on the issue. His statement and critique of the lack of solidarity 

within the film industry are crucial as we go to Chapter 6. Many informants from the film 

industry in the 2010s, thirty years later, echoed Turgut’s criticism for a variety of reasons.  

As the transition from the 1980s to the 1990s occurred, politically and 

economically the country witnessed not only several crises, but other developments that 

had repercussions for the film industry. During the consolidation of neoliberal economies 

and policy-making in the late 1980s, major distribution companies from Hollywood, 

including Warner Brothers and United International Pictures (UIP), became more 

involved in the Turkish market more, releasing “their films simultaneously with the rest 
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of the world” and even started distributing Turkish films (Dönmez-Colin 2014:7; also 

Arslan 2011). Dönmez-Colin also states that these companies paved the way for the 

consumerization of the Turkish culture, with cinema as a pioneering this process, as they 

“opened multiplexes in shopping centers” and contributed to “the closure of the small 

independent theaters” (ibid.). The commodification of culture and the arts, a topic 

touched upon previously, though having a negative impact on the overall culture industry, 

somehow had positive outcomes in feature film production. Erdoğan and Göktürk (2001) 

claim that, through establishing rapports and collaborations with international companies 

and benefiting from their expertise, the advertising industry during that time actually 

provided valuable experiences for many who would later become directors or producers 

in the film industry in the 1990s (538).  

Nevertheless, domestic film production in the first years of the 1990s was 

relatively low: Dönmez-Colin (2014) claims that only ten films, on average, produced 

annually, with no distribution possibilities, while Savaş Arslan states that in 1991 there 

were thirty-three films produced (2011:244). Hollywood films were shown extensively in 

the newly established multiplexes, while domestic films found limited screening 

opportunities compared to their international competitors. The closing down of small-

scale independent movie theaters also decreased domestic film screenings. Moreover, 

with the introduction of private television channels in the early 1990s, the monopoly of 

state television was broken. The ongoing Civil War between the military (and therefore 

the state), and the Kurdish guerilla forces since 1984, brought many unidentified murders 

mostly perpetrated by the state and paramilitary actors, these economic and political 

crises can be seen as “contributing” factors in the decrease of the number of Turkish 
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films and film audiences. Hüseyin Karabey, a prominent independent filmmaker, draws 

attention to how the political-economic background in the 1990s affected filmmaking and 

censorship practices: 

“The period between 1992 and 1997 was horrible. Our friends disappeared 
by force; they were annihilated, tortured, murdered… 3,500 villages were 
destroyed, 3 million [mostly Kurdish] people became refugees in their 
own country. Think about those who died in hunger strikes, were 
murdered in massacres in prisons. It was already a terrible period of 
oppression, yet there was no particular control in cinema since there was 
not enough production. Think about the late 90s –take 1997: Were there 
writers in prison because of what they wrote? Yes. Poets? Yes. 
Journalists? Yes, but not one single filmmaker was in prison. 
Filmmakers were not producing that much; self-censorship was at its 
peak, and they were not even thinking about producing films that would 
be worthy of censoring. You know the first couple of films that Zeki 
Demirkubuz and Nuri Bilge Ceylan produced outside of the mainstream, 
look at the subjects they tackled [personal and “non-political”]. 
Filmmakers among us started producing [political] films, and then 
censorship became an issue to be used against us.”  
(Personal interview, December 2017; emphasis added) 
  

One might argue that domestic film production saw during this time the lowest 

level of activity since the 1960s. The post-Yeşilçam period of cinema, in the 

1990s, started with stagnation in film production. 

The 1990s cinema in Turkey has been defined in several ways over the last two 

decades. The New Turkish Cinema (Suner 2010; Dönmez-Colin 2014)133 is one of the 

common usages in Turkish and non-Turkish (mostly English) scholarship. Theoretical 

discussions surrounding contemporary cinema (first arising in the European context and 

then spreading to other global scholars through contributions in the post-colonial, 

subaltern, and gender-related literatures) tend to underline the dynamic relationship 

between the local/national and the global/transnational. In Elsaesser’s words: 

 
133 Göktürk and Erdoğan (2001) date the New Turkish Cinema back to the 1980s. 
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“Much of this has changed since the 1990s [in the context of European 
filmmaking]. Co-productions have become the norm, rather than the 
exception, and contemporary auteurs feel neither called upon to be 
“artists” nor to play the role of nationally representative figureheads (...) 
Insofar as directors are rarely judged by how well they fit into a 
predefined national cinema, the director as auteur is still a relevant 
production category. S/he now functions within a different set of 
determinants than those encompassed by either national cinema or unique 
stylistic signature. Rather, what matters is how well local/national 
provenance can communicate with global/transnational audiences.” 
(Elsaesser 2005:491; emphasis added) 
 

Cited as the part of this contemporary canon, new Turkish cinema is understood to 

address both local and global audiences and bridge the national with the transnational. In 

this context, auteurship plays a vital role centering around an individual style of 

filmmaking both in technique and content. Having been practiced since the early 

Yeşilçam era of the 1950s by the then-young directors such as Metin Erksan, Atıf 

Yılmaz, Lütfi Akad, among others, auteurship became one of the characteristics of the 

independent filmmakers, emphasized by scholars, of the 1990s. Yet, the expression “new 

Turkish cinema” still has a connotation that is limited to the idea of Turkishness either 

through the identity of (auteur) directors (ethnically Turkish) or in terms of subjects 

centering around male-centered Turkishness, tending to overlook the stories of 

minorities, and especially women filmmakers and issues. It even prioritizes fiction 

filmmaking over documentary and non-fiction filmmaking. In that sense, it has been 

criticized by academics as well as non-academic writers, mostly film critics of the last 

two decades, as exclusionary. A recent term, New Cinema in/of Turkey (Arslan 2011; 

Güçlü 2010), however, may be a more inclusionary and politically-correct umbrella term, 

connoting multiple stories. Beyond accounts focusing on male “Turkishness” that have 

been the norm for previous decades, this newly-coined term refers to the multiplicity of 
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identities of the filmmakers, recognizing what non-ethnically-Turkish filmmakers in 

Turkey, namely Kurdish, Armenian, Jewish among others, have been producing. 

 A comment from Derviş Zaim is worth considering at this point. A Turkish-

Cypriot filmmaker himself, Zaim started producing independent films in the 1990s. As 

someone from the industry, he has been discussing diverse experiences of filmmakers 

both in the Turkish context and in international arena of the film industry since the late 

1990s. Referring to the limitations of using terms such as “young,” “new,” or 

“independent” to define cinematic practices since the 1990s onwards, “he adopts a 

geographical term, ‘alluvionic,’ [sic] to signify what is common to this group of [new 

generation of] directors: That they flow in the same direction, yet generate diverse forms 

and content [sic]” (Christensen and Erdoğan 2008:6; also Tırpan 2015:26-27).  

 Asuman Suner argues that “the mid-90s witnessed a remarkable revival of 

Turkish cinema in two separate forms: A new popular cinema with considerable box-

office success on the one hand, and an art cinema receiving critical acclaim and 

prestigious awards in national and international festivals on the other” (2010:12). The 

latter corresponds to films that, Zaim calls, “alluvionic” filmmakers who emerged out of 

independent filmmaking strategies, including guerilla filmmaking with low-budgets and 

co-production with European funding resources. The former, mainstream popular cinema 

form of the 1990s, is unanimously associated with Yavuz Turgul’s Bandit (Eşkıya, 1996). 

The story follows Baran, a bandit from Eastern Turkey, as he is released from jail after 

thirty-five years. He arrives in Istanbul, chasing around after the person responsible for 

his imprisonment. Blending the Yeşilçam melodrama with Hollywood techniques such as 

fast editing and action sequences (Suner 2010), the film’s box-office success (more than 
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2.5 million ticket sales, an oasis during the idlest period for production and exhibition of 

films) has been a milestone for the revival of the film industry. Having a Kurdish 

character as the protagonist, the film cleverly avoids making any overt political statement 

on the ongoing Kurdish issue/civil war. It was one of the “untouchables” films of the 

1990s with no risk of censorship. 

On the other hand, Mustafa Altıoklar’s Istanbul Beneath My Wings (Istanbul 

Kanatlarımın Altında, 1996) faced censorship at the local level. Depicting the story of 

Hezarfen Ahmet Çelebi, an aviator who allegedly flew with self-built eagle wings in the 

17th century Ottoman Empire, the film was banned by a municipality in Kayseri, a city in 

the central Anatolia. The cited reason was that “Sultan Murad IV was portrayed as if he 

were homosexual.” According to Turhan Gürkan, many municipalities followed this 

practice and banned the film’s screening in their district (2000:36). It illustrates a good 

example of how Article 9 of the 1986 law, which authorized local administrations to 

make arbitrary decisions to provide Registration Certificate for screenings, was used 

against this particular film. 

 Parallel to Karabey’s remark on the 1990s, one can say that during this period, 

censorship occurred rather sporadically for at least two reasons: First, the film production 

until 1996 was low in number, though showed a slight increase in the second half of the 

decade. Secondly, and consistent with the political turmoil in the background,134 the slow 

 
134 This background involves the Susurluk Scandal in 1996 –a car crash revealing 
coalitions between the actors from “deep state” structures –the army, and members from 
organized crime organizations; Turkish military memorandum in 1997 -a.k.a. a 
postmodern coup that “gave recommendations to the coalition government instead of 
disbanding the parliamentary as the military did in 1980” (Tuğal 2009:46), which paved 
the way for the resignation of the Welfare Party-led coalition government; and lasting 
economic crises, to name but a few. 
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increase in film production led to a rise in both the existence of political films and their 

counterpart: censorship. 

 One such censorship occurred for the film Where the Rose Wilted (Gülün Bittiği 

Yer, 1998). As a right-wing filmmaker, İsmail Güneş’s film is reported as “the first 

film135 to show torture by the police graphically through the story of a young man taken 

into custody for alleged political involvement.” For Dönmez-Colin, the torture scenes 

were objectionable: they showed police officers notoriously badly, and “Güneş was 

advised to declare in the final credits that the policemen involved were finally brought to 

justice. Since this was not the case, Güneş refused and the film could not be distributed” 

(2008:51-52). Another account on the case brings forward other details as reasons: 

Turhan Gürkan states that the higher Control Commission banned the film. The reason 

given was that violence and torture scenes offended human dignity, and they would have 

had negative impacts on children and adolescents. Yet somehow, the film had a theatrical 

release in October 1999 (2000:36). Between these two accounts, there is no consensus on 

how the film was distributed and theatrically released. 

 By the end of the 1990s, “censorship was officially abolished in 1998 although it 

still plays a crucial role in Turkish cinema’s stand on controversial issues through more 

subtle forms of government control and financial pressures (difficulties in obtaining 

funds and entering the distribution/exhibition network), which often lead to self-

censorship on the part of filmmakers” (Dönmez-Colin 2008:50). Based on my research, I 

did not come across any statement or document that claimed an end to this official 

 
135 Though Yusuf Kurçenli’s Nights of Curfew (Karartma Geceleri, 1990), cited above, is 
known to show torture scenes, as well. 
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abolishment. However, I agree with Dönmez-Colin on the subtle and financial pressures 

arising from political power structures, one of the main arguments of my dissertation that 

unfolds over the next chapters. In that sense, the final censorship case in this chapter 

stands as a transitional one from the pre-2000s to post-2000s censorship cases. It 

illustrates how certain webs of coalitions between the Ministry of Culture and Tourism, 

filmmakers, and festival organizers work through political and financial dependence on 

one another.   

Starting his filmmaking career during the 1990s, Kazim Öz, a young Kurdish 

director who has assisted independent directors including Yeşim Ustaoğlu, sent his first 

short film Land (Ax, Toprak, 1999)136 to the short film competition at the Ankara Film 

Festival. The festival banned the film’s screening due to its political and Kurdish issue-

related motives. A first-hand account of the screening process was provided to me by 

Zeynep Ünal, who worked for the festival at the time, and reflects the political 

atmosphere in Turkey at the turning of the millennium: 

 
“ZÜ: Kazim sent this short film Ax. The festival was receiving funds from the 
Ministry [of Culture and Tourism] out of the taxes the Ministry collected from 
ticket sales, distributed by Commissions the Ministry formed (at the time, funds 
were distributed based on individual decisions of the ministry representatives. 
Aziz Nesin ve Mahmut Tali Öngören founded Ankara Film Festival as a reaction 
to the 1980 coup mindset. Yet, once they received funds from the Ministry, the 
festival became dependent. What was done was not censorship but rather self-
censorship. The film arrived, and as we know, in 1998, no Kurds were living in 
this country, right? [She is being sarcastic here] The film is in Kurdish. Do you 
know the plot? 
 
SB: I haven’t seen it yet… 
 
ZÜ: The characters speak Turkish, the soldiers come to [a Kurdish] village. We 
only see their boots. They vacate the village. One character stands up and starts 

 
136 Ax is the Kurdish title whereas Toprak is the Turkish title of the film. 
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walking around, stands next to an Atatürk’s bust, and spits on it. We thought the 
script is harsh and there is no way we can show this movie at the festival, yet 
organizing a festival is like running with the hare and hunting with the hounds. 
We looked for a solution and decided to call Kazim. We asked him to make 
subtitles for the film if he wants us to show it. He did not want to do it since, he 
said, what he wants to say is crystal clear in the film. As you know, not 
everything was digital in the 1990s; it would have cost so much to make the 
subtitles [for us and for him?]. So, we did censor the movie. 
 
SB: So, you mean, the movie was not screened? 
 
ZÜ: We could not screen it. Kazim and the film crew showed up at the festival, 
made the jury watch it, and tension arose. After the festival was over, Mahmut 
Tali Öngören, the founder of the festival, was writing op-eds in Milliyet Sanat 
journal related to relevant censorship cases. He wrote an op-ed the next month 
after the festival, and the title of the article read ‘I Also Committed Censorship.’” 
(Personal interview, October 2017; emphasis added) 
 

In an interview, Öz states that he appeared in court where a judge interrogated him based 

on what he meant to show in his film Ax (Genç and Özdüzen 2017:23). On Dönmez-

Colin’s account, “Charges were brought against Öz for ‘inciting people to hatred and 

enmity.’ He was acquitted because the court concluded that ‘the crime did not materialize 

in the movie,’ [the news link Dönmez-Colin provided for the reference does not work] 

although the film remained banned” (2008:105). This case is but the beginning for Öz’s 

films, which have been systematically banned. It is also highly important that, based on 

Gönül Dönmez-Colin’s account, though censorship was officially abolished in 1998 (and 

I, again, disagree), Ax was censored by the organizers of the Ankara Film Festival, a 

practice that we will come across a lot during the 2000s and 2010s through relevant 

censorship cases in chapters that follow. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
LEGAL RESTRUCTURING IN FILM INDUSTRY AND  

ITS REPERCUSSIONS IN THE 2000s 

 
 
 

“The Minister of Culture and Tourism Numan Kurtulmuş criticized the 
broadcast ban on Turkish TV shows by the UAE-based media group MBC. 
Stating that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs will take the necessary steps in 
the process, Kurtulmuş said, “we have a very fast-growing television 
industry in the last couple of years. People all around the world are 
looking forward to watching Turkish shows –they became the second 
most-watched right after the U.S. shows. 
Kurtulmuş cited fellow ministers from other countries who enjoy watching 
Turkish shows as a whole family. ‘There is an interest, for sure. It shows 
the soft power that Turkey has. I don’t think it is possible to say that shows 
from any other country would meet such excitement, love, and sympathy 
than ours. It is not acceptable that three politicians decide who is going 
to watch which movie. These practices were left far behind,’ he said.”  
(Gazete Duvar, March 6, 2018; emphasis added)137 

It was soon after completing fieldwork that I saw the news above posted on 

Facebook by one of the Kurdish documentary filmmakers whom I had interviewed. 

“Could have been great if you didn’t make us laugh. I emailed you the list of all the 

movies you, politicians, did ban and censor, my dear Numan —yet it went to spam!” 

he wrote. While trying to set up a time for an interview with him via WhatsApp 

during fieldwork, he had half-jokingly texted me, “Better hurry up to conduct the 

interview: They may put me in jail for my latest project [instead of] only censoring 

it ☺” 

 Kurtulmuş’s statement points to several issues. First, he suggests that 

censoring a TV show or a film by politicians or media corporations is not only 

 
137 https://www.gazeteduvar.com.tr/gundem/2018/03/06/kurtulmus-kimin-hangi-filmi-
izleyecegine-uc-siyasetci-karar-veremez/ (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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backward but also intolerable. In theory, it is a sentence that most activist, cultural 

producer, or academic working on freedom of expression and censorship could not 

agree with more. When contextualizing it, though, the real issue he identifies is how 

Turkish shows exported to other countries and whose broadcasts that are banned by 

non-Turkish media corporations outside Turkey. In this way, censorship becomes 

both a national and transnational matter for the Turkish television industry, not to 

mention for the Turkish state. Censoring any Turkish shows in any country but 

Turkey is considered, by the Minister of Culture and Tourism in 2018, outdated and 

archaic. It also suggests that this is a practice long abandoned in Turkey compared to 

the referred case in the UAE. 

 Yet it only takes ten years to go back and find a case of censorship case that 

TRT, the national public broadcaster of Turkey run by state-appointed bureaucrats, 

pursued (alongside many recent examples). In 2008, “forty-three years after its first 

screening in movie theaters and twenty years after its first broadcast on TRT,” 

several scenes from Halit Refiğ’s Broken Lives (Kırık Hayatlar, 1965) were 

censored during its broadcast on TRT. In one scene, a male doctor examines a 

female patient, and the scene was cut since the woman was seen in her underwear. 

Several scenes, including kissing scenes between two main characters and scenes 

with female characters wearing miniskirts, were also cut. According to the news 

article entitled “TRT’s Golden Scissor,”138 the director condemns censorship and 

 
138 “Altın Makas” in Turkish. Tan Oral, a renowned cartoonist who directed the seven-
minute-long animation film called Censorship (Sansür, 1970) and published the script for 
the movie in 2015, mentions the term in the book. TRT has been famous for its golden 
scissor that extensively cut any sex or fight scenes in films. Not surprisingly, TRT did not 
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claims that nobody censored the film during its 

first broadcast on TRT in 1988. The news refers to 

the TV department head of TRT, Nurullah 

Karakaş, who claims that the department bought 

the film from a private company and broadcast it 

as it was. The rest of the quotation from the news 

is worth translating: “Karakaş states that there was 

no cut in the film during the broadcast, yet he says, 

‘we may cut the film if necessary. We can interfere 

if there are elements of immorality against Turkish 

family structures involved, let alone Turkish social values. We have a broadcast 

committee making certain decisions, and these decisions might require certain 

limitations.’”139 

This chapter will detail the legal restructuring in the film industry in the 

2000s in two parts. Part I will take from where Chapter 3 left off and describe the 

2000s and 2010s through legal changes. The passing of the 2004 Cinema Law 

affected various practices ranging from funding strategies and structures by the 

Ministry of Culture and Tourism to the structural changes (or continuities) in 

censorship boards, from the rating system to film registration by the Ministry and 

the General Directorate of Cinema, its sub-branch. The discussion in Part II will 

 
broadcast Censorship, most likely because the documentary involved “scissor-head 
birds,” a reference to TRT’s golden scissor (Yılmaz 2015:9, in Oral’s book). 
139 https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/altin-makas-trt-9321137 (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 

Figure 2. A visual example of 
“Golden Scissor” on the cover of 

Tan Oral’s Censorship  
(photo by the author) 
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examine how these changes resulted in censorship mechanisms at different stages of 

production and enabled Ministry-appointed Commissions to implement (borrowing 

from Harjant Gill [2017]) the Turkish state’s moralist, “nationalist, heteronormative 

agendas and policies:” In pre-production (the Ministry funding for script-writing), 

production, and post-production (including the Ministry funding for post-production 

stage, application for the Registration Certificate; i.e., rating system, and the 

screening and circuits of films). It will also describe the ever-growing webs of 

coalition that work in complicated ways among several institutions and actors, 

including the Ministry of Culture and Tourism, as well as proxies of the state such as 

particular film festivals and festival organizers, local administrations, NGOs, 

cultural foundations, employee associations in the film industry, and cultural 

producers themselves –through self-censorship. To demonstrate these “coalitions” of 

censorship, I will use various archival materials such as news articles, articles from 

academic (if any) and non-academic resources, audiovisual materials as well as 

fieldwork-based research such as notes and interviews with informants, including 

filmmakers, producers, activists, festival organizers, members from employee 

associations in the film industry, academics, film critics and a former minister.  
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PART I 
Description of the 2000s in the Film Industry 

 
I. Political Context of the 2000s 

 
The 2000s draw upon social, economic, and political landscapes put into place 

since the 1980s, yet mostly inherited from the 1990s. As briefly mentioned in Chapter 3, 

the 1990s have witnessed crises of “political hegemony and the domination of the 

military over the political sphere [the legacy of the 1980 coup] in the form of a neoliberal 

national security state” (Akça 2014:23). The formation of fragmented and weak coalition 

governments in three general elections (1991, 1995, and 1999), the financial crisis of 

1994, the “deep state scandal” in 1996 (the Susurluk case in Chapter 3), and the ongoing 

civil war against the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) led to “militarization and 

securitization of identity politics through the Kurdish question and the rise of political 

Islam.” It also consolidated neoliberal economic and social policies (ibid.). The political 

instability based on the 1997 military memorandum resulted in the resignation of the pro-

Islamic Welfare Party-led coalition government and fraction in the Islamist movement. 

The successive coalition government, formed in 1999, was not able to overcome the 

political and economic crises the country was going through. The 2001 financial crisis, 

coupled with the rise of a dissident faction within the Welfare Party, paved the way for 

the formation of a new party, the Justice and Development Party (the AKP) that became 

prominent and claimed a fresh start in this already damaged political arena. Proposing 

political and economic stability, the party entered the 2002 general election, claimed a 

landslide victory, and formed a single-party government for the first time in eleven years, 

following a decade of unsuccessful coalition regimes.  
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In his rich ethnography, sociologist Cihan Tuğal argues that this “victory” was out 

of “Islamism’s military defeat in 1997,” and the AKP government restored “the 

neoliberal hegemony by the absorption of Islamism into secular neoliberalism more or 

less successfully at all levels of the hegemonic formation” (2009:51). However, he 

emphasizes that the AKP does not simply marry Islam with secularism, religion with 

democracy as the West has been indicating since the party took to the power in 2002. 

Instead, it is “the absorption of a radical [Islamist] challenge against the [political] 

system” by appropriating the Islamist mobilization140 “to reinforce neoliberalization,” 

which resulted in what Tuğal calls a “passive revolution” (Tuğal 2009:5-7). Echoing 

Tuğal and Jenny White (footnote 139), and aligning with Bilge Yeşil, I argue that it is 

precisely this process of appropriating Islamist mobilization that the foundation of 

today’s authoritarian AKP rule has been “in the making for some time” since the 1980s 

(Yeşil 2016:2). It is this anthropological framework within which I trace and analyze how 

the AKP government, by inheriting the Islamist mobilization of the 1990s and reinforcing 

neoliberalization, navigates successfully since the early 2000s. It builds networks of 

coalitions with multiple non-state actors (among cultural producers, local administrations, 

 
140 In her ethnography, Jenny White refuses to analyze the Islamist movements and 
mobilization practices of the 1990s in Turkey only through homogeneous entities with 
shared motivations (of “ethnicity, religious ideology, class interests, or national identity” 
[2002:6]). Rather, she proposes the term “vernacular politics” as an “autonomous, 
grassroots political process, incorporating a variety of actors and views, in which local 
networks work in tandem with political parties and civic organizations in a sustained 
social and political movement” (261). This heterogeneity and differences in motivation, 
White argues, urged many people in the urban areas to participate in the Islamist 
mobilization in the 1990s. This ongoing grassroots process eventually was absorbed by 
the AKP following the dissolution of the Welfare Party. It also paved the way for the 
neoliberal hegemony that sociologist Cihan Tuğal and scholars (referred to in this 
chapter) from other disciplines have indicated in the last two decades.  
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unions/employee associations in the film industry) and directs (manages), when 

necessary, the interaction between them through film censorship. 

İsmet Akça defines the successful hegemonic project that the AKP established 

upon its formation as the following: 

“IMF and World Bank oriented neoliberal policies, the realisation of 
second wave structural reforms; redistribution policies based on neoliberal 
social policy programmes; supposedly reformist political policies 
regarding democratisation understood as a struggle on behalf of an 
assumed national will against bureaucratic-military tutelage; conservative 
modernisation instead of political Islamism, i.e. normalisation of religious 
conservatism in political, economic, cultural and daily spheres and the 
integration of Turkey’s Sunni-Muslim political, economic and cultural 
elites; foreign policies based on a neo-Ottomanist imperial strategy in the 
Middle East within the framework of US neo-imperialism [sic]” (Akça 
2014:30).  
 

Although this hegemonic project was successfully implemented in the 2000s and the 

AKP won majority of the votes both in local and general elections, the increased power 

of the government has been slightly in decline in the 2010s in the eyes of both pro- and 

anti-AKP camps within the society, especially since the Gezi Resistance occurred in 

2013. Among the reasons for a long list of slow decline are the corruption scandal 

involving the family of the current president Erdoğan and ministers and deputies in the 

party cabinet; the coup attempt in 2016 and a two-year-long state of emergency between 

2016 and 2018; escalating political oppression and violation of fundamental human rights 

against any dissidence towards state structures; incessant corruption scandals and 

suspension of the rule of law; a sudden and dramatic transition from parliamentary 

politics to a presidential system with the consent of the citizens through a referendum; 

and an ever-growing political polarization culminated by the government within the 

society.  
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 As Ahmet Bekmen (2014) highlights, before the AKP took over, the IMF and 

World Bank-promoted neoliberal reforms after the 2001 crisis were under the guise of 

decentralization. By founding new institutions, they created “equipped domestic hubs of 

ultra-centralist regulatory mechanisms, which function on a global level without any 

interference by domestic actors and politics.” These reforms remained committed to 

economic centralization as these institutions were organized “around the international 

standards of neoliberal capitalism” (Bekmen 2014:58, quoting Scheurman 2008 and 

Jayasuriya 2001). This centralization was continued by the AKP government after 2002.  

 One of these processes was Turkey’s potential accession to the European Union, a 

process supported by harmonization laws and other related reforms. The previous 

coalition governments’ failure to complete the necessary steps has been a reference point 

for the AKP government to consolidate its power and claim novelty in their politics in 

two ways. First, the AKP’s pro-EU stance “functioned as a hegemonic apparatus to get 

the consent of the dominated classes and other oppressed social groups. Secondly, it has 

served to consolidate the [party’s] political power vis-à-vis the military and secular 

establishment” (Akça 2014:34). Harmonization laws and regulations related to and aimed 

towards completing what was lacking were significant steps, making reformist policies 

intact between 2000 and 2005, and considered one of the “much-acclaimed democratic 

achievements” (Yeşil 2016). Nevertheless, as anthropologist Jenny White claims, even 

though these reform attempts towards a more democratic society by improving minority 

rights and women’s rights were established by law, the practical side of things have still 

been contradictory, precisely because daily life and politics operate at many levels that 

cannot always completely overlap. Instead, she indicates, “individual liberty almost 
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inevitably collides with collective norms” so that contradictions translate into a 

discrepancy between “liberal impulse and illiberal practice” (White 2013:15), so much so 

that the AKP’s power has proven useful to this day. As White brings forward, I argue that 

the AKP has built this ongoing contradiction, which has promised and enacted legal 

reforms on the one hand while repeatedly and simultaneously proved the complete 

opposite by the very same token. This way, it can have a powerful room for political 

maneuver. 

During that period, in addition to the political and economic realms came studies 

and meetings in several cultural domains, including the film industry. One such example 

was the 4th Turkish Film Council in 2003 as part of the 40th International Antalya Film 

Festival. Chaired by the Minister of Culture and Tourism at the time, Erkan Mumcu, the 

council brought together academics and professionals from the film industry to discuss 

the issues they faced and to propose solutions. One of the few occasions for bringing 

together state actors, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism (hereafter MoCT) in particular, 

with industry representatives and academics during a film festival –a significant site 

within civil society– it paved the way the passing of a new cinema law and related 

regulations. In that sense, referring to the previous paragraph, the AKP government 

convinced cultural producers to solve their issues through legal reforms, yet implemented 

its hegemonic project in the cultural realm rather successfully. From this point forward, 

the AKP government was ready to employ its political maneuver through contradictions 

prone to ambiguity and arbitrariness (discussed in detail Chapter 2). 

The 2000s also corresponded to a visible increase in the number of film 

productions and the rise in independent films receiving accolades from national and 
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international film festivals. Receiving prestigious awards was significant for the 

representation of the Turkish film industry to the world. Thus, it led to co-production 

opportunities with mostly Europe-based funding structures and mechanisms (to be 

detailed in proceeding sections). Coupled with the harmonization laws for the European 

Union, the increase in film production and the rise of a “new Turkish cinema/cinema of 

Turkey” in the international arena was understood to require a reformed cinema law with 

better regulatory structures and systematic changes. 

Superseding the 1986 Law, the Cinema Law that passed in 2004, “Law Pertaining 

to the Basis and Procedures of Evaluation, Rating, and Support of Film Products,”141 

brought significant novelties and changes. I will explain these changes in three sections: 

Changes in censorship boards, the rating system, and changes and systematization in 

annual funding structures. 

 

II. What Happened to the Censorship Board with the Passing of the 2004 Law? 

As detailed in Chapter 3, there have been changes in the structures and missions 

of film censorship boards since 1939. Between the first regulation passed in 1939 and the 

regulation in 1977, films were controlled by two Control Commissions based in Ankara 

and Istanbul for domestic and foreign film controls. The Commissions were known in the 

film industry and media as “Censorship Boards.”142 The Regulation in 1977 formed a 

 
141 Adapted from Carney 2016.  
142 There is a Turkish expression that came up both in conducted interviews and archival 
materials that highlights the process in the Turkish context yet loses its nuance in 
translation: For submitting a film to the censorship board for film control, people usually 
say “film sansüre girdi/sansürden geçti” (film submitted to censorship/film passed 
censorship). The censorship board is abbreviated to “censorship” with clear reference. In 
the Turkish context, it highlights the taken-for-grantedness of the process.  
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two-tiered structure with a regular Control Commission and a higher Control 

Commission. The latter needed to resolve either lack of unanimous decisions for 

particular films or to evaluate objections to censorship cases coming from producers or 

filmmakers. In that sense, the official and legal title for the boards was “Control 

Commissions,” yet in practice, they were called Censorship Boards by the censors and 

people in the film industry themselves. The 1986 Cinema Law brought two changes. The 

number of representatives in Control Commissions increased and diversified, and the law 

transferred film control from the Ministry of the Interior to the Ministry of Culture and 

Tourism.  

The 2004 cinema law renamed the previous Commissions. The Control 

Commission(s) from the 1986 law and 1977 regulation became “Evaluation and Rating 

Commission” (Değerlendirme ve Sınıflandırma Kurulu). The Central Commission would 

now have nine members, led by a representative from the MoCT alongside two 

representatives from the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of Education. The 

novelty in this Commission is that there would be three representatives from employee 

associations in the film industry assigned by the bureaucrats in the MoCT. The last three 

Commission members consist of a psychologist, a sociologist, and a child development 

specialist with doctoral degrees (Article 4). In case of need, the Commission can work 

with a sub-Commission for pre-viewing of films and suggestions. The sub-Commission 

with three members would involve a representative from the MoCT, a representative 

from employee associations from the industry that the MoCT designates, and a 

psychologist (Article 4 in the 2004 Law and Article 5-8 of related regulation passed in 
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2005). The MoCT administration has the last word in appointing the representatives to 

this new Commission. 

Dilek Kaya Mutlu and Zeynep Koçer argue that censorship was abolished in the 

2000s as a “gradual relaxation throughout the 1990s culminated with a new cinema law 

and regulation in 2005, which totally eliminated film censorship and replaced it with a 

classification system” (2012:75; my emphasis). Based on the research and related 

discussions as well as conducted interviews during fieldwork, I do not agree with their 

statement: The fact that the title of the “Control Commission” was replaced with 

“Evaluation and Rating Commission” implies that censorship practices were abandoned, 

yet the practice has been quite similar, if not harsher in the 2000s. The following 

paragraphs and quotations will demonstrate that the system was not fundamentally 

changed, and (as I argued in Chapter 3), censorship was not eliminated in the 2000s and 

2010s. 
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1939 - Regulation on the 
Control of Films and 
Film Screenplays  

1977 - Regulation on the 
Control of Films and 
Film Screenplays 

1986 - Law of Cinema, 
Video and Music Works 
of Art 

2004 - Law Pertaining to 
the Basis and Procedures 
of Evaluation, Rating, 
and Support of Film 
Products 

Operated under the 
Ministry of the Interior 

Operated under the 
Ministry of the Interior 

Operated under the MoCT Operated under the MoCT 

Centralization of 
censorship by  
a) control of foreign films 
in two Commissions in 
Ankara and Istanbul 
b) control of domestic 
films by CFCC  
(see Chapter 3) 
 
 

Two Control 
Commissions 
a) Regular 
b) Higher 
* Higher Control 
Commission meets in case 
of lack of unanimous votes 
for particular films 
 

Two Control 
Commissions 
a) Regular 
b) Higher 
 

Evaluation and Rating 
Commission  
*Sub-Commission with 
three members (1 from the 
MoCT, 1 representative 
from employee 
associations, and 1 
psychologist) when 
necessary, for pre-viewing 
and suggestions 

Pre-production (script 
level) and post-
production (final cut) 
censorship 
* asking for cuts, specific 
changes, and usually 
conditional acceptance 

Post-production (final 
cut) censorship 
* asking for cuts, specific 
changes, and usually 
conditional acceptance 

Censorship/control at 
post-production (final 
cut submission) 
* approved films would 
receive a Registration 
Certificate for screening 
* Introduction of the rating 
system: 16+ is subjected to 
screening ban  

Censorship/control at 
post-production (final 
cut submission) for 
Registration Certificate 
and rating BUT 
censorship at the pre-
production (script level) 
if applied for the annual 
funding (script and final 
cut to crosscheck) 
* Rating system with 
detailed signs 

Control Commission (5 
members) 
- 1 from the Ministry of 
the Interior (head) 
- 1 from the General 
Directorate of Security 
- 1 from the General Staff 
of the Army 
- 1 from the Ministry of 
Tourism 
- 1 from the Ministry of 
Education 

Control Commission (5 
members) 
- 2 from the Ministry of 
the Interior (one is the 
head) 
- 1 from the General 
Directorate of Security 
- 1 from the Ministry of 
Culture 
- 1 from the related 
ministry that the General 
Directorate of Press is 
affiliated 

Control Commission (9 
members) 
- 1 from the MoCT (head) 
- 1 from the Ministry of 
the Interior 
- 1 from the Ministry of 
National Education, Youth 
and Sports 
- 1 from the General 
Secretariat of the National 
Security Council 
- 1 from the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs 
- 1 from the General Staff 
of the Army 
- 1 from the General 
Directorate of Security 
- 1 representative from 
Professional Union of 
Film Producers, Importers, 
and Cinema Owners 
- 1 artist 

Control Commission (9 
members) 
- 1 from the MoCT (head) 
- 1 from the Ministry of 
the Interior 
- 1 from the Ministry of 
Education 
- 3 representatives from 
employee associations 
from the film industry 
assigned by the MoCT 
bureaucrats 
- 1 psychologist (Ph.D.) 
- 1 sociologist (Ph.D.) 
- 1 child development 
specialist (Ph.D.) 

 
Table 1. Changes in the Control Commissions (“Censorship Boards”) between 1939 and 2004. 
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Writing extensively on the changes in cinema laws and regulations and the rating system 

on television, Defne Özonur thinks that quantitative changes in the Commissions, 

contrary to the common belief, sustain censorship practices as they had been conducted 

rather than changing or alleviating them: 

“Six members out of nine in the Commission [those from employee 
associations and the three experts –sociologist, psychologist, and child 
development specialist] are chosen by the current governments, thus the 
State, based on certain criteria compatible with the government’s 
ideologies. (The law and the regulation were passed to protect the unity 
and territorial integrity of the State and the nation. The representatives are 
chosen to serve that purpose. By increasing the number of 
representatives, the idea is to make it look as if there are positive steps 
towards democratizing the Commission, yet the structure remains the 
same). When I examined the Commission decisions, I was surprised to see 
that representatives from employee associations supported banning certain 
films. In that sense, it is not that important who was chosen [by the 
Ministry] to be in that Commission since their vote still counts minority 
and cannot change the decision but only annotate it, and that changes 
nothing (...) Censorship is an act defined based on which actor does what 
action. We wouldn’t have called it state censorship were the Commission 
not acting upon state practices or were it a structure having leeway to 
change the decisions altogether. As long as there is state censorship, we 
need to investigate which political interests it does serve.”  
(Personal interview, October 2017; emphasis added) 

 

For Özonur, changes in the number of representatives in the Commission go hand 

in hand with changes in the number of criteria for evaluation and rating in the 

articles of the 2004 law and regulations –and indeed consolidate censorship even 

further:  

“In 2005, a significant change occurred. The criteria for evaluation and 
rating decreased in number while it remained the same in quality. They 
include an article that is so vague with broad meanings attached to it, 
reminiscent of other vague principles in the constitution, including all the 
principles on freedom of thought and expression. Decreasing the number 
of articles and replacing them with the ones involving broad meanings 
work on face value as if censorship criteria were softened. Among those 
criteria [that were replaced] were to censor anything harmful to the unity 
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and territorial integrity of the state and the nation, national security, public 
order, and public morality. However, with the new broad and vague 
criteria, they are still there.”  
(Personal interview, October 2017; emphasis added). 
 
 

 
III. The Rating System and the Registration Certificate 

 As explained, censorship boards of the past decades (today’s Evaluation and 

Rating Commission) have been operating in myriad ways. Additional to controlling film 

scripts, the Regulation on the Control of Films and Film Screenplays of 1983 was the 

legal basis for permitting what scenes to cut and what to screen out of the finished 

product –the film (Article 19). Article 24 of the Regulation refers to the films rated 16+ 

to be subjected to screening ban. The same article also mentions that “the ban should be 

indicated on any posters and photographs related to the film.” Films rated suitable for 

screening (films not rated 16+) receive permission so that they can be screened in any 

movie theater across the country with the condition to include the permission notice as a 

pre-title before the screening (Article 28). The 1986 law, in turn, only touches upon the 

process of receiving a Registration Certificate for distribution and screening of any film 

in the country. This process includes applying for the copyrights of the film (kayıt tescil) 

and screening permission (eser işletme) and receiving one document for two procedures 

(Article 5). The law does not mention the rating system; therefore, it seems like until 

2004, the rating system was based on Article 24 of the 1983 Regulation. 

 The 2004 law echoes the Registration Certificate procedure in Article 7 back to 

Article 5 of the 1986 Law. Related regulation, “Regulation Pertaining to the Basis and 

Procedures of Evaluation and Rating of Film Products” dated 2005, details the rating 

signs in a legal document for the first time in Article 12 (Figure 3, 4, and 5). 
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Figure 3. Rating signs introduced by the 2004 Law (Part 1).  

(Top row –left to right): Suitable for all; Suitable for 7 years and over;  
Parental guidance for 7 years and under.  

(Bottom row –left to right): Suitable for 13 years and over; Parental guidance for 13 years and under; 
Suitable for 15 years and over; Parental guidance for 15 years and under. (Adapted from BBFC Guidelines) 

 
Figure 4. Rating signs introduced by the 2004 law (Part 2). 

(Left to right): For mature audiences; Involves violence and horror; Involves sex and nudity; Some 
materials may be inappropriate (Adapted from MPA Film Ratings). 
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Figure 5. Rating sign introduced by the 2004 law (Part 3): 

“Not suitable for theatrical (commercial) release and screening.” 
 
 

Receiving a Registration Certificate is significant both for the rating system and the 

annual funding mechanism. The Certificate is one of the most debated subjects when it 

comes to censorship mechanisms and practices. In this section, I would like to provide 

legal and technical data on how the Registration Certificate was conceptualized and 

practiced. In Part II, I will discuss the repercussions of the legal procedures on the 

economics of the film industry. Before that, I would like to mention an important point. 

The process of film registration and receiving certification from the board of film 

certifications is not a unique procedure in Turkey but a common practice in different 

countries under different names. In his article, anthropologist Harjant Gill (2017) 

describes his personal experience with the Indian Central Board of Film Certification 

(CBFC). This state institution requires a “censor certificate” for theatrical release and 

television broadcast (63-64). His critical stance on film practices in India from an 

anthropological perspective has been eye-opening and constructive as I have found how 

the Turkish and the Indian states can operate in quite similar ways when it comes to 

“objectionable” subjects. Gill refers to one such subject, homosexuality, as objectionable 

before the Indian state since the state “deploys bureaucratic institutions, like the CBFC, 
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as instruments for controlling speech.” In turn, as part of the state bureaucracy, the CBFC 

promotes “the nationalist, paternalist, heteronormative agendas and ideologies of the 

nation-state” (Gill 2017:62). I benefit from Gill’s critical approach to the CBFC as 

deploying “colonial-era notions and morally loaded legal concepts of ‘obscenity’ and 

‘vulgarity’” in my research (Ibid.). I argue that the Evaluation and Rating Commission 

and the (Ministry) Support Commission (to be discussed shortly) under the Ministry of 

Culture and Tourism do work similar to the CBFC in India. Though not carrying the 

luggage of colonialism per se, these Commissions under the Ministry of Culture and 

Tourism also effectively impose nationalist, moralist, and heteronormative ideologies 

through film censorship when necessary to sustain the continuity of the Turkish state. 

As mentioned in the discussion on 1986 Law, applying for the Registration 

Certificate in the Turkish film industry refers to the amalgamation of two practices: 

Applying for a copyrights document (kayıt tescil) and screening permission (eser işletme) 

at once. Once completing a domestic film, circulating in national/local film festivals, and 

coming to the big screen for theatrical release, the producer and/or director should apply 

for the Certificate. At the basic level, applying for the Certificate grants copyrights for the 

right holders.143 Several filmmakers and producers have objected to having to apply to a 

 
143 Until 1995, the Law on Intellectual and Artistic Works defined the producer of a film 
as the sole right holder. Based on the changes in Article 8 in 1995, however “the author 
of a work is the person who has created it. The author of an adaptation or collection is the 
person who has made the adaptation, provided that the rights of the original author are 
reserved. In the case of cinematographic works, the director, the composer of original 
music, the scriptwriter, and the dialogue writer are joint authors of the work. For 
cinematographic works which are produced with the technique of animation, the animator 
is also among the joint authors of the work [sic].” On Registration Certificates provided 
after 2004, along with the film’s joint authors, three or four main actors of the film are 
also cited as right holders. 
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state institution for the copyrights of their film for economic and political reasons 

(discussed in detail in Part II and proceeding chapters). 

Through this application, the primary objective for many filmmakers and 

producers is to get screening permission for the film. In theory (based on the law and 

regulation), a producer/director (through a production company) should apply for the 

screening permission separately if there will be both festival screening and theatrical 

release (including both commercial release in theaters and DVD release).144 Registration 

Certificates for festival screenings (for domestic films) did not involve a rating system 

until the 2019 Law (to be discussed shortly). Also, the screening of foreign films in any 

national film festival in Turkey does not require an official document equivalent to the 

Registration Certificate. Documentary filmmakers/producers and short film directors 

usually screen their films only in festivals. Therefore, until the 2019 Law became 

effective, they applied for festival-only Certificates due to fewer distribution 

opportunities for the theatrical release of their films compared to feature-length fiction 

filmmakers. This is partly a financial issue because the film industry in Turkey assumes 

(like any film industry around the world) that documentary films would generate less 

money out of ticket sales compared to the fiction blockbusters. As I will elaborate more 

in Chapter 6, this also has to do with the political effects that contemporary documentary 

 
http://www.telifhaklari.gov.tr/resources/uploads/2015/10/26/Law%20on%20Intellectual
%20and%20Artistic%20Works%20No.5846.pdf (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
144 For each application they need to pay 772,50 TL (~$105, yet around $770 in 
microeconomic terms), the amount is effective between June 1st, 2000 and January 1st, 
2021. In the current economic conditions in Turkey, the equivalent of $770 (micro 
economically speaking) is a significant amount of money, especially for independent 
filmmakers producing highly low-budget films. http://www.telifhaklari.gov.tr/Zorunlu-
Kayit-Tescil-Basvurulari-Zorunlu-Kayit-Tescil-Basvurulari  (Date of access: 8/26/2020)  
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films in Turkey have as they are more “forward” with their political content and 

discourse than fiction films. Therefore, receiving a Registration Certificate for theatrical 

releases is not always the first option for documentary filmmakers. 

Between 2005 and 2013, however, many well-known national festivals, including 

the Istanbul Film Festival, Ankara FF, Antalya FF, and Adana FF, did not ask for the 

Registration Certificate, as the Ministry officials did not strictly follow the rules. 

Therefore, many independent filmmakers (mostly documentary and short film directors), 

through independent production companies, bypassed applying for a Registration 

Certificate for festival screenings unless they wanted to get the Registration to be 

officially recognized as the rightsholder of their films, hence receiving the copyrights of 

their films. However, after a notification was sent to the festivals on January 9, 2014, 

from the General Directorate of Cinema in MoCT to the national festivals (Figure 6), 

applying for the Certificate for festival screenings became compulsory. 

 On the other hand, should a filmmaker and/or producer desire to bring their film 

to the big screen for commercial purposes, they need to apply for another Certificate, and 

this time the film will be rated. The trick is the following. Until 2013,145 those who 

pursued theatrical release (and DVD release, in addition to festival screenings) were 

applying for the Certificate only once (when they released their films in theaters) rather 

than two times. This was because festival screenings did not usually ask for the 

Certificate, though in theory it was required. A single application for theatrical release 

was financially manageable for independent filmmakers. Since most of them did not 

 
145 There are three recorded censorship cases in 2013 before the notification was sent in 
2014 (below). 
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apply for the Certificate for festival screenings, they could show their films with next to 

no censorship in festivals, as they were not subject to the additional “rating system” 

Certificate.  

While both domestic (through a production company) and foreign films (through 

distribution companies) apply for the ratings Certificate, receiving a high rating sign 

(13+, 16+, or 18+) has significant repercussions for domestic films, especially the ones 

considered independent rather than mainstream and blockbuster films. Not only does it 

affect ticket sales since the audience that is “allowed” to see the film after being rated 

will decrease. Suppose a domestic film, particularly an independent film granted funding 

from Ministry support (to be discussed in the next section), receives an 18+ rating for 

theatrical release. In that case, it will have financial consequences for its production 

company. Receiving an 18+ rating for a foreign film does not affect their distribution 

company financially in the same way as it affects a small domestic production company 

with independent filmmaking practices.  
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Figure 6. The notification from the General Directorate of Cinema to festival organizers in January 2014 

(the IKSV copy). It states that films to be screened in festivals require the Certificate. It states that films to 
be screened in festivals require the Certificate. In case a film without the Certificate is screened and 

detected, both festival organizers/institutions and film producers have to pay 10,000 and 50,000 Turkish 
Lira, respectively ($4,580 and $22,930 in January 2014). 
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Figure 7. Rating signs from the General Directorate of Cinema’s website (under the MoCT) in October 

2017 and April 2020, respectively. Almost no changes from Figure 4 (above) of the 2005 regulation, yet, 
there are changes in the signs from Figure 3. Also, the rating sign from Figure 5 is omitted. 

 
In 2019, the MoCT pushed for a revision in the 2004 Law and passed the “Law 

Pertaining Changes in the Law Pertaining to the Basis and Procedures of Evaluation, 

Rating, and Support of Film Products.” As mentioned, the 2004 Law required a 

Registration Certificate for theatrical release and the process involved rating the films 

(while festival screenings were exempt from the rating system). The Rating Commission 

has not granted the Certificate to “objectionable films;” therefore, they could not circulate 

for theatrical purposes (and DVD release). However, the 2019 Law makes an addition to 

Article 7 of the 2004 Law. The current law of 2019 states that “the films that are not 

evaluated and rated by the related Commission can be screened in festivals, private 

screenings, and other cultural and artistic events, yet they would automatically be rated 

18+.”  
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On face value, the 2019 Law creates an illusion that it is now possible not to 

apply for the Registration Certificate. Therefore, it seems to alleviate the application 

process required by the 2004 Law. What it really does, by claiming that filmmakers have 

a choice not to apply for the Registration Certificate, is that it automatically rates any film 

that opts not to receive the Certificate as 18+, dooming a film to be screened in festivals 

with that highly restrictive rating. The 2004 Law did not ask for the Certificate for 

festival screenings, therefore, many filmmakers (especially documentary and short film 

directors) did not apply for the Registration Certificate until the 2019 Law was enacted. 

Therefore, with the 2019 Law, even a children’s film that opts not to apply for the 

Registration Certificate might technically be rated 18+ to be shown at a festival where 

children cannot watch it.146 

 

 

Registration Certificate (for foreign films) 

- It works as a screening permission document since foreign films are not required to be registered for 
copyrights 

- Foreign films are exempt from receiving the Certificate for festival screenings due to the protest march 
led by Elia Kazan during the International Istanbul Film Festival in 1988 (Chapter 3) 

- The Certificate is needed only for theatrical release and films are subject to the rating system 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
146 http://fasikul.altyazi.net/2019/07/08/yeni-yasada-festival-gosterimleri/ (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
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Registration Certificate (for domestic film productions) – Functions in two ways 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Official document for copyright  

(kayıt tescil) 

Official document for screening permission  

(eser işletme) 

For festival screenings, no rating system was intact 

between 2004 and 2019 

- It only worked as a non-commercial screening 
permission 
- Usually, documentary filmmakers/producers and short 
film directors/producers apply 
- Until 2013, it was not requested by the festivals 
though required. Screenings without the Certificate were 
common in well-known national festivals around the 
country 
- With the 2019 Law, “the films that are not evaluated 
and rated by the related Commission can be screened in 
festivals, private screenings, and other cultural and 
artistic events, yet they would automatically be rated 
18+” 

For theatrical and DVD release, the rating system is 

intact 
- The Rating Commission can ask for changes and cuts 
from directors/producers; they might reject granting the 
Certificate, which also works as a document for 
copyright  
- Consequently, films may not be granted 
theatrical/commercial and DVD release 
- The Commission might rate a film 18+ (adult 
audiences only). It can work as a censorship practice, in 
economic terms, if the project received annual funding 
from the MoCT (detailed in the following section) 

 

Table 2. Practices of Registration Certificate granted for festival screenings and theatrical release. 
 

 

IV. Systematization of Annual Funding/Ministry Support Structure 

Until 1986, there was no regular financial support system allocated to the film 

industry by the state or the Ministry of Culture and Tourism (MoCT). However, the state 

provided different support methods for state theaters (devlet tiyatroları), state opera and 

ballet (devlet opera ve balesi), municipality theaters (belediye tiyatroları), and music and 

the performing arts through TRT (Akbulut 2016). For cinema, the support system only 



 

 

 

193 

sporadically worked as TRT commissioned certain films to be produced based on several 

(national) historical themes or book adaptations when necessary (ibid.). Though not a 

sufficient and regular mechanism, the funding mechanism for cinema introduced with the 

1986 law and started in 1988 was seen, nonetheless, as a vital resource for film 

production given that until that date, the film industry was heavily relying on private 

enterprise and personal financial efforts by directors and producers. Kültigin Kağan 

Akbulut states that the support system was built upon tax revenues from movie ticket 

sales (or music album sales). Yet, there were two primary issues: Tax revenues collected 

from movie ticket sales (and music album sales) were not much, and most of the revenues 

received remained in the State Treasury (3). As mentioned in Chapter 3, we do not know 

how often the Evaluation Commission for Ministry support met or how it decided to fund 

projects. 

 It was in 2004, with the passing of “The Regulation Pertaining to the Basis and 

Procedures of Support of Film Products” as complementary to the 2004 cinema law, that 

the Ministry of Culture and Tourism established a structure that systematized public 

funding distribution147 for film production (as well as cultural and artistic events, mostly 

film festivals) on an annual basis. The number of application cycles148 for funds changes 

from one year to the next based on the categories (Table 3). During the interview, the 

former Minister of Culture and Tourism, Erkan Mumcu, served between 2003 and 2005, 

 
147 Colloquially known as “Ministry supports” in the industry. Hereafter, I will use this 
term. 
148 Annual funds application cycles from 2005 to 2020 (year-funding announcements for 
different categories):  
2005-1, 2006-4, 2007-5, 2008-5, 2009-5, 2010-4, 2011-3, 2012-3, 2013-3, 2014-3, 2015-
2, 2016-2, 2017-2, 2018-2, 2019-2, 2020-1 (as of April 2020). 
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explained how political and economic conditions paved the way for the passing of the 

2004 law, as well as the mindset that the state bureaucracy has been built upon. He was 

proud and confident of explaining his coming up with a beneficial solution for Ministry 

support mechanism: 

“At the time [between 2003 and 2005], the Treasury remained distant to 
allocate resources from public funds to the film industry for two reasons. 
In a distorted view, they regarded cinema as a medium for entertainment: 
Bureaucrats in the Treasury are not that conscious of how valuable 
culture and cultural life are [and cinema is part of it]. On the other hand, 
at the time, establishing financial discipline, specifically through 
agreements with the IMF, was the primary concern. It was impossible to 
ask the Treasury to allocate resources for film production, so we came up 
with a solution: Tax revenues from the movie ticket sales are a very 
insignificant portion of the total budget in the Treasury. We said, ‘let’s 
return the money we receive from films [as taxes] through a specific 
funding mechanism to the industry so that there will be film production. 
When there is no production, you don’t receive any tax revenue. How 
come you expect any tax revenue without production unless changing 
the mechanism?’ This was our solution, and it worked –we convinced 
the Treasury.”  
(Personal interview, December 2017; emphasis added) 
 

The municipalities collect 10% of every ticket sale as rüsum (tax revenue).149 As Ercan 

Akkaya states, the tax revenue is “levied by the Ministry of Finance [the Treasury], and 

75% percent is transferred to the Ministry of Culture and Tourism. An ‘uncertain’ 

proportion of this revenue is managed by [General Directorate of Cinema] and serves the 

Ministry of Culture and Tourism” (Akkaya 2016:21). Mumcu and his team proposed 

establishing a Ministry budget outside of the Treasury budget to collect tax revenues of 

ticket sales to be distributed in the upcoming year to selected projects. Mumcu claims 

that this funding structure has proved efficient since it avoids becoming mixed up with 

the Treasury’s bureaucracy with additional paperwork and procedures. He furthers that in 

 
149 Akkaya (2016) calls it “entertainment tax” (21). 
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that context, bypassing the Treasury structure is a smart move on their side since “the 

Treasury is constructed in such a way that it always wants to control the incoming 

money.” So, their approach short-circuited that step by possibly avoiding unwanted 

political influence or input on the part of the Treasury (Akbulut 7).  

 Between 2004 and 2019, the Ministry’s film project supports have been divided 

into three sections as outlined in the Regulation on Support of Film Products, passed in 

2004 (and revised in 2013). The structure of the annual funding mechanism since 2004, 

with revisions, are explained in Table 3. 

In order to apply for Ministry support for your film project, you need to submit a 

portfolio. Though there are category-specific documents for each category mentioned in 

Table 3, most of the categories require standard materials, including a synopsis, a 

treatment, the script of the project, the director’s motivation, the producer’s motivation, 

directors’ and producers’ CVs, a detailed budget of the project and a financial plan, and 

the official registration for the production company or the producer.150  

 

 

 

 

 

 
150 For each year’s submissions, the committee members cast their votes based on the 
following criteria: “originality of the topic (30 points); scriptwriting/dramatic structure 
(20 points); contribution to promoting cultural values (10 points); technical 
sufficiency/feasibility of the project (10 points); the validity of the budget and the 
production plan (10 points); feasibility of the schedule (10 points); and the project’s 
national and international distribution potential (10 points)” (Başaran 2016:95). 
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Regulation Pertaining to the Basis and 

Procedures of Support of Film Products (2004, 

2013)  

Law Pertaining Changes in the Law Pertaining 

to the Basis and Procedures of Evaluation, 

Rating, and Support of Film Products (2019) 

3 types of Ministry supports 

1) Project Support (Article 16) 

Including stages of 
- Development 
- Research 
- Script and dialogue writing, 
- Translation 
- Design, and so on. 
* Non-refundable 
** Support cannot exceed more than 50% 
of the total budget (hereafter NMT50%) 
 

2) Production Support (Article 17) 

- Debut Feature-Length Fiction Films 
- Feature-Length Fiction Films 
- Documentary Films 
- Animation Films 
- Short Films 
*Only refundable (with exceptions to 
documentary or short film productions 
under certain conditions) 
** NMT50% 

 

3) Post-Production Support (Article 18) 

*Refundable or non-refundable 
** NMT50% 

3 types of Ministry supports (Article 4 of the 

2019 Law depicting changes in Article 8 of the 

2004 Law) 

1) Project Support 

- Project Development (support no more 
than 50% of the total budget -hereafter 
NMT50%) 
- Script and dialogue writing (can support 
full budget -hereafter CSFB) 
 

2) Production Support
151 

- Debut Feature-Length Fiction Films 
(NMT50%) 
- Feature-Length Fiction Films 
(NMT50%) 
- Co-Production Films (NMT50%) 
- Documentary Films (NMT50%) 
- Animation Films (CSFB) 
- Short Films (CSFB) 
- Foreign Film Production (NMT30%) 
 

3) Post-Production Support 

- Distribution and Publicity (NMT50%) 
- Domestic Film Screening Support (the 
movie theater managers can apply) 
(CSFB) 

*** “any support not depicted in this law is non-
refundable” (Article 4). 

 

Table 3. Annual Funding / Ministry Support Structure 
 

Between 2005 and 2019, Ministry supports could not exceed 50% of the total budget 

presented in the application. With the recent changes in the 2019 Law, specific categories 

can now be fully funded. Below are the latest updated articles related to the production 

supports: 

 
151 There is another category added in the 2019 law –“TV Shows Film Support” (dizi film 
desteği in Turkish). It is established to support production companies producing TV 
series to export their already broadcast shows (on Turkish TV channels) to foreign 
countries. There is no mention in the articles of the law, whether it is refundable or non-
refundable. 
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1) Article 20 of the 2019 Law: Once a director and/or producer receive production 
support, they need to pay back [reimburse (Başaran 2016:94)] the fund/loan with 
interest by the end of the following year the film makes its debut in theaters or 
film festivals.  

2) Article 13: Projects rejected for the ministry funding cannot apply for the fund 
within the same calendar year.  
Projects rejected two times in previous years cannot apply for the annual fund. 
For a production company to apply for annual funds for different projects, they 
need to finish the production of the given project and pay back the loan with 
interest (by the end of the following year, the film makes its debut in theaters).  
Should they not pay the loan back in time, the production company cannot apply 
for another production support in the next three years (for instance, if they applied 
for the category of fiction film support). However, they can apply for ministry 
funds in different categories (such as documentary, short film, animation 
supports). 

3) Article 21: Should the director of the ministry-funded project withdraw from the 
project, the producer, the previous director, and the incoming director should 
notify the Support Commission with necessary information.  
The project may still get the funding if the Commission approves, yet the 
producer may reimburse it if their statement/notification is denied.  

4) Article 21: Has the script of the film changed drastically so that the final cut of 
the film does not match with the script submitted in the application or was the 
scriptwriter replaced, the Support Commission can decide the project holders 
reimburse the allocated fund. 

5) Article 24: If the ministry-funded project is rated 18+ upon applying for the 
Registration Certificate, the production company or the producer is subject to 
reimburse the fund to the Ministry with interest. 

6) Article 17: Production companies and/or producers may be exempt from repaying 
the fund based on the requirements in Article 4 (Table 3) if their film is selected 
or awarded in a prestigious international festival, including Cannes Film Festival, 
Berlinale, Venice Film Festival, Sundance Film Festival, within the next two 
years after their debut in theaters. 

7) Article 9 of the 2019 Law (with amendments in the same article of the 2004 law): 
The (Ministry) Support Commission should consist of one representative from the 
MoCT, one member each from the related employee associations in the film 
industry [how many associations to send representatives is unspecified], and three 
experts on cinema [“a representative of TRT –the Turkish Radio and Television 
Corporation, one director, and one academic (Başaran 2016:95)] that the MoCT 
officials appoint. Commission members cannot exceed fifteen people; they serve 
for two years and cannot apply for the funding during their term. 
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PART II: The Effects of Legal Restructuring after the 2004 Law  
on Filmmaking Practices  

 
 

I. How Do Annual Funding Mechanism and The Rating System Affect 
Filmmaking Practices? Do They Lead to Censorship Mechanisms? 

 
During a press conference at the St. Petersburg Film Festival in 2012, Nuri Bilge 

Ceylan, one of the most internationally-acclaimed directors from Turkey, stated:  

 
“[...] Pre-1980 coup era was tough –even countries like SSCR was 
censoring films. Yılmaz Güney’s The Road was banned, and they had to 
smuggle the film illegally to attend the Cannes Film Festival in 1982. But 
now it is different -the state supports you if you are accepted to 
[international] festivals. So, anyone can shoot anything they want 
—there is no censorship in cinema in Turkey.”152 (Emphasis added) 
 

One year after this statement, Ceylan’s project, Winter Sleep (2014), received the highest 

amount of production support from the Ministry of Culture and Tourism in 2013 and won 

the Palme d’Or in Cannes Film Festival the next year. The production company he 

belonged to had received annual support almost every time they applied throughout the 

2000s. The company was able to regularly apply to Ministry support as his feature-length 

fiction films have been awarded in international film festivals since 1997. The reason lies 

in Article 17 of the current law: Receiving prestigious awards and recognition in 

international film festivals with each project granted the production company exemption 

from paying the loans back to the Ministry without facing bankruptcy, even as other 

companies have been struggling.  

 Is Nuri Bilge Ceylan correct in his statement? Can any filmmaker shoot anything 

they want, as censorship no longer exist in the Turkish film industry? Do many 

 
152 https://www.sabah.com.tr/kultur-sanat/2012/09/28/nuri-bilge-ceylan-sansur-yok (Date 
of access: 8/26/2020) 
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filmmakers and producers share his positive opinion for Ministry support through annual 

funding? Are filmmakers and producers financially secure in the production and 

distribution of their works in theatrical release and festival circuits? Part II of this chapter 

examines the role of Ministry support mechanisms and the rating system in the 

production and circulation of films based on ethnographic interviews conducted with 

informants from the industry. 

 

II. Funding Sources for Filmmakers 

Nezih Erdoğan and Deniz Göktürk (2001) divide the funding sources for 

filmmakers in Turkey since the late 1990s into five categories: 

“(1) Producers (some of whom are US companies) who can risk money on 
indigenous films, (2) major firms that sponsor production entirely or partially, (3) 
the Ministry of Culture which provides loans, (4) television stations which 
support production on the condition that the broadcasting rights for the film be 
given to the station, and (5) ‘Eurimages’ which supports co-productions with 
partners from at least two other European countries. Not all of these sources are 
totally reliable: for example, the Ministry of Culture will not support every project 
and it may have to cut funding according to political decisions or to the budget 
allocated by the government [sic]” (539). 

In the last ten years (in the 2010s), it is possible to add monetary prizes in several 

“municipality festivals” (will be discussed in this chapter and Chapter 6) offered in 

competition categories to this list as they also create sources for filmmakers and 

producers. The first two categories on the list above, though, generally favor and support 

the production of blockbuster and mainstream-oriented filmmaking practices. Either 

through accumulated capital from TV shows by production companies, including Ay 

Yapım [Production], BKM, Avşar Film, or TMC Yapım, or old school sponsorship 

practices by big companies, blockbuster films tend to hit the box office and extract the 

production budget they spent immediately. They use a couple of working formulae: They 
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work with well-known actors from TV shows to attract the audience to movie theaters. 

They also depict glorified Turkish and Ottoman history (subject to change depending on 

how much these stories serve in the big political picture) or else produce vulgar and 

highly masculinity-driven comedies and cathartic and cliché dramas, among others. Any 

given year after the 2000s witnessed blockbuster films securing the majority of theatrical 

releases in movie theaters across the country while production and distribution-wise 

dominating the market (Kanzler 2014:8).153 Some of these projects with the blockbuster 

formula also apply for Ministry support and receive it.  

 The categories 3 and 5 best accommodate the independent film production 

processes in the Turkish film industry. Originated in the U.S. back in the 1980s (or even 

before the Hollywood oligopoly over the film industry [Akkaya 2016; referring to Merritt 

2000]), independent filmmaking practices primarily involve films that small-scale 

production companies produced outside of the Hollywood big studio system. In her 

ethnography on independent film festivals in U.S. context, Sherry Ortner utters four 

criteria “hammered out” for independent films: “That the film is risk-taking in content 

and style, embody a personal vision, be funded by non-Hollywood financing, and 

embody the valuation of art over money” (Ortner 2013:32). However, as big studios 

started acquiring small-scale companies (as in the case of Miramax was purchased by the 

Walt Disney Company in 1993), “independent” production companies became venues for 

niche art-house film production and distribution. They have, to great degree, been 

 
153 “The highest-grossing five films in 2014 took half of the total box office whereas the 
other 103 domestic films had to share the rest” –excerpt from Kapalı Gişe: Türkiye’de 
Tekelleşen Film Dağıtımı (Only Blockbusters Left Alive: Monopolizing Film Distribution 
in Turkey) (2016): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wiXslGC7ZFI&t=1526s (Date of 
access: 8/26/2020)  
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incorporated into the Hollywood system they once stood against.  

 In the Turkish context, “independent filmmaking” in some ways still refers to the 

four criteria that Ortner depicted as it puts forward the artistic value over financial 

success. It aims at portraying auteurship and personal filmmaking styles rather than 

conforming market expectations, i.e., money-making, in the first place. However, one of 

the crucial differences from the U.S. context has been lying in the drastically “limited 

monetary source in the production,” (Akkaya 2016) therefore in the production 

mechanisms (next-to-no budget or highly low budget film productions and engaging 

guerilla-style filmmaking with small crews) since the late 1990s. In that sense, the budget 

that independent films have in the U.S. context, on a macroeconomic level, might be low 

vis-à-vis the Hollywood standards, yet are strikingly higher than independent film 

budgets in Turkey, if not even higher than the ones for Turkish blockbusters.154 However, 

Fırat Yücel (2015) claims that since the 2000s, the concept of “independence” and 

independent filmmaking includes not only mechanisms of production, content, and the 

notion of aesthetic, but also highlights where these films are located within networks of 

distribution in theatrical and festival releases. 

 
154 An example illustrates better. the budget for the independent film Little Miss Sunshine 
(2006) is/was $8 million. There is no single blockbuster film produced in Turkey with 
budgets slightly close, as far as I can tell, based on limited data on film production 
budgets. Thus, it is not surprising that budgets for independent films are unimaginably 
low compared to the $8 million budget. Ironically though, the total budget of an 
independent film in Turkey is not easy to research as opposed to the U.S. counterparts 
since they are not publicly disclosed. I will make assumptions based on two examples, 
though: Until 2019, the producers could only ask for Ministry supports that could not 
exceed 50% of the total budget. For Nuri Bilge Ceylan’s Winter Sleep (2014), the 
Ministry support received was 750,000 Turkish Lira [TL] (~$417,000 in 2013) and  
€450,000 from Eurimages [Kanzler 2014:46]) and for Wild Pear Tree (2018), the 
production company received 2,000,000 TL (~$304,000 in 2017). Therefore, the budgets 
for the films should have at least doubled the support. 



 

 

 

202 

 Both feature-length fiction and non-fiction (mostly documentary) independent 

films, which are not backed up by sponsorship that blockbusters primarily enjoy, depend 

on Ministry support, the only national and public funding mechanism (Kanzler 2014).155 

Receiving any amount of Ministry support for pre-production and production stages 

enables independent projects to have potential co-production alliances with European and 

Eastern European funding structures such as CNC, Eurimages, Medienboard, 

Cinéfondation, and Polish Film Institute.156 Contrary to models in Europe and Eastern 

Europe (main reference points for the Ministry support structure), the Turkish film 

industry does not have a national film institute or center funded by public resources157 

that operate autonomously and create industry-related policies. Note that institutions such 

as the CNC and Polish Film Institute work as national film centers in France and Poland. 

At the same time, they support co-productions in Europe, thus operate on a transnational 

level. Eurimages, on the other hand, creates funds as part of the Council of Europe and 

contributes to the Council’s cultural and artistic policies. 

 
155 According to Kanzler’s report, “public sources accounted for about 46% of the 
cumulative financing of national film funds in Europe in 2009. This compares to an 
estimated 99% in the case of Turkey” (2014:24). 
156 Since 2006, Meetings on the Bridge, as part of the International Istanbul Film Festival, 
works as “the first co-production market and a platform for meeting and training for the 
international film industry in Turkey. Filmmakers from Turkey and its neighbouring 
countries present their film projects and films to international producers, representatives 
of festivals and funds, distributors, sales agents, and broadcasters in order to take the first 
steps to find financial and artistic partnerships.” https://film.iksv.org/en/2018-meetings-
on-the-bridge/history (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
157 There have been discussions and meetings among the Ministry and the film industry 
representatives to establish a national film center in the last two decades. Several 
informants mentioned the need for such an autonomous entity that would alleviate 
censorship practices. In contrast, others questioned whether such a center could claim any 
financial independence if the Ministry got involved in the process. The project has been 
shelved for many years due to “urgent” daily politics.  
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 The primary and practical reason to apply for Ministry support is that receiving 

national public funds for your project can attract additional co-production funds. Being 

granted a public fund on the national level before applying for an international one proves 

highly promising as it indicates the project is more likely to come to fruition, therefore, is 

more reliable to fund. In that sense, Ministry support can “guarantee” additional 

international funds. Gülengül Altıntaş, an academic and a scriptwriter, illustrates the 

taken-for-granted process that independent filmmakers have to go through: 

“The unwritten/unspoken rule of international festivals and platforms 
distributing co-production funds is: They don’t grant you funds unless 
your project gets funded in your country in the first place. There is not a 
proper and regular funding mechanism in Turkey other than Ministry 
supports. If you get it, you are good to go, but if not… The Ministry can 
only grant you 300,000-400,000 TL [$80,000-$105,000 in October 2017], 
which cannot even cover the pre-production costs. In today’s world, $1 
million is no budget. No one is applying for Ministry support for the 
budget per se. They apply for it to look for other international financial 
resources. Should you not get Ministry support, it is a dead-end… And 
some people do not apply for it at all. We discussed on a project I am 
working on, we thought of applying for [Ministry support] so that we 
could at least say, ‘we applied, but they rejected us’ because there is 
nothing we can do about it –we know we can’t get it.”  
(Personal interview, October 2017; emphasis added) 
 

III. An Independent Filmmaker/Producer’s Guide to Ministry Support 

In an ideal case, the process works in the following way: You apply for Ministry 

support with a portfolio and receive it. It paves the way for co-production opportunities 

with European funding partners. In case of successful performance, i.e., acceptance to 

prestigious festivals and even receiving accolades and awards, the payback of the loan 

with interest is disregarded, the financial security of the production company remains 



 

 

 

204 

intact, and film production in the upcoming years can be secured.  

 In actual, non-ideal current conditions, however, 

1. Not every project receives support; 
2. Not every project can be completed only with Ministry support they receive (as it 

can be the only public fund that independent documentary or fiction films have, if 
not the only financial source), and 

3. Not every project can make it to international festival circuits, let alone receive 
awards. 
 

Therefore, those who receive the support but are in situation 3 will need to pay the loan 

back with interest, and the production companies cannot apply for Ministry support for 

another three years before clearing the debt.158 As a result, many filmmakers and 

producers play with the legal regulations and either establish front production companies 

or apply as the sole producer (as opposed to previous applications through production 

companies) to receive Ministry support for their upcoming projects. That, in turn, results 

in a drastic increase in the number of production companies in the industry since 2004. 

While at face value, the high number of production companies might make the 

impression of the film industry in Turkey as financially secure and vibrant159 vis-à-vis 

other industries, the reality is otherwise since most of these companies are regularly 

drowning in bankruptcy. One of the independent producers, Yonca Ertürk, summarizes 

the process in the simplest way possible: “What we have is lack of money [thus financial 

dependency on the funding mechanisms] instead of independence [both freedom of 

 
158 As Serkan Çakarer, an independent producer, stated: “the producers cannot apply for 
the support for another film while the debt for the previous film is intact.” (Personal 
interview, October 2017). Also mentioned in Kanzler 2014:37. 
159 What I call “vibrant at face value” is what Kanzler (2014) defines as dynamic. The 
nuance is significant, though: “like many other aspects of life in Turkey, the film 
production landscape has been very dynamic with many new companies emerging and 
disappearing in a short period of time” (36; emphasis added).  
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expression and financial independence]” (Personal interview, December 2017). 

 In these non-ideal conditions, there are several downsides of the distribution 

practices of Ministry support: Its budget depends on the ticket sales in the given year 

which are distributed during the next one.160 However, not all the tax revenue collected is 

distributed for film projects each year (Table 4). Having written a report on the Ministry 

funding mechanism between 2005 and 2015, Kültigin Kağan Akbulut also underlines 

structural difficulties researchers face while obtaining data on the support mechanism: 

“K. K. A: I tried to provide the economic data [in the report], but since they were 
not that reliable, so I used the data Yamaç Okur161 prepared. 
 
S.B: Is it because the state does not disclose the data that it is not reliable? 
 
K.K.A: Methodologically, the state does not entirely disclose it, but it doesn’t 
hide it either. They release the total amount of funding every year, but there are 
no [systematic] data for previous years. I believe it is in the last five years that 
they officially announced them. They release it, put it on the website for the given 
year, but you can’t find that information retroactively. During my research, they 
restructured the General Directorate of Cinema’s website. All information 
vanished – I don’t think it is censorship but rather incompetence. Data on the 
support budget between 2005 and 2010 is problematic, while the one between 
2010 and 2015 is a bit better. The announcements indicate which films receive 
support and which don’t, but we don’t know any data [if the total budget was 
distributed] on how much money remained in the Ministry budget at the end of 
the calendar year, for instance. Or how much of the allocated budget for a project 
was deposited is uncertain. Producers/directors might decrease or increase their 
budget –we don’t have any data for the final budget the Ministry provided for 
each project.  
 
SB: Can we say the Ministry says, ‘we provided the support and did our job?’ 
 

 
160 Given that 2020 has been witnessing the COVID-19 pandemic with no admission to 
movie theaters for months, Ministry supports out of the tax revenues for 2021 might be 
extremely low, if not cancelled altogether. 
161 As an independent producer, “he served as one of the members of the Support 
Committee for Feature Films at the Ministry of Culture between 2013-2015… He is a 
Board member at the Films’ Producers’ Association (SE-YAP). Since March 2015, he is 
working as an executive producer in Ay Yapım, one of the leading production companies 
in Turkey.” https://yamacokur.wordpress.com/hakkinda/ (Date of access: 9/5/2020) 
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K.K.A: Yeah –they say ‘we provided the support for this project or this director,’ 
but there is no data collection after that.” (Personal interview, November 2017) 

In addition to the lack of the supposed amount of Ministry support, not all the projects 

applied to the support are funded, and reasons for rejection are not disclosed –they are 

only listed in the announcements of the films the Ministry ultimately supports. Based on 

Başaran’s account, the rejection statement from the Ministry, sent upon the producer’s 

request, only states that “the film does not meet the prescribed criteria,” yet the it “has no 

legal basis” (2016:94) –no legal and official explanation for the rejection. 

Ministry-supported films’ box-office and the tax 

revenue (rüsum) allocated as Ministry support 

for these films 

 

 

Amount 

Ministry-supported feature-length films admission 38.647.381 

Ministry-supported feature-length films box-office 375.325.230 TL ($54.237,750) 

Total financial support the Ministry provides to 
feature-length films 

237.750.466 TL ($34.357,003) 

Total financial support the Ministry provides to all 
projects 

287.841.526 TL ($4.159,180) 

The tax revenue (rüsum) that is not allocated for 

Ministry Support 
Amount 

The tax revenue supposed to be collected between 
2005-2019 (TL) 

776.088.760 TL ($112.151,555) 

The (75% of) the tax revenue that should be 
transferred to the Ministry (TL) 

582.066.570 TL ($84.113,666) 

The amount not allocated for film support by the 
General Directorate of Cinema (TL) 

294.225.044 TL ($42.518,069) 

The amount not allocated for film support by the 
General Directorate of Cinema (Euro/€) 

104.394.669 € ($96.661,730) 

Table 4. The tax revenues allocated for Ministry support between 2005 and 2020.  
(Taken from Yamaç Okur’s website –open source: 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1RqeCjuGrbxW25n_ZkPs0XdQKpyz98N60/view  
Date of access: 8/26/2020)  
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Many informants claimed that rejections might involve political motives and personal 

initiative-taking measures by the committee members, including representatives from the 

film industry: They act as proxies of the state and do not want to risk crossing the 

political discourse of the government in charge. Simultaneously, though, it is difficult to 

claim that they are politically-driven decisions precisely because the selection process is 

not transparent. The committee never discloses written documents explaining rejections: 

The domain of the unspeakable (Butler 1998) is not clearly defined, and it works 

perfectly for the Committee and the Ministry to elude claims of operating through 

censorship, at least officially. This also exemplifies Jenny White’s assertion (2013) of 

how the AKP government utilizes the contradiction and discrepancy between the “liberal 

impulse” through legal reforms and the in-situ “illiberal practices.” Asena Günal162 

indicated that during an interview with Cem Erkul, the Head of General Directorate of 

Cinema around 2011,163 Erkul mentioned that “It is not the Ministry but the 

representatives from the film industry that decide which project gets the support since the 

Ministry only sends one representative to the support committee.” Günal underlines that, 

contrary to Erkul’s statement, the ultimate decision on who should be in the support 

committee solely belongs to the Ministry. Therefore, the Ministry supports establishing 

associations or foundations within the industry that they can control and even choose 

 
162 Günal is the current director of Anadolu Kültür, an NGO in culture and the art world, 
and one of the founders of Siyah Bant, a civil society initiative monitoring censorship 
cases in arts and collaborating with international organizations, including Freemuse. 
163 There is no list of the heads of the General Directorate of Cinema and their served 
time, let alone any bureaucrats in the directorate. Thus, I can only provide time intervals 
for statements such as this either through interview data or news articles of the time. 
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members to the committee as representatives for the industry (Personal interview, 

October 2017).  

Similarly, Enis Köstepen points out the clever yet underhanded way the Ministry 

handles the seemingly democratic ideas they established in supporting committees 

(similar to the Rating Commissions) compared to the previous decades: 

“The copyright law requires several associations to be established within 
the industry. They were founded out of necessity, and because the law 
required it, so they are not autonomous entities. The most they can attain 
is semi-autonomy, but they are not unions, for instance. They are not part 
of a structure with certain political motives and actions within the 
industry. They might touch upon some political issues, but not much, and 
the Ministry always has the last word on whether to abolish these 
associations. Since there are many producers with different interests, they 
all establish different associations (in conjunction with the Ministry’s 
interest), and this plurality works for the Ministry. It works with the 
associations that obey the Ministry, and at times the Ministry sets them 
against.”  
(Personal interview, November 2017) 
 

Can Candan, an academic and a documentary filmmaker, indicates another 

significant point on the decision-making in the support committee from personal 

experience. For the project called My Child (Benim Çocuğum, 2013, 82’),164 the 

production company applied for Ministry support yet the application was rejected 

“not based on specific objective criteria examining artistic qualities,” but rather on 

the subject matter the documentary deals with, one that he says, “Turkish society 

is not ready to discuss:”  

“We applied for the support for My Child, but the committee rejected the 
application. We learned unofficially that the committee discussed the 
project but decided Turkish society is not ready to discuss the issue, thus 
choosing to remain distant and not fund the project. It is an insider note, 

 
164 “My Child is about a very courageous and inspiring group of mothers and fathers in 
Turkey, who are parents of LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans) individuals.” 
http://www.mychilddocumentary.com/film.aspx (Date of access:8/26/2020) 
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though –there is no official proof or record of it. I observe that the 
Committee’s decisions are completely political, and in the last years, they 
fund those who are acting in alliance with the government’s politics. 
The Committee, as part of a public/state institution, should have equal 
distance to everyone. They should assess the applications based on the 
artistic quality no matter the political opinion or standpoint that the 
applicants have. Unfortunately, it is not the case. We did not apply for 
Ministry support for our current project, Nuclear alla Turca,165 since it 
criticizes the policies of the current government. We did it because we did 
not want to draw any attention to the project in the current political 
environment. Plus, we did not want to burden ourselves with the 
application procedure.”  
(Personal interview, January 2018; emphasis added) 
 

The fact that a film such as My Child could not receive Ministry support due to 

subject matter “not ready to discuss,” related to LGBTQIA+ in the early 2010s 

makes more sense alongside a statement that Cem Erkul, the Head of General 

Directorate of Cinema, made. In January 2012, he stated that the Directorate 

increased supports for domestic film production eighteen times more between 

2004 and 2011. In addition to supporting blockbuster films, the Ministry and the 

Directorate aim at supporting films that all the family members would watch 

together and films that would help strengthen the Turkish family structure.166 As a 

response, several filmmakers penned an open letter. They criticized the fact that 

the Directorate drew an unacceptable line for supporting film productions based 

on being “suitable for a certain vague Turkish family structure.” They conclude 

that this practice would result in censorship mechanisms for many projects even 

 
165 The documentary project traces the nuclear history of Turkey since the 1930s. 
http://nuclearallaturca.com (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
166 While there is no official statement that I could find on the directorate’s website, the 
news is published on a pro-government news platform with the title “Sexual films OUT, 
family films IN!” [“Cinsel filmler OUT, aile filmleri IN!” in Turkish] 
https://www.ahaber.com.tr/yasam/2012/01/03/cinsel-filmler-out-aile-filmleri-in (Date of 
access: 8/26/2020) 
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before they come to fruition.167   

 The objection by the filmmakers towards the Ministry’s favoring “support 

for family-friendly films” illustrates one of the ongoing theoretical debates on 

censorship. David Fenner (1995) claims that more subtle forms of censorship, 

next to overt censorship practices, exist and states’ decisions for funding or not 

funding artistic works is one of them: 

 
“The government does take a moral responsibility, and so is morally 
accountable, when it delivers to some artists and artforms funds that others 
do not receive. Decisions are being made as to what is to happen with the 
public’s money, and these decisions almost of necessity will involve more 
than what an accountant would do. These decisions will involve what the 
government, or agents acting on behalf of the government, decide worthy 
of funding, is culturally or socially important, is valuable as art” (3-4). 

 

In line with Fenner’s critique of the states’ decision over what kind of artistic 

work is fundable or not, it is useful to think about Michel Foucault’s discussion 

on “transgression:” Alongside his contribution to social sciences as to how 

discursive power relations are not only dialectical, hence productive as 

suppression of any ideology, action and so on can lead to the cracks and openings 

in other avenues of power relations to emerge, what he calls transgression: It is an 

action “which involves the limit, that narrow zone of a line where it displays the 

flash of its passage, but perhaps also its entire trajectory, even its origin; it is 

likely that transgression has its entire space in the line it crosses” (Foucault 

1980:33-34). In this sense, Foucault underlines that anytime one space, practice, 

 
167 “An Open Letter from Filmmakers to the General Directorate of Cinema (January 22, 
2012)” (Sinemacılardan Sinema Genel Müdürlüğü’ne Açık Mektup [22 Ocak 2012]) 
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or ideology is suppressed, inherently, due to the transgression involving the limit 

to that action (of suppressing), other spaces, practices, or ideologies open up 

around the suppressed ones. In that sense, what kind of media and film are 

suppressed by the Turkish state in the case above, My Child’s not receiving 

Ministry support due to the “unreadiness of society to discuss these issues,” 

through transgression, pave the way for what kind of productions are being 

encouraged by equal measures, to the detriment of the films (censorship cases) 

discussed in this dissertation. For the discussion in this paragraph, the Ministry of 

Culture and Tourism encourages productions promoted as “family-friendly” 

films. Such films are supposed to strengthen the family structure, the core of the 

Turkish nation state in many aspects. The fact that these dialogic spaces are being 

opened, produced, and permitted for films underlining particular “family values,” 

simultaneously indicates that censorship mechanisms are tightening up for many 

productions that are not considered “family-friendly,” not suitable for Ministry 

support, hence ultimately “fitting for” censorship. In that sense, it is remarkable to 

see that censorship (and suppression) has a flip side since it is not always 

oppressively employed. In other words, censorship does not always overtly 

prohibit certain kinds of films but instead covertly support other “suitable (and 

supportive of the values of the Turkish state) productions” to be produced, 

screened, or distributed.   

The lack of objective criteria for the “artistic quality” of cultural works in 

the Committee’s decisions and the lack of transparency in reasons for rejection 

bolster the argument that the Committee allegedly acts largely upon political 
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motives, if not arbitrary decisions. As it is clear by now, I argue that it is not only 

the “artistic quality” that the Evaluation Commission for Ministry supports is 

assessing. Based on their contents, the social good and merit of films are also 

“evaluated” and potentially rejected in highly mysterious ways that have been 

described in this chapter. 

Parallel to that, many project applications avoid touching upon “politically 

sensitive” and “objectionable” subjects, or they accommodate their projects by 

self-censorship. Thus, these filmmakers produce films that necessarily conform to 

popular, hegemonic political discourse if they hope to receive funding. Self-

censorship practices, or “self-correcting mechanisms” in Foucauldian terms, add 

another significant layer to independent filmmaking discussions. This time, in 

addition to and in line with financial independence, independence also underlines 

freedom of expression and artistic freedom. For several informants, receiving 

Ministry support through self-censorship limits what you want to say in your 

project; thus, you are not as independent as you think you are. In that sense, both 

receiving (by conforming to political discourse through self-censorship 

mechanisms) or not receiving the support, as Fenner suggests, works as 

censorship to varying degrees:  

“Sonay Ban: What do you think of self-censorship? Does it cross your 
mind [as a producer]? 
 
Enis Köstepen: In today’s conditions, you wouldn’t risk a project that 
won’t be granted the Certificate because of its political stance or its 
offending ‘public morality’ [he laughs]. There is nothing I specifically do 
[self-censorship] in practice, but there are a couple of levels. Before, 
people were hesitant during Ministry support applications whether they 
would receive it. One of the strategies to think about was to smoothen 
some subjects in the application, cut them even, and to hope that the 
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project gets the fund so that you can then shoot whatever you want to 
shoot.” (Emphasis added) 
 

Along the same lines, Serkan Çakarer, an independent producer and an e-board 

member of SE-YAP (Film Producers’ Association), provides concrete examples 

as to how filmmakers and producers still use basic methods of self-censorship 

(including the Aesopian language that Drewett and others mention in Chapter 2) 

when applying for Ministry support: 

“I was part of the support committee –my term recently ended. Looking at 
the applications, you might think they are not living in Turkey but in a 
Scandinavian country where there is no problem in society. Projects deal 
with two types of issues: They are either based on post-industrial society 
problems, such as murders or women committing suicides, or involving 
animal stories since telling human stories is risky, you know? But what 
kind of animals? Wolves, bears, bees, even orangutan, for God’s sake! 
There is a significant increase in children’s projects in recent years. 
Why? Because you’ll be in trouble if you tell your story in films for 
adults –it works a bit like Iranian cinema. Why telling them through 
animals just like La Fontaine? Because you wanna get away with saying, 
‘I didn’t say that, orangutan said it or wolf howled.’ People probably 
make several changes in the scripts before applying for the support, wait 
for some time; in some cases don’t even apply. Or they don’t even think 
about certain subjects to write in the first place.”  
(Personal interview, October 2017; emphasis added) 
 

Being convicted of making terrorist propaganda and sentenced to prison time168 

with his documentary Nujîn (New Life, 2015), Kurdish filmmaker Weysî Altay 

thinks that applying for Ministry support and performing self-censorship along the 

way is problematic on many levels: 

 
168 In February 2019, he was sentenced to 2 years and 6 months in jail. “The sentence is 
above the minimum terms set by the law and therefore likely to result in actual 
imprisonment if upheld by the appeal court, something that, according to legal experts, is 
meant to send a political message.” The sentence is postponed as of May 2020. However, 
he has a ban on leaving Turkey. http://susma24.com/wp-
content/uploads/2019/12/susma_censorship_and_self_censorship_in_turkey_2019_en.pdf 
(Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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“No one should say their projects are alternative [as opposed to mainstream 
projects]: How can you reflect your perspective when you apply for Ministry 
support? Either you will cheat to get the support and produce something 
different from your original idea or write it in the way they would finance it, 
and that would strip your independence off of you. You perform self-
censorship.169 Let’s say a film depicts a character in an [political] organization, 
such as DHKP-C, or PKK, or Hizbullah.170 It touches upon the characters’ 
belonging to a political organization but doesn’t overtly say it [self-censorship is 
intact]. It is a serious issue since it shows that filmmaking didn’t make enough 
progress in Turkey. Many filmmakers still produce projects within the mindset of 
their colonists –they couldn’t liberate themselves from the system/establishment, 
so their films are total failure artistically, politically, and financially.”  
(Personal interview, December 2017; emphasis added) 
 

Altay claims that it is not possible to produce alternative artistic work with 

Ministry support. He insists that financial dependency lends itself to producing 

films that the Ministry, and eventually, the State, would like to see rather than 

works that reflect artistic freedom of the cultural producers. Similarly, a Kurdish 

filmmaker, Selim Yıldız, supported Altay’s argument: “If I receive financial 

support from the State/the Ministry, I will produce the movie they want to see, but 

I want to produce movies that show what the State doesn’t want people to see.” 

Here, it is significant to mention that Yıldız (alongside Altay, Çakarer and many 

others) problematize censorship by objectifying the clear distinction between the 

“State” and the audience, the public, in Turkey. They all highlight that the Turkish 

state enacts film censorship through mechanisms and practices on society rather 

than the audience, the public, predominantly asks for these practices to be 

 
169 The literal translation is “you perform censorship to your own head” (kafana sansür 
uygulamışsın.)  
170 DHKP-C (Revolutionary People’s Liberation Party-Front) is a Marxist-Leninist 
organization formed in 1978 and is in war with the Turkish state since the 1980s. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/3591119.stm (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
Hizbullah (Hezbullah) in Turkey was founded in 1983 and waged war both to the Turkish 
state and the PKK. 



 

 

 

215 

employed. How the State imagines censorship and how the audience, as an 

indispensable part of this equation, have been ripped off of their freedom of 

information, are crucial points in understanding these cultural producers’ 

perspective vis-à-vis the State’s control on their artistic works. 

However, avoiding “dangerous” political issues in your project through self-

censorship, and “self-correction” in the Foucauldian sense, may not still be 

enough while your political stance is on the line, highly visible, therefore, the 

ultimate pretext for rejection for Ministry support. As I indicated in my 

methodology section, in January 2016, Academics for Peace (AFP) released a 

petition with 1,128 signatures, calling the government in charge of terminating the 

military curfew and state violence over the Kurdish cities. Immediately associated 

with the PKK and labeled as terrorists by the President, the petitioners have been 

tried and even served jail time. Within the next couple of days, another petition 

was declared by Filmmakers for Peace (Barış İçin Sinemacılar, hereafter FFP) 

with 433 signatures as they “have declared that they stand with academics calling 

for peace and negotiations to resume and that they support their call.”171 As a 

result, the prosecution office opened an investigation for the FFP petitioners based 

on “praising the crime and the criminals.”172 Most of the FFP petitioners who 

 
171 http://bianet.org/english/human-rights/171125-support-for-academics-from-film-
makers (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
172 Upon the coup attempt in July 2016, those who supposedly planned the coup have 
been labeled belonging to a terrorist organization called FETÖ (Fethullah Gülen Terrorist 
Organization) by the government in charge and the FFP petitioners were no exception. 
Ten days after the coup attempt, the FFP list was posted by a pro-government social 
media account on Twitter: Filmmakers were targeted as terrorists belonging to FETÖ. 
https://www.birgun.net/haber/baris-icin-sinemacilar-listesini-kopyalayip-feto-cu-diye-
paylastilar-121444 (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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applied for Ministry support in 2016 and 2017 were denied (as indicated in closed 

email groups and listservs that people from the industry share opinions and 

information). Echoing other informants, Enis Köstepen thinks that the AFP 

petition and the subsequent prosecutions since 2016 resulted in the support 

committee acting based on a blacklist against the FFP. He claimed that “even 

before the committee’s [usual] content censorship, we are now deprived of any 

funding mechanisms for our films in the first place because of the blacklist.”173 

There is no official data that I could find as an actual blacklist, apart from the 

news article on footnote 168. Yet, it is important to note here that twenty of my 

informants, out of thirty-eight people I interviewed, are FFP petitioners, and all of 

them echoes Köstepen’s statement. 

 

IV. An Independent Filmmaker/Producer’s Guide to the Registration 
Certificate and the Rating System 

 Upon completing your film project (mainstream or independent, with sponsorship 

and/or Ministry support, and/or through co-production mechanisms), you need to apply 

for the Registration Certificate for festival screenings and theatrical and DVD release (the 

last two involve commercial distribution). As mentioned in the previous section, based on 

Article 24 of the 2019 Law, “If the ministry-funded project is rated 18+ upon applying 

for the Registration Certificate, the production company or the producer is responsible for 

paying the fund back to the Ministry with interest.” At least one recorded case in the 

2010s is known to have employed self-censorship to avoid paying back the Ministry with 

 
173 Another informant, Gülengül Altıntaş, made an almost identical sentence in a separate 
interview. 
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interest. I discuss this case in detail in the next chapter. 

 After the 2004 Law, between 2005 and 2015, there were sporadic attempts to 

request the Certificate for domestic films in festival screenings. However, it was loosely 

practiced and mostly discarded by festival organizers and the bureaucrats in the Ministry. 

After the Bakur case at the 2015 Istanbul FF (discussed in the next chapter), it became a 

necessary document. For theatrical and DVD release, it has been a consistent procedure 

all along for all films since this process involves evaluation and rating. 

 One factor contributing to the argument that the Certificate works as a censorship 

mechanism has been the subjective rather than objective decisions the Committee 

members make while rating the films. It is important to note that there are no written 

documents or guidelines similar to BBFC guidelines, in the United Kingdom, for the 

rating system, to offer one counterexample. Serkan Çakarer explains the process in detail: 

“When you apply for the Certificate, your film is evaluated. The 
regulation is called ‘regulation for evaluation and rating,’ but what is 
evaluation? The criteria are subjective. Around the world, the process 
involves rating –there is no such thing as ‘the evaluation of the films.’ 
BFI174 has a rating guideline with clear instructions and specific ratings for 
different levels of violence or sexuality. You say there is violence or 
sexuality in a movie, but which rating will you provide, 15+, 18+, 12+? 
Since we don’t have a guideline, a Committee member watches a movie, 
sees a woman’s breasts, and says, ‘Ok, this is rated 18+.’ Basically, you 
say, ‘To me, this is 18+.” The process depends on the vision of these 
bureaucrats appointed by the government in charge [rather than 
objective criteria]. If we had a guideline, we could have objected, 
questioned it.” (Emphasis added) 

 
174 British Film Institute. Çakarer mistakes BFI for BBFC (British Board of Film 
Classification). The guideline he refers to is in the following link: 
https://www.bbfc.co.uk/about-classification/classification-guidelines (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
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According to Çakarer, the lack of objective criteria and specific guidelines to follow 

results in arbitrary decision-making practices by the committee members based on their 

personal preferences and sense of moral and religious obligation. The Committee can get 

away with their decision since they are not beholden to any guidelines. They tend to 

reflect the social and political perspectives that the Ministry, as a state institution, 

promotes during a given period. Since the Ministry appoints the Committee members, 

Çakarer implies that the Committee’s decisions are not hardly neutral or autonomous but 

implicitly biased to State’s political conformity. In many ways, the Committee’s practices 

should remind us what Veena Das and Deborah Poole (2004) aptly discuss the “legibility 

and illegibility by the state:” Acknowledging that modern state practices are usually 

constructed upon the writing practices (records, statistics, documentation, etc.) and 

intended to “consolidate state control over subjects, populations, territories, and lives,” 

Das and Poole problematize this very notion of legibility (record keeping) based on the 

anthropological data they gathered over the years as they somehow worked against it. 

Instead, ethnographic data point out “many different spaces, forms, and practices through 

which the state is continually both experienced and undone through the illegibility of its 

own practices, documents, and words” (9-10). In this sense, the fact that the Committee, 

as a State institution, neither works through objective criteria nor provides any written 

guidelines exemplifies how, through both doing and undoing the legibility of the State, it 

can get away with arbitrariness and ambiguity in decision making. 

 A second factor contributing to the use of the Certificate as a censorship tool is 

that it works in two ways: an official document for the filmmakers / producers to claim 
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the copyright of their films and an official document granting screening permission as 

well as a rating. Enis Köstepen argues that it complicates the producers’ job in every step:  

“This is a system they created for the theatrical release. The common 
objection uttered in the industry is this: ‘The document works in two 
ways, but you need to separate them.’ On the one hand, it is a copyright 
document, a registration, and no one disagrees with that –everyone wants 
to know who has the rights to a work of art. But on the other hand, you 
rate a movie and decide who gets to see it, and while doing that, you have 
the right not to provide the document, thus you ban the theatrical release. 
These two processes should be separated, and you shouldn’t have the right 
to ban the movies, but it is still the case. When you apply for the 
Certificate, they want you to apply through a production company. For 
that, you need a producer’s Certificate/license from the Ministry, with a 
registration number. Your application is recorded under that number; the 
reason for that is, if you pursue theatrical release, it means that you will 
make money out of it; therefore, you are eligible to pay taxes for your 
movie. And that means they oblige you to establish a production 
company.” (Emphasis added) 

While Köstepen thinks that “no one disagrees” about applying for the Certificate given 

copyright issues, several informants I interviewed had different views. The fact that the 

document for copyright is one that a state institution provides to the cultural producers 

opens a serious discussion about whether one really needs to be recognized as the rights 

holder before the state. Seray Genç, a film critic, questions whether the application is 

essential in the first place: 

“I don’t know how copyright [right ownership] is defined. I don’t have the 
technical knowledge on that, but no matter what kind of a document, as 
long as the state/Ministry is involved, we know that it will become 
something else [it will become political?]. I don’t follow these discussions, 
so I don’t wanna say something wrong, Sonay. [What I know is that] the 
documentary filmmakers are the filmmakers as well as the producers and 
scriptwriters of their movies. They still produce movies against all the 
odds and hardships. On top of that, if you are required to ask for a 
copyright document from the state… if you are the right holder, you are 
the right holder. Do you need the state ratification for that? I don’t 
know [you don’t].” (Personal interview, December 2017; emphasis added) 
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While Genç implies that the state’s providing the copyright document can always turn 

into a political act, Selim Yıldız argues against the Certificate in total: 

“Never ever would I submit the story I produced to the hands of any state 
or any [political] organization. [Let’s say I did] They would say, ‘take this 
out,’ ‘add this,’ ‘this is not good,’ ‘we ban this,’ ‘we allow that…’ None of 
these interests me. I would never ever ask for permission [and apply for 
the Certificate] no matter the cost. I would only ask for permission from 
the people whose stories I tell –no one else (...) We don’t need the state’s 
document to prove these are our films. People already know this film 
belongs to me. What the state does is to impose bans with that document, 
and because we are not aware, many people still apply for it and get it.” 
(Personal interview; November 2017; emphasis added) 
 

One of the reasons filmmakers and producers still apply for the Certificate is that many 

festivals are required to ask for it, specifically after the 2015 Bakur case, following the 

notification from MoCT (Figure 6). Several informants consider festivals that ask for the 

Certificate since 2015 (including Istanbul, Ankara, Antalya, Adana, Malatya FF, or !f 

Istanbul) as submissive to the Ministry due to their financial and political ties and 

dependence. On the other hand, they praised the ones that do not ask for it (including 

Documentarist, Which Human Rights FF, Filmmor, or Labors FF) as independent 

festivals showing potent acts of resistance towards the Ministry. 

 

V. Question of (In)dependence in Festival Organizations Receiving Ministry 
Support 

 Discussions about producer’s independence in terms of finances and creative 

freedoms are relevant not only for filmmaking practices but also for festival 

organizations. The Ministry funding structure allocates financial supports for film 

festivals and other cultural activities. However, receiving funds for national film festival 
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organizations has become a constant issue as it problematizes the correlation between 

financial and political dependence on the Ministry and censorship practices.  

Film Festivals Since when it is held 

Organizing 

Foundations/Institutions,  

or Sponsors MoCT Support? 

International Istanbul 
Film Festival 

1982 - “Film Week” 
1983 - “International Film 
Days” 
1984 - “Film Days” 
1989 - Istanbul Film 
Festival 

IKSV (Istanbul Foundation 
for Culture and Arts) Yes 

International Antalya 
Film Festival 

1964 
Not held in 1979 (Zeynep 
Oral [1979], Milliyet 
Sanat) 

Organized by ANSET, under 
the sponsorship of the 
Antalya Metropolitan 
Municipality 

Yes + Turkish 
Republic Prime 
Ministry Promotion 
Fund 

International Ankara 
Film Festival 1988 

Dünya Kitle İletişimi 
Araştırma Vakfı (World Mass 
Media Research Foundation – 
DKIAV)  Yes 

International Adana 
Film Festival 

1969-1973, 1992-
currently 

Adana Metropolitan 
Municipality 

Yes, but N/A on the 
website 

International Malatya 
Film Festival 2010 

Malatya Governorship, 
Malatya Apricot Research-
Development and Promotion 
Foundation 

Yes + Turkish 
Republic Prime 
Ministry Promotion 
Fund 

1001 Belgesel 
(Documentary) Film 
Festival 1997 

BSB (Association of 
Documentary Filmmakers in 
Turkey) Yes 

International Labors 
Film Festival 2006 

DİSK-Sine-Sen, TTB 
(Turkish Doctors 
Association), DİSK-Basın-İş 
(Press Workers Union) No 

International Filmmor 
Women’s Film Festival 2003 Filmmor Woman Cooperative 

Yes –since the 5th 
festival 

FilmAmed 
Documentary Film 
Festival 2011 

Kayapınar Municipality but 
then transferred to Middle 
East Cinema Academy 
Foundation 

No ministry fund –
funded by EU Sivil 
Düşün Programme 
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Documentarist 2008 

Sponsored by European 
Endowment for Democracy, 
Kingdom of the Netherlands, 
Consulate General of Sweden, 
Consulate General of the 
Czech Republic No 

Which Human Rights 
Film Festival 2009 

Open Society Foundation, EU 
Sivil Düşün Programme No 

Pink Life QueerFest 2011 

British Embassy Ankara, 
Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, 
Goethe Institut, Institut 
Français Turquie No 

Flying Broom 
International Women’s 
Film Festival 1998 Flying Broom Foundation Yes175 

Batman Yılmaz Güney 
Film Festival 2010 Batman Municipality 

No, and N/A on the 
website 

!f Istanbul 2002 

First the sponsorship of AFM 
Movie Theaters. Merge of 
AFM and CGV Mars 
Entertainment Group in 2011  

Yes (Reference: Fırat 
Yücel –Altyazı 
No:116 – April 2012) 

Boğaziçi Film Festival 2013 
International Boğaziçi Film 
Foundation (UBSD) Yes 

Altın Pars Short Film 
Festival Held in 2013 and 2014 Ministry of Youth and Sports Yes 

İzmir Short Film 
Festival 2000 

İzmir Metropolitan 
Municipality, İzmir 
Foundation of Tourism and 
Promotion, among others Yes 

Randevu Istanbul 
International Film 
Festival 1998 

TÜRSAK (Turkish Cinema 
and Audiovisual Culture 
Foundation) Yes 

 
175 The news from 2018 states that the Ministry cut the support for the 2018 festival 
without any explanation. 
https://www.evrensel.net/haber/354539/bakanlik-20-yildir-destekledigi-festivalin-
odenegini-kesti (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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Sinemardin 2017 
Mardin Film Office –a non-
profit organization Yes 

Golden Saffron 
Documentary Film 
Festival 2000 Safranbolu Municipality N/A on the website 

Bozcaada International 
Festival of Ecological 
Documentary (BIFED) 2014 Bozcaada Municipality No 

Amed Film Festival 2015 - also held in 2016176  
Diyarbekir/Amed 
Municipality No 

Bursa Film Festival 1987 1960s Fan Club177 No? 

Accessible Film 
Festival 2013 

European Endowment for 
Democracy, U.S. Embassy 
Ankara, Sabancı Foundation, 
Eskişehir Metropolitan 
Municipality No 

Table 5. A list of film festivals in Turkey (not including film screening events by municipalities in 
small cities or district municipalities in metropolitan/big cities or 

by other institutions such as consulates, NGOs, etc.).  
 

Table 5 provides a sample of film festivals organized on an annual basis in Turkey. 

Considering that there is no comprehensive, official list of film festivals, the list above is 

far from a complete one but rather a representative of the variety in scale and content. In 

addition to festivals screening (and involving competition categories for) feature-length 

films (both fiction and non-fiction categories), there are also the ones dedicated solely to 

short films or animations, to documentaries, to specific themes (LGBTQIA+-related, 

 
176 In 2016 with delay since the co-mayors of Diyarbekir/Amed municipality were 
detained and the central government appointed a mayor to the municipality. 
177 https://www.uluslararasibursafilmfestivali.com/bursa-film-festivali-tarihcesi (Date of 
access: 8/26/2020) 
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ecology-related, accessibility and disability-related, labor issues-related, women’s issue-

related, and others).  

 Marijke de Valck and Skadi Loist categorize film festivals around the world based 

on several factors, including “types of films being screened, audiences that are served, 

outreach to industry, funding, and other aspects” (de Valck and Loist 2013). The earliest 

film festival held in Turkey is the Antalya Film Festival (or Film Festivity [Film Şenliği], 

as it was used to call) in 1964, followed by the Adana Film Festival in 1969. The Istanbul 

and Ankara Film Festivals came to the picture in the 1980s. While the city municipalities 

have organized the Antalya and Adana festivals from the beginning (in addition to 

several on and off sponsorships or foundation supports), the Istanbul and Ankara Film 

Festivals’ primarily dwelled on NGO supports –IKSV178 and DKIAV respectively, yet 

they received municipality supports in the upcoming years. Since the late 1990s, in line 

with the increase in film production, the number of film festivals increased, and the 

heterogeneity became visible. Based on my research and conducted interviews, the film 

industry defines the festivals in three broad categories:179 

1. Festivals organized by big cultural urban capitals and sponsorships by banks and 
foundations, including Istanbul, Ankara, Antalya Film Festivals 

2. Municipality/governorship-supported big and small-scale festivals, including 
Adana and Malatya Film Festivals 

 
178 An NGO that was founded in the 1970s by Eczacıbaşı Holding, one of the leading 
industrial groups in Turkey. 
179 With a focus on the relationship between festivals and the host cities, Taş and Yüksel 
(2013) propose three categories to examine film festivals in Turkey, an approach that 
involves similarities and differences with my categorization:  
“1) General film festivals (International FF or city-based festivals), 2) Type or genre-
based festivals (focusing on a specific film type or genre): short films, documentaries, 
animations; horror film festivals, etc., 3) Thematic festivals (that are devoted a specific 
social issue): women films festivals, LGBTQ FF, Labor FF, identity-based festivals, etc.” 
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3. “Independent” festivals (in varying structures), including 1001 Documentary, 
Documentarist, Pink Life QueerFest, Filmmor, or Flying Broom Film Festivals or 
festivals in the Kurdish regions 

Relying on cultural urban capitals, sponsorships, and international reputation, festivals in 

Category 1 are supposed to promise artistic and economic autonomy so that they would 

practice artistic freedom in program organizations. For the Istanbul and Ankara Film 

Festivals, because foundations in the civil society organize them, they have been 

considered professional and independent in their organizational structure. Up to a certain 

extent, the Antalya Film Festival has also been discussed in similar terms.   

 Festivals in Category 2 mostly rely on financial sponsorship of their 

municipalities and governorships. Most of these festivals are seen as “city-based festivals 

that contribute to the advertisement of the city in addition to their cultural added value to 

the city” (Taş and Yüksel 2013). As presidents of organizing committees in this category 

are usually representatives appointed from respective municipalities and governorships 

(or mayors/governors themselves), they likely act according to their respective 

municipalities, political agendas, including receiving orders from the government in 

charge. Plus, their budget benefits from Ministry support. 

 Category 3 mostly involves thematic and small-scale festivals ranging from the 

ones refusing big sponsorships and capital support (Documentarist, Which Human Rights 

FF) to those that lack any municipality or governorship support. These festivals do not 

receive Ministry support because of “controversial” subject matters or issues they bring 

forward, such as organizing festivals with LGBTQIA+ or labor-related themes and 

contents or festivals in the Kurdish region of Turkey. The situation with independent 

festivals in the Kurdish region has become even more complicated since the beginning of 

the “state of emergency” in 2016. Many municipalities and state institutions supporting 
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local festivals were appointed trustees by the central government, annulling elected 

mayors and bureaucrats. Hence, support for the arts and culture was cut.180 

 Since the distribution of Ministry supports for festivals and other cultural events 

2005 onwards, these categories have been redefined by whether the festivals receive 

Ministry support or (can)not by festival organizers as well as filmmakers and producers 

in the industry. This redefinition implies that financial dependence on Ministry support 

implicates artistic decision-making practices, since the Ministry can use the support 

mechanism as financial leverage and a threat, which, in turn, can limit and shape artistic 

freedom. Therefore, not receiving Ministry support tends to be associated with more 

financial and political independence. 

 While festivals in Category 1 and 2 usually receive support from the Ministry 

(though there is no official disclosure or announcements for Ministry supports for 

festivals and cultural events as in the case of supports for film projects), there is a divide 

in Category 3. Some festivals apply and do not receive the support (Documentarist); 

some are supported (1001 Documentary, Flying Broom, Filmmor) with small amounts 

(as indicated by the festival organizers while the money received is not disclosed). Others 

either do not apply or get rejected (Labor FF, Yılmaz Güney Short FF, Pink Life Queer 

Fest, Bozcaada, Sinemardin, Amed FF and so on). When I asked for the support they 

received, Necati Sönmez, co-organizer of Documentarist, defined their position as both a 

blessing and a curse in terms of independence: 

 
180 Weysî Altay stated that not only were the cultural producers deprived of public spaces 
for their activities during the state of emergency: After a trustee was appointed to the 
Batman municipality by the current government, Yılmaz Güney Movie Theater was 
burned down (Personal interview). 
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“Sonay Ban: Can you talk about which supports do you get? Do you have 
sponsorships?  
 
Necati Sönmez: Maybe it has been our bad luck but now turned into luck 
on our side is that Documentarist has been a sponsor-free festival –it is 
troublesome, but in the current climate, it gives us freedom. By sponsor-
free, I mean big financial supporters or public funding [Ministry funding]. 
We should’ve had it, we fought so hard for it, but we got rejected. We 
applied to the Ministry to receive the support we deserve almost every 
year, until the 7th or 8th year –this is our 10th year [2017], we applied 
relentlessly. Very interestingly, in the first year, we received support, and 
that was the only time one. It was a very insignificant amount, but back in 
2008, we could say we had a project, they listened to us and gave 10,000 
TL –which translates to 2,500 Euro today [in 2017]. It was symbolic but 
enough for us to start the festival.”  
(Personal interview; November 2017) 

Organizers of the 1001 Documentary Festival stated that the Ministry withdrew the 

support granted to the festival since 2000 after the documentary Bakur was censored in 

the 2015 Istanbul Film Festival (will be discussed in detail in the next chapter). When I 

asked about the festival years and details that went missing on the website, documentary 

filmmakers Mustafa Ünlü and Rojda Akbayır who were the head and secretary of BSB 

(Association of Documentary Filmmakers in Turkey) in 2017, respectively, opened up on 

the unofficial financial pressure the Ministry put on their festival over the years:  

“Sonay Ban: On the internet, it says the 18th festival in 2015 was 
postponed, but did you hold it later? 
 
Mustafa Ünlü: No. We postponed it, then canceled it. 

SB: Is it because of the Registration Certificate and the Bakur case? 

MÜ: Yes, the film was on our program, just like other films. When the 
Registration Certificate issue came up, the Ministry pulled out the budget 
for the festival, and we ended up having no money, because–   
 
Rojda Akbayır: –You remember wrong, actually. The Ministry provided 
the money and said, ‘Don’t screen the film,’ and we said, ‘We won’t do 
that -we’ll screen it.’ 
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MÜ: I mean, they said ‘If you show the film, we’ll pull out the money,’ 
so we returned the money (...) The year before, they pulled out the money 
for the festival, and that time it was because we didn’t notify them with 
the program two weeks before the festival started. They pulled out the 
money, but the festival had already begun.  
 
SB: Was it in 2014? 

RA:  2013. We could still organize the festival by finding other resources. 

MÜ: No, we organized it without resources and got into debt, paid it later. 
Whatever…”  
(Personal interview, December 2017; emphasis added) 

Switching to Category 1 festivals, according to Azize Tan, the former director of the 

Istanbul Film Festival, there was a difference between their festival structure and the 

Antalya’s structure, and it affects how these two festivals work: 

“The Antalya Film Festival, no matter how you look at it, has been 
organized by the municipality. First of all, we need to get rid of 
municipalities’ organizing festivals –the fact that festival organizing is so 
connected with politics… independence is needed… the fact that the 
Istanbul FF is on the international arena lies in that it is an independent 
establishment [she means the festival and IKSV that organize it], that it 
is not dependent on any [political or economic] entity, that professional 
people from the industry organize it. Finally, there is continuity [at the 
institutional level] at work. Unlike in the Antalya case where the 
organizational structure changes any time the mayor changes and says, 
‘you are fired, I brought someone else to the job.’ (...) Institutional culture 
is needed in this job to keep going [and the Istanbul FF has it].”  
(Personal interview; December 2017; emphasis added) 

One difference Tan makes between two festivals indicates organizational 

independence that comes from professionalism. What she emphasizes is that there 

is a “professional team” behind the Istanbul FF that works all year long in 

organizing the festival under the roof of IKSV, the NGO belonging to one of the 

biggest industrial corporations in Turkey, yet retaining its “organizational 

independence” in the arts scenery. She claims, on the other hand, that the Antalya 
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FF organization does not particularly involve a professional team, as in the 

Istanbul FF case, yet it heavily depends on the municipality’s bureaucratic 

structure since the festival president is the mayor himself. In that sense, the 

Antalya FF is prone to serving the interests of the political affiliations that the 

mayor in charge has rather than consistent professional and “politics-free” work. 

Any changes in local election results can pave the way for dramatic changes in the 

festival’s organizational structure. For Tan, this shows lack of professionalism, 

something that the Istanbul FF does not possess.   

 The other difference Tan describes about the Antalya FF is that, 

financially, the Istanbul FF has never been granted the amount of Ministry 

support it needed compared to the amount that the Antalya FF has been receiving 

from the Ministry. I did not overtly ask the reasons for her claims. Given that 

there is no disclosed data about how much any festival organization is granted 

Ministry support in Turkey, it is theoretically speculative to say Antalya receives 

more support than Istanbul. In practice, though, based on my fieldwork, 

interviews, and observations, I would argue that the Antalya FF receives more 

financial support than the Istanbul FF, which I will discuss further in the next 

chapter.181 I sensed during the interview that she implied the Antalya FF received 

 
181 The best data I could find about Ministry support the Istanbul FF receives is from a 
panel recording from 2013 called “Cinema of the Festivals” at Boğaziçi University, 
where Tan talks about the festival structure. She says that the festival never received 
monetary support from local administrations but only promotion support, including 
advertisements on billboards, etc. However, Ministry support has increased over the 
years, and “maybe ten years ago, it was around $10,000, and the total budget of the 
festival was around 1,000,000 TL [$550,000, in 2013 currency]. As of 2013, the Ministry 
funding does not exceed 10% of the total budget.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvg1i73NNI0&t=664s (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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more funding than Istanbul FF because the festival president was the elected 

mayor of the municipality from the AKP, the current ruling government (he 

served as mayor twice: one between 2004 and 2009 and the other between 2014 

and 2019). As a proxy of the state, it seems reasonable that the mayor, who 

happens to be the festival president, could receive the funding the festival needs 

from the Ministry, therefore, the State.  

 For these three festivals in category 1, though there are structural 

differences in organization practices, they are known to receive relatively more 

financial support from the Ministry, compared to festivals in category 3. So, the 

economic dependence on the Ministry lends itself to censorship mechanisms. 

Consequently, the artistic freedom and independence of festivals in category 1 are 

more at stake than those in category 3. They act more as proxies of the state in 

order not to lose the economic support mechanisms. Several censorship cases I 

will examine in the upcoming chapter occurred in festivals, mostly in festivals in 

category 1. 

   In her discussion on cultural festivals, Stella Kladou claims several 

methods for creating resources for cultural festivals worldwide. While in various 

festivals around the world, subventions from municipalities, ticket sales, and 

sponsorships are vital, state support and funding mechanisms are the only 

resources for the very existence of festivals in underdeveloped countries (Kladou 

2011:36). Subventions from municipalities and federal administrations or state 

funding structures are the primary resources in many European countries and 

renowned festivals, including Cannes, Berlinale, or Venice Film Festivals. The 
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fact that they are allocated from public funds regularly, even if the municipality 

changes hands in elections, shows that this structure is sustainable and consistent 

regardless of political changes; thus, it is politics-free.  

 From Kladou’s perspective, film festivals182 in Turkey follow a unique 

model. Municipality subventions and Ministry support as the only public/state 

funding mechanism can operate differently in all three festival categories. 

Funding for festivals may not be as regular, and “politics-free” as the European 

counterparts, on the contrary, can be subject to change based on the changing 

alliance and ongoing negotiations depending on the political atmosphere of the 

year. That, in turn, puts festivals in Turkey operating in a spectrum of dependence 

or independence on the funding mechanisms artistically, politically, and 

economically. Festivals in categories 1 and 2 are assumed to receive relatively 

more financial support than those receiving support in category 3. Hence, they are 

more prone to have less autonomy in their festival organizations since they 

receive more directives, if not threats from the Ministry and municipalities, for 

financial cuts. 

 According to Elif Ergezen, an independent documentary filmmaker, the 

more financial dependence the festivals have on the Ministry, the more the 

Ministry turns festivals into main actors in censorship practices without even 

overtly declaring it “or getting its hands dirty.” For her, the Ministry creates 

subtle power relations within the industry. In turn, financial dependence in 

 
182 For more information on the inner workings of film festivals worldwide, see 
Iordanova and Rhyne ed. (2009) and Iordanova ed. (2013); on the relationship between 
film festivals and activism, see Iordanova and Torchin ed. (2012). 
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festivals such as Istanbul, Ankara, Antalya, or Adana translates itself into acting 

as proxies of the state, and the Ministry, in the sense that these festivals conform 

to the political climate of any given year and employ censorship practices even 

before the Ministry would initiate. In the same vein, economic dependence on 

municipalities for festivals in category 2 paves the way for “local” municipalities 

to act proxies of the “central” state and the Ministry. Their act of allegiance to the 

central government can manifest itself as they are more or less conforming to the 

political climate in their festival programs.  

 The next chapter will detail the differences and unique ways the festivals 

have been operating through recent examples. It is essential to mention that there 

are more to the censorship cases than we currently know. One way to employ 

censorship or conform to the political ideologies in the festival organizations 

(other than the overt cases) lies in not disclosing censorship cases in the first 

place. Film critic Fırat Yücel states that: 

“[During their research for Siyah Bant on censorship cases], organizers 
from several festivals stated that there had been more cases than we 
know but they don’t make them public because they didn’t want to lose 
any leverage they might have with the Ministry. If they react to the 
censorship cases, then the Ministry would get upset and so on. I find it 
wrong [that they bargain with the Ministry by remaining silent]. They are 
under pressure –for sure, let alone being financially dependent on the 
Ministry. Since all these are happening behind the doors, it does not 
help establish a culture of democracy and transparency. I believe they 
act with a survival instinct, with self-protection. I don’t expect much, a 
resistance, for instance, since they receive support from big capitals and 
the Ministry, but they should have a standpoint. They should at least act 
upon transparency to make the cases public. I know it is hard, but when 
you don’t have it, then whatever public space you have as festivals 
become narrower.”  
(Personal interview, July 2018; emphasis added). 
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Aligning with Yücel, Enis Köstepen condemns the festivals in the categories 1 

and 2 for being accomplices with and acting as the proxies of the Ministry, for not 

stepping forward and overtly stating censorship: 

“SB: How do you think the festivals are perceived as public spaces? In an 
interview for Altyazı magazine, you criticized festivals that didn’t disclose 
censorship they face and asked what the point really is if they don’t do 
that? Do you think the industry should solve the problem? What should be 
done? 
 
Enis Köstepen: Nowadays, it is accepted, for the domestic productions, 
not to send the films to the festivals, so festivals are at ease, and no one 
pushes for it. No Certificate, no festival attendance. The problem is that 
festivals don’t reveal that they are institutions operating through 
censorship and, this is what makes me angry, they present themselves as 
public arenas where free ideas circulate. It is not the case! Zer [to be 
detailed in the next chapter] was censored at the Istanbul FF and the 
festival organizers said nothing –they covered it up in silence. The 
Ministry didn’t even accept it and the director’s revealing censorship got 
censored. We are at such a low point. My expectation from the festivals is 
to say something about censorship one way or another: Put a black band or 
an intertitle on screen, just do something! Everyone knows there is 
censorship in the Iranian cinema, let people know that censorship exists in 
the Turkish film industry, as well. Let the international guests of the 
festival [jury members] know it happens. Kazim Öz [Zer’s director] made 
it explicit well but the festival didn’t. Did you see anything about the 
incident in festival’s press release? Say ‘we are ashamed of organizing the 
festival under these circumstances.’ 
 
SB: I think the underlying fear is financial. 
 
EK: Ok but that’s the problem; it is about how far you go backwards to 
survive. When the Istanbul FF censored Bakur in 2015, the peace process 
was still intact. If you don’t push for it and take a step forward at that time, 
as a self-claimed progressive institution, what’s the point of you? You 
survived but what did you turn into? 
 
SB: I think similarly for the Antalya FF. 
 
EK: How can people in the industry be sure that the exemption for the 
foreign film screenings can continue? Suppose the government issues 
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another decree law183 and they canceled the exemption. Then all movies 
need to pass the Control Commission. Very difficult to do in practice but 
they can do it, theoretically. They formed Commissions for those who 
were expelled due to the decree laws, thousands of files waiting on 
shelves. Are there any resolutions for them? No. Does the system allow it 
to form these Commissions? Yes. They can just form a committee of five 
people and say, ‘we are gonna watch all the movies.’ What to do then? Is 
the industry gonna solve it? No.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
183 Equivalent to the executive orders in the U.S. context. Note that the interview was 
conducted during the state of emergency in 2017, after the coup attempt, where decree 
laws were issued frequently. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 
PRACTICES OF FILM CENSORSHIP AFTER THE 2000s 

 
 

 
“Censorship should surely be provisional, rather than fixed; plural,  
rather than singular; time and site-specific, rather than universal.”  

(Freshwater 2004:242) 
 

 In this chapter, I will first examine film censorship practices through 

(reported) cases between 2000 and 2020 chronologically. In doing so, I will briefly 

describe each case within the political and social contexts surrounding their 

production and (festival and theatrical) release. Next, I will provide eight thematic 

divisions that the censorship cases fall under and analyze each category accordingly. 

This method is useful for two reasons. First, it will show that, in contrast to the 

previous decades where the state-imposed top-down oppressive mechanisms over 

cultural producers, censorship mechanisms, and practices are now plural 

(Freshwater 2004), and so are the censors. Therefore, these categories will 

demonstrate complex and various channels of cultural control and constraint. 

Secondly, even within each thematic division, heterogeneity, divergence, 

arbitrariness, and daily politics affect how cinematic censorship is conducted or 

negotiated between different state and non-state actors. This categorization works as 

a simple yet effective tool laying out the patterns followed by the censors in the 

broader context. It also helps pinpoint specific operations conducted on a micro-

level.  

 

 



 

 

 

236 

PART I 
Practices of Film Censorship in the 2000s: An Overview 

 
The year 2002 witnessed three censorship cases. Handan İpekçi’s Büyük Adam 

Küçük Aşk (Big Man, Little Love/Hejar, 2001, 120’)184 tells an “unusual” friendship 

between a five-year-old Kurdish orphan and a retired Turkish judge. The girl, Hejar, is 

brought to Istanbul to stay with a relative who was soon killed during a police raid 

looking Kurdish guerillas. The neighbor, an older man, committed to the Kemalist 

ideology (which, for a long time, denied the existence of Kurdish identity) agrees to take 

her home, yet forbids her to speak Kurdish. Gradually, he comes to terms with Hejar’s 

tragedy and attempts to learn Kurdish to bond with her. 

The film is considered audacious for 2002 for it is the first feature in Turkey 

“dealing with the restrictions of the Kurdish language in a daring manner” (Dönmez-

Colin 2008). Roughly comprising 18% to 20% of the total population in Turkey, the 

Kurdish identity, “including language (education in Kurdish) and culture (music, 

literature, theater, film) has long been suppressed by the Turkish state” (Candan 2016). 

Hence, it is surprising that the Ministry of Culture partially funded the film in the wake of 

the PKK leader Abdullah Öcalan’s arrest and his sentence to life imprisonment in 

1999.185 Equally not surprising, though, is that it was first granted the Registration 

Certificate and released in October 2001. It has sold more than 100,000 tickets, then “was 

withdrawn from the cinemas on 2 March 2002 [sic] by the Supervisory Council of 

 
184 The following format is used for film titles: Original title (either in Kurdish or 
Turkish), English title and Turkish title if available, the year, and running time if 
available. 
185 For more information on Kurdish identity, see Çiçek 2016. More on Öcalan’s 
ideology of democratic confederalism, see Öcalan 2011. 
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Cinema, Video and Music Productions [Higher Control Commission]186 at the Ministry 

of Culture for violating the principle of the indivisible integrity of the state.187 İpekçi was 

brought to trial for ‘insulting the police,’ but the charge was eventually dropped because 

‘no element of crime’ was found and the ban on the film was lifted in June 2002” 

(Dönmez-Colin 2008:102; also Türk 2002). It won several awards, including the Best 

Picture at the Antalya Film Festival in 2001, yet could not be screened in the 2002 

Istanbul Film Festival. It waited another year to get special screening permission for the 

same festival (Sönmez 2014).  

Ümit Ünal’s 9 (2002, 91’) and Tayfun Pirselimoğlu’s Hiçbiryerde 

(Innowhereland, 2002, 90’) had somewhat more luck than İpekçi’s film. Both films, a 

Rashomon story after the murder of a young girl and the story of a mother searching for 

his son, respectively, were sent to the higher Control Commission, denied a Registration 

Certificate, yet were finally granted one so that they made it to the 2002 Istanbul Film 

Festival screenings. Fırat Yücel (2014) gives credit to the National Competition Jury for 

objecting to the Commission’s decision and threatening to withdraw from the jury unless 

the ban is lifted. 

Iraqi-German Ravin Asaf’s Sarı Günler (Yellow Days/Gelbe Tage, 2002, 

83’) follows the story of a German woman visiting a Kurdish village called 

‘Youngest Heart’ in Turkey for her academic research on Kurdish folk music and 

dancing. Upon her leaving, “the army attacks the villages and ‘Youngest Heart’ are 

completely destroyed,” some villagers leave for Europe. In contrast, “those who 

 
186 Based on the 1986 law. 
187 Necati Sönmez (2014) adds that the film was first a discussion topic during the 
National Security Council meetings, then was referred to the higher Commission. 
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have stayed behind in the town are left with melancholy and their memories of the 

Yellow Days.”188  

The film was first selected for the national competition for the 22nd 

International Istanbul Film Festival in 2003, only to be soon withdrawn by the 

festival organizers due to the lack of a Registration Certificate. Producer Kadri 

Sözen highlighted that their film has competed at the 39th International Antalya Film 

Festival in 2002 and received two awards (Best Cinematography and Art Direction). 

He also objected that while foreign films are exempt from Certificates in festivals, it 

was made compulsory for their film, a German production. To him, the film was 

censored because the Control Commission did not like “a couple of objectionable” 

dialogues; therefore, the whole incident proved political censorship.  

In an interview entitled “Can’t Kurds Shoot Films?,” Nur Sürer, a veteran 

actor playing a Kurdish woman in the film, sided with Sözen. She claimed that the 

bureaucrats from the Directorate of Copyrights “said the film could only receive the 

Certificate if a couple of scenes were cut. The only reason, I believe, the film was 

censored is because it is [in] Kurdish. No one can convince me otherwise.”189 In 

another interview, she mentioned that Adıyaman Governorship barred the shooting 

of the film, and the crew could not work in several villages despite receiving 

 
188 http://filmfabrik.net/site/index.php/en/productions-cologne-en/9-cologne/produktion-
koeln/155-gelbe-tage (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
189 My translation: https://www.evrensel.net/haber/140637/nur-surer-br-nbsp-nbsp-nbsp-
kurtler-film-yapamayacak-mi (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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permission from the Ministries of Culture and Tourism and Foreign Affairs. Finally, 

she cited that there were always two soldiers ready on set.190   

Çayan Demirel’s 38 (2006, 67’) depicts the state-led massacre of the Kurdish 

population in Dersim in 1938. Dwelling on witness narratives and archival 

materials, the film premiered at the 1001 Documentary Film Festival in 2006. Still, 

the governor prevented its homecoming screening at Munzur Festival in Dersim due 

to the lack of a Registration Certificate (Candan 2016). Producers applied for the 

Certificate while the film was shown as part of the Documentary Competition at the 

44th International Antalya Film Festival, between October 19th and 28th of 2007, and 

won the Best Documentary Award.  

The Ministry rejected the application on October 18 for two reasons. First, 

the film, as a documentary, was not based on documents, and additionally, it was 

biased: “The mentioned film is not a documentary because it does not use 

historical data, documents, maps, photographs, or elements that would support the 

documentary quality of the film.” Secondly, it contains “elements of propaganda 

from the beginning to the end, therefore, upon theatrical release, it might disturb 

public order by provoking one segment of the society over the other based on social 

class, ethnicity, religion, sect or geographical region.”191 Here, the fact that the 

Ministry denies the Certificate application due to the lack of objective historical data 

 
190 http://www.radikal.com.tr/kultur/festivalde-sansur-667408/ (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
191 My emphasis in both quotations. The lawyer for the production company, Fikret İlkiz, 
shared the letter sent by the then Head of the General Directorate of Cinema regarding 
the reasons for the banning: https://bianet.org/biamag/toplum/127352-dersim-38-
belgeseline-kultur-bakani-aciklamasi (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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in the documentary by pretending to act through legal and official means is 

misleading yet still working. It punishes the crew’s deliberate use of alternative 

historiography by framing it as “not acceptable” as opposed to the imposing official 

Turkish historiography, the “margins of the Turkish state” (Das 2004 and Asad 

2004) as the norm, which denies the massacre.  

The production company sued the Ministry for denying the Certificate and 

won the case. In turn, the General Directorate of Cinema objected to the decision 

and sued the company; the trial continues. To this day, the film is banned for 

theatrical and DVD release and not screened at any national and international film 

festivals (Siyah Bant 2012; Başyiğit 2016). 

While 38 made its way to the festival screening at the 1001 Documentary 

Film Festival but was prevented in other occasions, the festival banned another 

documentary in the same year. Suzanne Khardalian’s I Hate Dogs (2005, 29’), a 

Swedish production focusing on one of the last survivors of the 1915 Armenian 

Genocide,192 was removed from the program. The organizers193 stated that due to the 

 
192 It is estimated that around 1.5 million Armenians were deported to concentration 
camps and murdered during the forced deportations from 1915 to 1923 within the 
Ottoman territories. To this day, the Turkish state denies the Armenian genocide during 
World War I but acknowledges some events, including the deportation of the Armenian 
population, happened. The expression “so-called Armenian Genocide” is still relevant as 
Turkish nationalists from different backgrounds embrace the idea that it did not happen.  
193 The then festival director, Nurdan Arca, stated that she was responsible for removing 
the film: “[The film is about] this guy whose family died during the deportation. The guy 
is right –a tailor living in France, but his sons drink wine, saying, ‘this is Talat Pasha’s 
blood.’ This is unacceptable [to show]. A couple of people in the organizing team 
included the film without letting us know and even said, ‘we invited the director, as well.’ 
I said, ‘you can’t do that.’ I called for a meeting, they came, and I said, “what do you 
want to achieve? Making a scene here by showing it and then becoming a hero?’ I called 
the director and said, ‘I’m sorry, you are our guests, but I have to withdraw the film.’ I 
was the one canceling the screening. I wasn’t there but heard that five civilians showed 
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“social and political circumstances” the country was going through, screening the 

film was not appropriate. The year before, an academic conference on the 

“Armenian issue” was first postponed then relocated from Boğaziçi to Bilgi 

University. The same year witnessed another controversy. During an interview, the 

Nobel recipient Orhan Pamuk stated that “one million Armenians and 30,000 Kurds 

were killed in these lands and nobody but me dares talk about it.”194 Tried under 

Article 301 of the previous Penal Code in charge of insulting the republic, 

parliament, or state organs, he was acquitted a month later. Lastly, in 2007, Hrant 

Dink, the editor-in-chief of the newspaper Agos, was assassinated by a Turkish 

nationalist. The murder investigation has been called flawed while the European 

Court of Human Rights ruled that the “Turkish authorities were warned that ultra-

nationalists were plotting to kill Dink, but failed to act.”195 In many ways, the 

political context surrounding this censorship case is reminiscent of how the 

discrepancy between the “liberal impulse” of the AKP government through legal 

reforms and “illiberal practices” of failing deliberately to act upon that impulse 

(White 2013) have worked time and again. The governance strategies prove 

successful, though failing at securing minority and human rights at large. However, 

 
up at the screening venue –they were there to beat or even kill people. It’d have been a 
blood bath hadn’t I withdrawn the film.” (Personal interview, January 2018; my 
emphasis)  
During the interview, Arca overtly accused one of my informants of giving false 
information and accusing her of censoring the film. I do not want to disclose the identity 
of the accused informant. 
194 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/4566972.stm (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
195 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-11301412 (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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the AKP can still promote itself as the guardian of democracy because the legal 

reforms (on paper) though not applied, are, nevertheless, there for reference.  

Adressiz Sorgular (2006, Mehmet Ali Gündoğdu and Mustafa Diyar 

Demirsoy, 80’), a feature-length fiction, focuses on state-led forced disappearances 

in southeast Turkey during the 1990s. The directors’ application for the Certificate 

in 2007 was denied because the film “breached public order and is incompatible 

with human dignity.” They filed a lawsuit to reverse the verdict; it was rejected. The 

state council finally approved the appeal for a reversal in 2015. The case went to the 

Supreme Court. On July 5, 2019, the court decided that the process was an example 

of obstructing freedom of speech.196 

In 2008, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism carried out censorship that 

transcended the Turkish soil. Partially funded by the Ministry, a first for the director 

whose previous applications for Ministry support were denied, Hüseyin Karabey’s 

Gitmek: Benim Marlon ve Brandom (My Marlon and Brando, 2008, 93’) depicts a 

Turkish actress’ journey to Iraq to reunite his Iraqi-Kurdish lover. Accepted by 

many acclaimed festivals around the world, it was also released in Turkey. In 

November 2008, the film was scheduled for screening as part of a festival called 

Culturescapes Turkey in Switzerland. Co-sponsored by the Ministry of Culture and 

Tourism, the festival announced the film was withdrawn from the festival soon 

before the screening. After meticulous research on the issue, a German journalist 

revealed it was, in fact, a case of censorship. As it turned out, “The Public Relations 

 
196 http://fasikul.altyazi.net/2019/07/08/aym-filmleri-yasaklama-yoluna-gidilmesi-yanlis/ 
(Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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Secretary to the Ministry, İbrahim Yazar, threatened to withdraw the substantial sum 

of 400,000 Euro from the festival’s funding, if this screening of Gitmek were to go 

ahead” (Karaca 2011:176). In an off-record interview to the journalist, Yazar 

claimed that it was not acceptable to see a Turkish girl falling in love with a Kurd in 

“sensitive times like this,” referring to an armed conflict between the Turkish Army 

and the PKK guerillas in Northern Iraq, just before the Peace Process197 started in 

2009. The then Minister of Culture and Tourism, Ertuğrul Günay, criticized Yazar’s 

unilateral decision as not consonant with the Ministry’s procedures. Yet, he shared 

discontent about how the festival organizers referred to “Southeastern Anatolia as 

Kurdistan, at which his department had not been able to remain silent” (Karaca 177). 

Ultimately, the film was shown at the festival.  

In the same year, documentary filmmakers Rüya Arzu Köksal and Aydın 

Kudu faced blatant censorship. Their film Son Kumsal (The Shore, 2008, 55’) is 

about the environmental destruction by the state-tendered highway construction 

along the Black Sea shores of Turkey and the protests the local communities 

conducted against the government in charge and other stakeholders. Partially funded 

by the Ministry, the film was screened in Documentarist, won the third prize in the 

documentary competition at Ankara Film Festival, and won the first prize in the 

TRT’s national documentary competition, scheduled to be broadcast on TRT (still 

pending). The directors decided to visit several districts and cities across the Black 

 
197 Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê –Kurdistan Workers’ Party. It waged war to the Turkish 
state in 1984 and has been in armed conflict with the state since.  
Between 2009 and 2015, there have been on and off ceasefires and peace negotiations 
between the PKK officials and the Turkish state. 
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Sea region to screen the film to the local communities. During a screening in 

İnebolu, Kastamonu, in July 2008, the mayor first ordered to cut the sound and then 

terminate the screening based on insults directed at the then Prime Minister Recep 

Tayyip Erdoğan in the film. In the directors’ words, the mayor asked them “to show 

the movie to the communists in Istanbul rather than here,” threatened to beat them, 

and eventually threw them out of the district. The next day’s scheduled screening in 

Abana, another nearby district, was also canceled. The directors filed a public 

prosecution for defamation and insult via BSB,198 and after two and a half years of 

legal struggle, the court found the mayor guilty.199  

In 2009, the pre-selection committee for the national competition in the 46th 

International Antalya Film Festival did not include Kazim Öz’s documentary 

Demsala Dawî: Şewaxan (The Last Season: Shawaks/Son Mevsim: Şavaklar, 2009, 

92’). The film depicts the nomadic life of the Shawak community in Eastern Turkey 

over a year. The fact that it has competed “in European film festivals and well-

received in artistic circles abroad” convinced Öz that it was politically-motivated 

censorship “executed by the [festival] committee towards Kurdish films that depict 

realities outside of the official ideology [of the Turkish state]” (Koçer 2016:165-

166). The same year marks both the beginning of the Peace Process, also known as 

the “Kurdish Opening,” and the state-run TRT’s establishment of its Kurdish 

language channel, TRT-6 (Candan 2016:15). However, it is possible to argue that 

 
198 The Association of Documentary Filmmakers in Turkey. 
199 The narrative is constructed through Köksal’s testimony for the censorship case: 
http://www.altyazi.net/soylesiler/2000lerde-sansur-dosyasi-tanikliklar/ (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
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this opening and the relative freedom to produce Kurdish media excluded certain 

films and filmmakers, including Öz’s films, since they provided alternative, critical 

historiographies that did not serve the constructed state ideology and practices over 

the Kurdish issue.  

Not surprisingly, it was not the first time Kazim Öz’s films have been censored. 

Having worked closely with Öz over the years for her dissertation project, anthropologist 

Suncem Koçer (2016) notes that film censorship in Turkey “has inhibited the immediate 

mobility of Öz’s films since his debut. On the other hand, the discourse about censorship 

has, ironically, helped globalize Öz’s filmmaking and created pathways for the 

circulation of his films, especially in Europe, but also in Turkey” (172). As mentioned in 

Chapter 3, his first (short) film, Ax was removed from the Ankara Film Festival program 

in 1998, and since then, almost every film he produced faced censorship. His 2005 film 

Dûr (Distant/Uzak, 74’), narrating the effects of migration from a Kurdish village in 

Turkey to Germany, was not accepted by “several festivals” in Turkey while “some 

movie theaters did not screen it… because it is in Kurdish.” Similar processes took place 

for his feature-length fiction Bahoz (Fırtına/The Storm, 2008, 156’) as both Antalya and 

Adana Film Festival did not accept the film for competitions. The film follows a group of 

leftist Kurdish students pursuing liberation and revolution by joining the PKK guerillas in 

the 1990s through it is only implied but never overtly mentioned. Nine years later, He Bû 

Tune Bû (Once Upon a Time, 2013, 81’), following a Kurdish family as they arrive from 

Eastern Turkey to Central Anatolia for seasonal labor, was first accepted by the 

International Adana Film Festival in September 2014 yet was removed from the 
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program.200 However, the film was shown at the Istanbul Film Festival five months ago. 

Öz also claims that he applied for Ministry support for all his films but “did not receive 

any backing” (except Zer, to be discussed shortly) (2016:258). All in all, the censorship 

practices that the Turkish state, through its proxies –film festivals– has repeatedly 

employed over Öz’s films over decades follow specific patterns, namely banning and 

removing his films from festivals, which further delimit their circulation in the public 

sphere. Thus, the Turkish state instrumentalizes film censorship as an example of social 

control over the society, a powerful reflection of how state governance can be exercised 

when it comes to sorting out any “controversial content” and/or “filmmakers’ political 

reputation” (Koçer 166).  

The peace process between 2009 and 2015 brought a relative loosening in how 

the Kurdish issue was discussed and portrayed. Many Kurdish documentaries had the 

chance to be screened in film festivals around the country. However, state institutions 

were selective about which films were dangerous and not suitable for public screenings. 

Aydın Orak’s Destaneke Serhildanê: Bêrîvan (The Legend of Rebellion/Bir Başkaldırı 

Destanı: Berivan, 2010, 50’) is one such example. It centers around Bêrîvan, a Kurdish 

woman “who led the first great uprising of the Kurdish people in recent history” during 

the Newroz celebrations in 1992 in Cizre (Southeast Turkey, near the Syrian border). 

Orak applied for the Registration Certificate in April 2011; the film was sent to the higher 

Commission from the regular Commission due to lack of a unanimous vote, yet it was 

screened in the 30th International Istanbul Film Festival in the same month. Hours before 

its screening at the 2nd Yılmaz Güney Film Festival in Batman, the film was denied the 

 
200 İbid.  
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Certificate for theatrical release. The reasons were the following: “The film is 

unconstitutional, involving elements to disturb public order, distorting historical events, 

igniting hatred and hostility in society, undermining the unity and solidarity of the 

Turkish nation, and making PKK propaganda” (translated from Orak’s testimony in 

Siyah Bant 2012:64; also Candan 2016:19). The then-head of the General Directorate of 

Cinema targeted Orak for citing Roj TV201 in the credits as one of the contributors in the 

production. Orak responded that they benefited from Roj TV’s archive for the film, and 

he could have also thanked the Turkish state in the credits had it granted permission to 

use the state archives (Siyah Bant 2012). In the end, the film screening was banned by 

police departments and governorships, and the director preferred organizing special 

screenings across the country instead of festivals that required the Certificate. 

Mizgîn Müjde Arslan’s Ez Firiyam Tu Mayî Li Cih (I Flew You Stayed/Ben 

Uçtum Sen Kaldın, 2012, 79’) follows the director’s journey first to Mardin, her 

childhood hometown, and then to Makhmur Refugee Camp in Erbil, Iraq where her 

father died. Her father joined the PKK shortly after she was born -she never knew 

him. The premise of the documentary is to deal with her trauma of living without a 

father and confront the reasons behind his absence. Arslan was arrested alongside 

her camerawoman by Turkish security forces on their way back from Makhmur in 

February 2012. She was accused of being a member of the KCK,202 and during her 

 
201 It was a Denmark-based international Kurdish satellite TV channel, active until 2013. 
The Turkish state condemned the channel for being PKK’s media organization and 
making the party’s propaganda. 
202 Koma Civakên Kurdistan –Kurdish Communities Union. It serves as an umbrella 
political organization for Kurdish liberation movements in all four countries in the 
Middle East, namely Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria. The KCK embraces democratic 
confederalism with varying degrees of autonomy through councils and local 
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interrogation, the state prosecutor was the “first viewer” of the documentary’s rough 

cut (Candan 2016). Two months later, it was screened at the 31st International 

Istanbul Film Festival. 

Four years after the screening of The Shore was prevented, another 

documentary faced similar censorship by a local administrator. The district governor 

of Enez, Edirne, canceled the public screening of İmre Azem’s Ekümenopolis 

(Ecumenopolis, 2012, 94’) at the last minute, claiming “the screening was blocking 

the traffic flow.” The district mayor and officers supposedly watched the film, and 

the district mayor granted permission fifteen days before the screening. Speaking to 

administrators from the municipality, the only explanation the producers received 

was that it was the district governor’s verbal order, rather than an official statement, 

to cancel the screening.203 One of the first feature-length documentaries centering 

around the negative outcomes of the urban transformations projects in Istanbul, 

Turkey, the film received theatrical release and screenings in national and 

international festivals –it already had the Certificate. 

In a press statement released on November 11, 2011, Caner Alper and 

Mehmet Binay, the directors of the film Zenne (Zenne Dancer, 2011, 99’), 

announced that the festival committee of the 2nd International Malatya Film Festival 

censored the film screening. Based on the true story of Ahmet Yıldız, a gay man 

murdered by his father in 2008 because of his sexual orientation, the film was pre-

 
administrations and rejection of private property ownership (for more, check the link on 
Footnote 176).  
203 http://www.siyahbant.org/kaymakamdan-talimat-var-film-yasak/ (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
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selected for the national competition, yet, two weeks before the premiere in the 

festival, the Committee called and urged the directors to apply for a Registration 

Certificate. The producers could not receive it upon short notice; the film was 

removed from the festival competition alongside Unutma Beni Istanbul (Do Not 

Forget Me Istanbul, 2011, 113’), another film without a Certificate. For the 

directors, the whole incident in the festival was part of creating “artificial obstacles 

in the guise of technical and bureaucratic necessities”204 since the film not only 

received five awards in Antalya Film Festival the month before but also was 

screened “one day before the opening of the Malatya Film Festival as the opening 

film of another national festival, the Pink Life Queerfest [hereafter KuirFest], 

Turkey’s first international Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender film festival 

held in Ankara.”205 

Sevil Sevimli, a French citizen of Turkish origin, was arrested and served jail 

time for eighty-eight days in 2012. She was accused of being a DHKP-C member 

and involving terrorist activities. One of the crimes she was charged with was to 

organize a public screening of the documentary Damında Şahan: Güler Zere (2012) 

in Eskişehir, Turkey. Güler Zere was a political prisoner, a DHKP-C member 

sentenced to fourteen years. She was diagnosed with cancer while in prison, 

pardoned by the then President, and released in November 2009, yet she died in May 

2010. Her lawyer and relatives claimed that the prison conditions were severe, she 

 
204 http://www.siyahbant.org/zenne-malatyaya-giremeyecek-mi/ (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
205 https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/zenne-dancer-stirs-controversy-on-taboo-subject-
7081 (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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did not receive the necessary treatment, and the presidential pardon was too late as it 

cost her life.206 

In 2013, the films Hayatboyu (Lifelong, 2013, 102’), Köksüz (Nobody’s 

Home, 2013, 81’), Daire (Circle, 2013, 108’) were withdrawn from the national 

competition program at the Malatya Film Festival due to the lack of a Registration 

Certificate. Film Producers’ Association (SE-YAP) issued a press release indicating 

that the producers of the films applied for the Certificate only to receive it in a week, 

at the latest. In contrast, the removal of the films took place twenty days before the 

festival started. Reminding that all three films were shown in other festivals, 

including Antalya, Istanbul, and Adana, they targeted the festival committee for 

committing a unique ridiculous act. They also indicated that the committee’s 

proposal for “out-of-competition” screenings for the related films did not even make 

sense since the Certificate requirements involve all screening activities in the 

festival.207  

The ramifications of the Gezi resistance, the most unprecedented uprising in 

recent Turkish political history, has been felt in the production and circulation of 

films and censorship practices that come with it. In many ways, the AKP 

government, through its “authoritarian reflex,” framed the protests as “a global 

conspiracy against Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, rhetorically offering a security narrative 

 
206 https://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/sevile-325-yil-istendi-363476  
https://www.globalrights.info/2009/06/free-guler-zere/  
https://www.haberturk.com/yasam/haber/513519-guler-zere-yasamini-yitirdi (Date of 
access: 8/26/2020) 
207 http://www.radikal.com.tr/hayat/yapimcilar-malatya-film-festivaline-tepkili-1159182/ 
(Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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portraying the protestors as ‘looters’ and rationalizing a need to ‘contain’ them 

(Yeşil 2016:112-113). This framework granted the State and its proxies the 

“legitimate use of censorship” (to quote Max Weber loosely) in the name of 

maintaining social order and employing security measures over filmmaking 

practices and media, in general, which provide insights and mirrors the social 

unrests in protests. From an anthropological perspective, the following examples 

help us understand how the Turkish state can easily shift the gears towards 

authoritarianism in the face of any “harmful” resistance movements to its power. 

They also lead to broader questions of how power and resistance are negotiated 

through censorship as authoritarianism shows its teeth at full force when necessary. 

The documentary Ali: Düşlerinde Özgür Dünya (Ali: The Free World of Our 

Dreams, 2014) was scheduled for screening at a community center in Hatay, 

Turkey, on March 17, 2014. Honoring the life of Ali İsmail Korkmaz, a 19-year-old 

university student who was murdered by police officers alongside civilians in the 

first days of the Gezi resistance, the film screening was obstructed by the 

Governor’s Office due to lack of a Registration Certificate. A month later, on April 

27, 2014, the Governor of Niğde issued a similar statement and prevented the film 

screening in a cultural center in the city. Examining this case in detail, Pelin Başaran 

from Siyah Bant concludes that this is a pure censorship case since “demanding 

registration for a non-commercial educational film screened for free and at a 

community organization is a breach of Turkish law.”208  

 
208 http://www.openspace-zkp.org/2013/en/journal.php?j=7&t=47 (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
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In the same month, Onur Ünlü’s fiction film İtirazım Var (Let’s Sin, 2014, 

110’) received an 18+ Certificate from the Ministry. Following a whodunnit murder 

case that an imam attempts to solve, the film was rated 18+ because it contains 

“content which might be harmful to the mental and physical development of minors 

and includes general morality, human dignity, and violence” (Başaran 2016:97; my 

emphasis). Upon the production company’s objection, the Commission examined 

the film for the second time and granted a 15+ rating. 

In September 2014, the Festival Committee removed the documentary Yeryüzü 

Aşkın Yüzü Oluncaya Dek (Love Will Change the Earth, 2014, 90’) from list of 

documentaries preselected by a jury for the 51st International Antalya Film Festival. 

Depicting the Gezi Park resistance of 2013, the film was “suspected” by the festival 

lawyers of insulting the then prime minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan based on the articles 

no. 125 and 299 of the Turkish Penal Code.209 After the committee canceled the 

screening, the pre-jury resigned, stating that the committee had attacked them on several 

 
209 Article 125 of the Penal Code reads: “Any person who acts with the intention to harm 
the honor, reputation or dignity of another person through concrete performance or giving 
impression of intent, is sentenced to imprisonment from three months to two years or 
imposed punitive fine. In order to punish the offense committed in absentia of the victim, 
the act should be committed in presence of least three persons.”  
Entitled as “Insulting Turkishness, the Republic, the organs and institutions of the State,” 
Article 299, on the other hand, states that “1. Any person who publicly denigrates 
Turkishness, the Republic or the Grand National Assembly of Turkey shall be sentenced 
to 6 months to 3 years of imprisonment. 2. Any person who publicly denigrates the 
Government of Republic of Turkey, the judicial institutions of the State, the military or 
security organizations shall be sentenced to 6 months to 2 years imprisonment. 3. Where 
denigration of Turkishness is committed by a Turkish citizen in another country, the 
sentence shall be increased by one third. 4. Expression of thoughts intended to criticize 
shall not constitute a crime.” The English version of the Turkish Penal Code is available 
https://www.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/en/tr/tr171en.pdf (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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occasions.210 Two days later, directors and jury members asked the organizers to clarify 

whether this is a censorship case. Reyan Tuvi, the director of the film, was called twice 

by the organizers and told that the film could only be screened if she removed the English 

translation of the alleged insult from the subtitles, not the scene itself. She accepted the 

deal, though all the documentary filmmakers and producers, except two, boycotted the 

process and announced withdrawal from the documentary competition.211 However, 

fiction filmmakers and producers chose to attend the festival. They claimed they would 

like to denounce censorship by not leaving the festival, the very public sphere best suited 

for these sorts of protests. Meanwhile, the festival committee blamed the whole affair on 

the pre-jury and Tuvi. In the end, the documentary jury president resigned, and the 

competition got canceled altogether212 (Başyiğit 2016:3). 

On Saturday, April 11, 2015, the producer, one of the directors, and the 

editor of the documentary Bakur (North, 2015, 92’) was called by festival organizers 

into IKSV’s office. They were told that the film would not be screened the next day 

at the International Istanbul Film Festival, organized by IKSV, unless they applied 

for the Certificate by the following Monday. It soon turned out that the General 

Directorate of Cinema reminded the festival organizers with the 2014 notification 

(Figure 6 in Chapter 4) stating the Registration Certificate as a required document 

 
210 Based on a personal interview with one of the pre-jury members on August 5, 2016. 
Some of the attacks by the Committee included sending threatening email 
correspondences to pre-jury members, and organizing meetings with directors and 
producers who submitted works to festival competitions, by excluding pre-jury members. 
211 Thirteen directors out of fifteen on the documentary competition withdrew their films 
as well as ten jury members in six different competition categories resigned. 
212 http://www.altyazi.net/soylesiler/2000lerde-sansur-dosyasi-tanikliklar/ (Date of 
access: 8/26/2020) 
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for festival screenings. The documentary depicts the daily life of Turkish and 

Kurdish guerillas of the PKK before their withdrawal to Northern Iraq in 2013 as 

part of the Peace Process. The second week of the festival had already started, and 

organizers had not asked Registration Certificates during the first week. Organizers 

stated that they had to ask for it since an armed conflict occurred between the PKK 

guerillas and the Turkish military in Eastern Turkey/North Kurdistan a day before 

the screening. They said that they tried persuading Ministry officials to allow Bakur 

to be screened, but their efforts were in vain.213 In the end, organizers released a 

statement declaring the film was withdrawn from the program, as on the day of the 

screening, police officers paid a visit to the movie theater. 

Occurred seven months after the censorship on Tuvi’s documentary, the 

reaction the Bakur case received was one of positive surprise. Though the screening 

was canceled, the movie theater was packed with viewers, festival organizers, 

filmmakers and producers, film critics, and activists as they held a forum to discuss 

the censorship: “After five hours of discussion and debate, twenty-three films 

withdrew from the festival in solidarity with Bakur” (Carney 2016:149). The 

following day, all film competitions in the festival were canceled due to the 

unanimous support and solidarity against censorship. 

A couple of important points to underline: While the Ministry prevented the 

screening and the festival organizers acted accordingly at the Istanbul Film Festival 

(IFF), the film met the audience in a packed theater as part of Documentarist two 

 
213 Personal interview conducted with the producer and one of co-directors on August 5, 
2016. 
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months later, without the Certificate. Two and a half years after the IFF screening 

ban, in December 2017, Batman Chief Prosecutor’s Office filed a lawsuit against co-

directors214 of the film based on screening at Batman Yılmaz Güney Cultural Center 

in 2016. The directors are tried on an anti-terror law and facing charges of making 

terrorist propaganda, with a possible prison sentence of up to five years. As for 

writing this dissertation, the trial continues. The court does not seem to consider the 

requests from the defendants regarding sentence remission for Çayan Demirel. Soon 

after finishing the film’s editing, he suffered a cardiac arrest and remained in a coma 

for months. Demirel holds a medical report indicating 99% of disability, needs 

accommodation and is not suitable to serve any prison time. After 4,5 years of legal 

struggle, as of September 2020, Demirel gained the right to disability retirement. 

In the same month, April 2015, the festival committee pre-selected Ferat 

Ayebe’s short film Bêhna Kelmêşa (Sivrisinek Kokusu/Smell of Mosquito, 2014) for 

the 3rd International Kayseri Film Festival. Two days after the announcement on the 

festival’s website, Ayebe received a call from the festival and was asked whether he 

would consent the festival to apply for a Registration Certificate on his behalf, a 

procedure the festival would carry for all the selected films. He declined the offer 

while suggested remaining in the national competition even though there would not 

be a festival screening. In the end, Ayebe withdrew his film from the festival.215 

 
214 Ertuğrul Mavioğlu, a Turkish journalist and Çayan Demirel, a Kurdish documentary 
filmmaker. 
215 https://www.facebook.com/behnakelmesa/posts/455429931279817 (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
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Following a crew and a businessman, their sponsor, on their journey to make 

a film about an imam in the Black Sea region, Levent Özarslan’s “political 

mockumentary” O.H.A: Oflu Hoca’yı Aramak (2014, 94’) is first reported to face 

censorship in theatrical release for managers of movie theaters were not willing to 

show the film in March 2015.216 Postponed to May 2015, the film was not screened 

at the Eskişehir Film Festival without a Registration Certificate while the Ankara 

Film Festival held a screening only a couple of days ago. The film also won the Jury 

Prize at the 2014 Antalya Film Festival.217 The only two sources for this case (both 

dissidents of the current government) provide confusing and inconsistent data while 

claiming the case has proven political censorship. Given the chronology, however, 

the film must have been granted the Certificate so that it received a theatrical 

release. If that is the case, then the screening at the Eskişehir FF should not have 

been a problem.  

The International Ankara Film Festival did not ask for the Registration 

Certificate for festival screenings prior to the Bakur case in 2015. During the 27th 

festival in 2016, it became a required document. The Committee withdrew two films 

from the festival program since the directors did not receive the Certificate as part of 

a “legal and technical necessity”218 to be fulfilled for festival screenings. The 

removed films were Gökalp Gönen’s Altın Vuruş (Golden Shot, 2016, 9’), a short 

animation on machines in small houses waiting for the sun, and Selim Yıldız’s Bîra 

 
216 https://odatv4.com/seyircisiyle-bulusamayan-film-1903151200.html (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
217 https://www.sozcu.com.tr/2015/gundem/o-h-aya-yine-sansur-823805/ (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
218 https://filmfestankara.org.tr/27-aufftan-aciklama (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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Mi’têtin (I Remember/Hatırlıyorum, 2016, 38’), a documentary about the massacre 

of Kurdish civilians by the Turkish military in Roboskî, Şırnak in 2011. Revealing 

the censorship, Necati Sönmez, the jury president of documentary competition and 

one of Documentarist’s organizers, resigned, stating that the two filmmakers who 

did not get the Certificate were singled out.219 The committee suggested 

participating in the competition without festival screening, but directors declined the 

offer. 

On January 19, 2016, five days after the press release of AFP petition (see 

the Methodology section), the crew of the documentary Sara: Hep Kavgaydı 

Yaşamım (2016) was called to Beyoğlu Police Department in Istanbul. They were 

informed that the department could not guarantee the safety of the crew and the 

audience during the film screening at Atlas Movie Theater that evening; hence the 

screening should be canceled. Film’s producer alleged that the movie theater 

manager acted upon personal concerns but used the lack of a Registration Certificate 

as an excuse for the sudden change of plans. The film narrates the life of Sakine 

Cansız, one of the founders of the PKK. She was murdered in Paris alongside two 

other guerillas in 2013,220 and the perpetrators are still unknown. Attending the press 

statement in front of the movie theater, Sebahat Tuncel, the then deputy from 

 
219 https://www.evrensel.net/haber/278506/necati-sonmez-prosedur-degil-sansur-
diyecegiz (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
220 “She was shot dead along with two other Kurdish women and political activists. Fidan 
Doğan, representative of the Kurdistan National Congress (KNK) in Paris and Leyla 
Şaylemez, member of the Kurdish youth movement.” 
https://anfenglishmobile.com/kurdistan/the-pkk-foundation-in-sakine-cansiz-s-words-
31026 (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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HDP,221 claimed that the whole incident was nothing but a breach of human rights 

and freedom of speech. Cansız’s brother, on the other hand, said his sister was killed 

because “they were afraid of her life and now they banned the documentary that tells 

her life. I wouldn’t have excepted otherwise, but we’ll continue showing the film 

against all the odds.”222 

Yeşim Ustaoğlu’s Tereddüt (Clair Obscur, 2016, 104’) centers around two 

women, a psychiatrist and an underage young bride, whose paths cross after a tragic 

incident. The film made its debut in Turkey at the 2016 International Antalya Film 

Festival and won the Best Director, Best Picture, and Best Leading Actress awards. 

It received a theatrical release on December 16, 2016. The day before the screening, 

one of two female leads in the movie, Funda Eryiğit, posted a tweet with the film 

poster reading, “as of tomorrow, our film will be on these selected movie theaters. 

Unfortunately, though, you will only be able to see the censored version, not the one 

we originally shot.”223 After this tweet, film critics or news portals started 

questioning whether the director committed self-censorship. When asked in a couple 

of interviews, Ustaoğlu never uttered the word censorship but said she preferred to 

go with two versions, one for festival screenings and one for the theatrical release.  

 
221 HDP – People’s Democratic Party. She was arrested in November 2016 and has been 
serving jail time since. She was sentenced to 15 years in 2019 on charges of belonging a 
terrorist organization and making terrorist propaganda. https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-
turkey-security-kurds-idUKKCN1PR09P (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
222 http://yarinhaber.net/guncel/32590/sakine-cansiz-belgeseli-gosterimine-polis-engeli 
(Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
223 https://twitter.com/fundaeryigit/status/809430446186459136 (Date of access: 
8/26/2020) 
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The year 2016 has been a milestone in recent Turkish history. A faction in 

the Army attempted to seize power against the current government and the President 

in July 2016 and failed. As a result, the government declared a state of emergency 

until July 2018 with seven three-month renewals. During the two-year state of 

emergency, with the “help” of executive orders, the country witnessed turbulent 

moments with devastating effects on many: More than 100,000 people are expelled 

from public service without due process, including academia and judiciary offices; 

military and police presence increased; many people have been incarcerated, 

including deputies from HDP, journalists, NGO activists, and students, among 

others.224 In addition to the Tereddüt case, the following censorship practices 

occurred during the state of emergency (and very soon after it ended). Therefore, 

they are both the products and extension of the social, political, and economic 

context the country experienced.  

Similar to the post-Gezi period, the coup attempt in 2016 strengthened the 

AKP’s power as it geared towards more authoritarian governance against its 

 
224 Twelve HDP deputies, including the previous co-chairs Selahattin Demirtaş and Figen 
Yüksekdağ, have been in prison since November 2016. Turkey has been named among 
the “worst jailers of journalists” for the fourth consecutive year in 2019. Moreover, 
“dozens of journalists not currently jailed in Turkey are still facing trial or appeal and 
could yet be sentenced to prison, while others have been sentenced in absentia and face 
arrest if they return to the country.” https://cpj.org/reports/2019/12/journalists-jailed-
china-turkey-saudi-arabia-egypt/ (Date of access: 8/26/2020)  
Among the activists is Osman Kavala, a businessman and the founder of Anadolu Kültür, 
an NGO for culture and the arts. He has been in prison since October 2017 without any 
indictment prepared for his case. Sixteen defendants, including Kavala, have been 
accused of attempting to overthrow the government during the Gezi resistance and tried. 
The trial started in June 2019. As of February 2020, nine out of sixteen defendants, 
including Kavala, are acquitted, yet Kavala could not get out of prison. Arrest warrants 
were issued for the rest of the defendants outside the country. 
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dissidents from all parties – left, right, secular, or pious and so on– either through 

their incarceration or their expulsion from the public sphere, physically. The 

government also used pro-State mainstream media propaganda against the 

dissidents. As an extension of this loaded context, film censorship cases are not only 

illuminative of providing the workings of state control, violence, and policing. The 

very use of propaganda by pro-State mainstream media outlets, including 

newspapers and television channels, illustrates how the Turkish state, while 

silencing its dissidents by disparagement and delegitimization, simultaneously 

derives its very power from its media representation. In many ways, this practice is 

reminiscent of how Abdülhamid II dealt with the press in a contradictory yet useful 

way (Chapter 3). 

In 2017, two weeks after Bakur’s directors were filed a lawsuit, Batman 

Chief Prosecutor’s Office filed a similar one for Weysî Altay, the director of the 

documentary Nû Jîn (New Life, 2015, 48’) and Dicle Anter, the manager of Batman 

Municipality Yılmaz Güney Movie Theater. Nû Jîn portrays the daily life of three 

women guerillas from YPJ and YPG fighting against ISIS in Kobanê between 2014 

and 2015. Altay and Anter were charged with making terrorist propaganda not only 

for organizing the film screening. The indictment by the Prosecutor’s Office alleged 

the YPJ fighter and the YPG flag on the film poster were “criminal elements.” The 

first hearing was held in April 2018. In February 2019, Weysî Altay was sentenced 
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to 2 years and six months while Dicle Anter was sentenced to 2 years and one month 

in prison. The verdicts are appealed, yet the court placed a travel ban for the pair.225  

Another “criminal” case is evident in the documentary project Justice by Nejla 

Demirci. She follows a cardiologist in a state hospital and a primary school teacher in a 

public school; both dismissed from public service based on a series of decree-laws 

enacted after the coup attempt in July 2016. The documentary is one of the first attempts 

to show how the decree-laws and the 2-year-long state of emergency have affected 

100,000 people directly and almost 2 million indirectly after the most extensive purge of 

the republican history. Ever since the film shooting began in July 2017, Demirci, her 

characters, and the crew have endured various hardships: Countless arrests and 

interrogations; threats of jail time by the police unless she stops filming; accusations of 

supporting terrorism; distortion and confiscation of audiovisual materials by the police; 

civilian harassments of the characters, provoked by the police; and the official barring of 

the documentary shoot by Bodrum District Governorship. Having managed to get enough 

footage to make the documentary, Demirci could finish the post-production in Greece, 

yet it seems that the film will not be screened in Turkey anytime soon. 

Kurdish singer and later director Mahsun Kırmızıgül’s Vezir Parmağı (2017, 

111’) tackles with the comedic adventure of five porters from different backgrounds, 

supposedly selected to join the Ottoman Army amidst scarcity of soldiers due to 

continuous wars. They soon realized that they were chosen to marry women who lost 

their husbands, lovers, and sons. The film received a Certificate for theatrical release in 

 
225 https://ahvalnews.com/jail-sentence/turkish-court-sentences-director-municipal-
official-prison-over-kobani-documentary (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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January 2017. Yet, the mayor of Anamur, Mersin, a retired captain in the Turkish Army, 

banned the film screening in the only movie theater in the district. He accused Kırmızıgül 

of “sympathizing with the PKK and not calling them a terrorist organization,” and 

claimed he would never let any films by him or people like him to be screened during his 

term in office. He also suggested Kırmızıgül produce a film about police officers and 

soldiers fighting against the PKK and offered writing the script based on his in-depth 

knowledge in the military if Kırmızıgül has difficulties with the subject matter. The 

mayor of Develi, Kayseri, followed the footsteps of the Anamur mayor, only with a 

different motivation. On his social media account, he wrote that he would not let the 

theatrical release in the municipality movie theater as the trailer of the film “involves 

scenes that disparage our national and moral values and ridicule our ancestors.”226  

Directors Kaan Arıcı and İsmet Kurtuluş released a press statement on February 

16, 2017. They announced that the screening of their short film Son Şnitzel (The Last 

Schnitzel, 2017, 22’) at the 16th !f Istanbul Independent Film Festival was canceled due to 

the lack of a Registration Certificate. The film takes place in a distant future and portrays 

a Turkish dictator. Upon applying for the Certificate as the festival required it, the 

directors received a response on February 10, 2017, stating that “[The Committee in the 

Directorate of Copyrights] requested certain revisions that include deletion of some 

scenes, and then resubmit the revised version again for approval.”227 The directors 

decided not to comply with the requirements and opted not to receive the Certificate. 

 
226 https://www.milliyet.com.tr/cadde/mahsun-kirmizigulun-filmi-olan-vezir-parmagina-
yasak-2388002 (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
227 https://www.facebook.com/thelastschnitzel/posts/1840138566274823:0 (Date of 
access: 8/26/2020) 
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The 36th International Istanbul Film Festival in April 2017 hosted another 

censorship case. Partially funded by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism, a first for 

director Kazim Öz, Zer (2017, 113’) was granted a Registration Certificate on condition 

that certain scenes be taken out for theatrical release. Öz faded out these scenes to black 

and received the Certificate. During the festival screening, however, he put intertitles on 

the faded-out frames reading, “You are not able to watch this scene because the Ministry 

of Culture and Tourism General Directorate of Cinema Supervisory Board found it 

objectionable” (Figure 8). After finding out the director’s protest at the film festival, the 

committee canceled the first Certificate they had provided, asked the director to take out 

the faded-out frames, and then provided a new Certificate. Though the Certificate for 

theatrical release was obtained in the end, the film ended up being screened only in 11 

movie theaters across the country compared to initially-agreed release in 100 movie 

theaters. In November 2018, Öz was detained in his hometown Dersim as part of a 

“terrorism investigation.” He was released two days later, yet Tunceli 2nd High Criminal 

Court filed a lawsuit accusing him of participating in a politics academy that BDP, the 

predecessor of HDP, organized in 2010 and the Gezi resistance in 2013. He faces 

possible jail time from 7 years six months to 15 years. The second hearing was held in 

February 2020 and was postponed to April 2020. On the third hearing on September 1st, 

2020, he was acquitted of all charges due to lack of evidence for his “crimes.”  
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Figure 8. One of the intertitles in Zer (2017) reads, “You are not able to watch this scene because the 

Ministry of Culture and Tourism General Directorate of Cinema Supervisory Board found it 
objectionable.” (Source: diken.com.tr) 

 

The scheduled “German LGBTI Film Days” for November 16 and 17, 2017, organized 

by the German Embassy in Ankara, KuirFest, and Büyülü Fener Movie Theater, was 

canceled by the Office of the Governor in Ankara. In a press statement, KuirFest declared 

the banning of the event came not long after being targeted continuously on social media 

through hashtags, including “#LGBTfilmdaysshouldbecanceled” and 

“#DisgraceToOurFreedom.”228 In an official notification, the Governor's Office stated 

that the event “overtly ignites hatred and animosity by provoking one segment of the 

society over the other based on social class, ethnicity, religion, sect, or geographical 

region [the same reason 38 received].”  It paves the way for “overt danger for public 

safety,” therefore, was banned.229 

 
228 “#LGBTgunleriiptaledilsin” and “#İstiklalimizeKaraLeke” in Turkish. 
229 https://www.kaosgl.org/haber/kuirfest-valiligin-gorevi-yasaklamak-degil-guvenligi-
saglamak (Date of access: 8/26/2020)  
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KuirFest organizers stated that the ban is not only a breach of their constitutional 

rights. They also condemned local administrations to use the ban to perpetuate and 

legitimize hate speech the festival has been exposed to over the years. Ten days after the 

Ankara incident, this time, The Office of District Governor in Beyoğlu, Istanbul banned 

the LBGT+-related events: 

“Regarding speculation gathered from social media and open sources that 
a meeting and demonstration march with theme ‘November 25 LGBTI+’ 
as well as film and discussion events in the same theme was planned to 
take place in our Beyoğlu district on 25.11.2017: 
Because applications for the aforementioned events were not submitted 
within the framework of Law No: 2911 and 2559. Because the events may 
be contrary to the Constitutional order or general morality, and because 
they may pose clear and immediate danger to public order and security: 
They will not be allowed to ensure public order and security, to protect 
other people’s rights and freedoms and to prevent crime, within the 
framework of our District Governor’s 24/11/2017 2283 and 2284 
decisions based on Law No: 2911 on Meetings and Demonstrations’ 
Article 17 and 28, Law No: 2559 on Police Powers Appendix 1 and Law 
No: 5442 Article 32/ç. 
Respectfully announced to the public.”230 [sic] 

In December 2017, Diyarbakır Governorship banned the screenings of all the 

documentary films at the Which Human Rights Film Festival, co-organized by 

Documentarist and the Human Rights Association’s (İHD) Diyarbakır Branch. The police 

delivered the news to the İHD’s office without any further explanation. 

On July 26, 2018, Adana Ceyhan 4th Penal Court of First Instance filed a lawsuit 

against Yunus Ozan Korkut, the director of Benim Varoş Hikayem (My Suburban Stories, 

2016, 77’), along with five people in the film. They were accused of “praising crime and 

 
230 The translation is taken from the following link: 
https://lgbtinewsturkey.com/2017/11/24/official-statement-beyoglu-district-governors-
office-bans-lgbti-events/ (Date of access: 8/26/2020)  
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criminals” and “encouraging drug use.” Shot in a mockumentary style, the film depicts 

daily life in the backstreets of the city of Adana, Turkey. The first hearing was set to 

January 30, 2019, but first postponed to March 18, 2019, and then to April 28, 2019. All 

defendants were acquitted. 

In September 2018, Kutbettin Cebe was taken into custody very soon after 

applying for a visa to France to attend a film festival. He was accused of “making 

terrorist propaganda,” very similar to Altay’s case through his documentary Roza: İki 

Nehrin Ülkesi (2015), which accounts for the struggle against ISIS and the communal life 

in Rojava. He was tried the day after his arrest and released on condition that he shows up 

to a police station three times a week and not leave the country. 

Produced by Independent Cinema Center (BSM), Ev Semt Kira Bizim (2018, 87’) 

received an 18+ rating just before its theatrical release on April 27, 2018. Centering 

around the ramifications of the urban gentrification process as people leave their 

neighborhood, the youth takes the matter in their hands and finds themselves in comedic 

situations. The General Directorate of Cinema found the film “not suitable for children 

and adolescents as it involves violence.” BSM condemned the decision and released a 

statement: 

“AKP’s ‘Control Commission’ banned our film to the youth below 18 (...) 
We would have been surprised if they did not censor our film: It does not 
involve any verbal or physical violence but was inspired by the glorious 
and beautiful June resistance [Gezi resistance]. It tells how the rich, with 
the help of the government, take hold of our districts and destroys our 
cities. Those who censor our film are the ones who permit violent scenes 
in Ottoman-propaganda shows on TV; the ones exonerating child rapists, 
remaining silent in the face of work murders [accidents], supporting the 
bosses who are the murderers of the workers. We say it clearly -this 
decision is purely political, and it employs overt censorship. It does not 
involve any scientific perspective, public interest, or the rule of law. It is 
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an extension of the cultural policies of a fascist government.”231  
[My translation] 

 

On October 16, 2018, a video activist and a member of Seyri Sokak collective Oktay İnce 

was raided by the police and taken into custody. The police confiscated “the master 

copies of my news and documentary videos stored in eighteen hard drives and forty-one 

DVDs at my place.” He was accused of “praising and spreading terrorism and terrorist 

organizations through social media posts.”232 Along with him, other video activists from 

the collective, founded during the Gezi resistance, were arrested countless times for 

filming demonstrations or criticizing the government’s policies on social media. İnce 

continues his protests as the police did not return his videos, footage, and writings.233 

 Şişli District Police Department and the Governor’s Office sent a notification to 

director Mustafa Emin Büyükcoşkun on June 28, 2019, the day of the scheduled 

screening of his documentary Gitmek (2019). The film is dedicated to the memories of 

thirty-three activists murdered during the Suruç bombing, one of the bloodiest explosions 

by ISIS on July 20, 2015, leaving a hundred and four civilians injured. The activists 

belonged to the Socialist Party of the Oppressed (ESP) and were on their way to Kobanî 

to bring aid materials and help reconstruct the city.  

 

 

 
231 http://www.diken.com.tr/ev-kira-semt-bizim-filmi-18-yas-altina-yasaklandi-apacik-
sansur/ (Date of access: 8/26/2020)  
232 Taken from the forwarded email Oktay İnce sent. Also, 
http://susma24.com/susmayacagiz-susamayiz/ (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
233 Artists at Risk Connection has been monitoring İnce’s case and posting updates on 
their Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/AtRiskArtists/posts/530277804177952 
(Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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PART II 
What Gets Censored? 

 
Until 2007, the discourse AKP government conveyed was built upon the notion of 

economic prosperity that can immediately be sustained through several neoliberal 

policies: IMF-related reforms and social policies as well as its successful amalgamation 

with the suitable conservative and Islamic elements (Akça 2014:30), when necessary, to 

mobilize different classes and ethnic and religious segments in the society; the reinitiation 

of the potential accession to the European Union; the initiation of the democratization 

process concerning the “Kurdish question” through Peace Process as well as 

“normalization of the Turkish political system” (34) as the AKP constantly challenged 

the military’s involvement in the government decisions by various legal reforms. 

Between 2007 and 2011, the ruling government consolidated its power in the military, 

judiciary, and several echelons of the bureaucracy. It created massive room for maneuver 

to legitimize hegemony through election and consent.  

When it comes to censorship cases in the 2000s, we see a pattern consistent with 

the previous decades regarding subject matters: Any “threats” to national unity, 

alternative historiographies, and critique to the government in charge, outside of the 

“margins of the State” (Das 2002), are taboo contents to avoid for filmmakers to be 

censor-free. The 2000s saw a few films depicting the Kurdish issue compared to the “lack 

of Kurdish film production” in the 1990s (Chapter 3). However, there have been nuances 

as to how censorship occurred. If films (by Kurdish filmmakers or on the Kurdish issue) 

implied anything related to the PKK (Bahoz, Büyük Adam Küçük Aşk), they were 

censored. If the directors insinuated suppression of the Kurdish identity by any state 

means, they did not receive Ministry support or the Certificate (Sarı Günler, Adressiz 
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Sorgular). If they showed controversial events such as the still denied 1938 massacre (38) 

or the 1992 Newroz celebration (Destaneke Serhildanê: Bêrîvan), even during the Peace 

Process, they were denied a Certificate.  

Yet, the same decade also saw the Ministry’s support films by Kurdish 

filmmakers. One such example is Orhan Eskiköy and Özgür Doğan’s İki Dil Bir Bavul 

(On the Way to School, 2008, 81’). Following a Turkish primary school teacher, as he 

lacks communication with his Kurdish students due to language barriers, the film 

involves no overt criticism of state practices, hence being safe to fund. Other taboo 

contents have been the Armenian genocide, crystallized in the censorship of I Hate Dogs 

(a Swedish production censored by a festival organizer), or any film criticizing the 

governments’ economic or ecological policies (Son Kumsal). In many ways, consistency 

and compatibility with the prevalent tradition of state politics since the Republic was 

founded affect how censorship is employed –highly political and, in many instances, 

authoritarian. 

The 2010s saw the AKP’s near-to-full-control over state apparatuses as a result of 

the 2011 elections. Although the unprecedented Gezi resistance in 2013 has challenged 

its trademark authoritarianism,234 the government’s response to the resistance and the 

 
234 However, this is a perspective mostly indicative of the western part of Turkey where 
liberals and ethnically Turkish population would say. One of my informants, Weysî 
Altay, who worked in NGOs during the 1990s and 2000s and a Kurdish filmmaker, on 
the other hand, pointed out how it is not solely about the AKP’s power dominance that 
the country has been going through, and supposedly deteriorating. Still, it has been more 
related to the ongoing state ideology since the foundation of the republic. The ideology 
has been consistent; now, it’s AKP’s turn to employ it, especially for the Kurdish 
population. Therefore, it is not an AKP issue but a state issue: “The rhetoric ‘things got 
worse after the AKP government’ is nonsense. It is not an Erdoğan issue –we [Kurds] 
said for years ‘whoever replaces Çiller, we’ll be happy.’ She has gone, then we said the 
same thing for Mehmet Ağar, then Süleyman Soylu replaced him [and it got worse]... The 
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dissidents has become more brutal. Coupled with the end of Peace Process negotiations in 

2015, the coup attempt in 2016 handed the government the perfect legitimacy to employ 

a state of emergency for two years. As of 2018, it led to the transition from the 

parliamentary system to the presidential one. Reflective of the political atmosphere, more 

“political” films with diverse issues, including women’s sexuality or with LGBT+-related 

plots, were produced and not surprisingly faced a variety of censorship mechanisms by 

the Ministry of Culture and Tourism and its proxies, the festivals (Zenne, Tereddüt). 

Along the same fault line, more festivals and screenings were organized around gender 

and sexuality-related themes and targeted for “distorting public morality” (KuirFest 

screening bans in 2017). In that sense, I refer to anthropologist Harjant Gill, again, as he 

defined  the CBFC (Central Board of Film Certification) in India as an instrument of the 

nation-state to control speech, cultural production through implementing the Indian 

government’s “nationalist, paternalist, heteronormative agendas and policies” (Gill 

2013:62). Like him, I claim that the Evaluation and Rating Commission and the 

(Ministry) Support Commission, both under the Ministry of Culture and Tourism, operate 

akin to the CBFC in India when it is “necessary” to impose nationalist, moralist, and 

heteronormative ideologies through film censorship to sustain the continuity of the 

Turkish state. However, different from the previous motivation of film censorship, 

namely the political-authoritarian, consistent-with-state-politics over decades, this genre 

of film censorship works more by implementing certain moral codes and values to 

society by the AKP government as it has been establishing since it came to power in 

 
problem is not who is replacing whom –not about individuals: It is the state’s perspective, 
where it stands and represents.” (Personal interview, December 2017) 



 

 

 

271 

2002. Referring, again, to Cihan Tuğal’s conception of passive revolution, the AKP has 

been highly successful in implementing its neoliberal hegemony as it absorbs Islamism 

into “secular neoliberalism,” specifically by absorbing a “radical Islamist challenge 

against the political system” (2009:5-7 and 51) and appropriating the Islamist 

mobilization of the previous decades to reinforce political and economic foreground of 

neoliberalism. Appropriating and further agitating the ongoing moral codes and values of 

the society which involve religious connotations and practices, it is quite understandable 

that “guarding the continuity of the nation state” by imposing heteronormative and 

moralist ideologies is linked to and appealed by connected yet heterogeneous Islamist 

elements of society, of institutions, and political support.  

The taboo subjects of the 2000s have been intact in the 2010s. Filmmakers met 

harsher treatments, including censorship and delegitimization (Bêhna Kelmêşa, Vezir 

Parmağı), arrests and court cases for objectionable subjects, and “making terrorist 

propaganda” (Ez Firiyam Tu Mayî Li Cih, Bakur, Nujîn, Benim Varoş Hikayem, Roza: İki 

Nehrin Ülkesi), or any critique to the everyday state practices or government’s policies 

(Ev Semt Kira Bizim, Ekümenopolis). Different from the previous decades; however, 

films portraying any anti-government movements, namely the Gezi resistance (Yeryüzü 

Aşkın Yüzü Oluncaya Dek, Ali: Düşlerinde Özgür Dünya) and the effects of the state of 

emergency (Nejla Demirci and Oktay İnce’s arrests during film production) met a variety 

of preventive measures, not only by the central government but also by the proxies. 

One final and interesting point: As claimed, state institutions or local 

administrations targeted filmmakers for “involving violence,” “distorting reality,” or 

“involving scenes that might disturb public order or be harmful to children” in their 
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works. When we look at the films released around the same time, we see not only an 

increase in films with ultra-nationalist tendencies and glorification of Turkishness and the 

Ottoman past (including but not limited to Fetih 1453 [The Conquest of Istanbul: 1453], 

2012; Deliler: Fatih’in Fermanı [Lunatics: The Edict of Fatih the Conqueror], 2018; 

Türkler Geliyor: Adaletin Kılıcı [Turks Are Coming: The Sword of Justice], 2019). These 

productions also involve violence through war scenes and depict victories by the Ottoman 

army, yet they do not receive an 18+ rating.  

For producer Yonca Ertürk, the fact that “violence does not constitute an issue for 

censorship” echoes what the censors have in mind: An image of an ideal family they need 

to address in their decisions.235 Any political issue that can harm that image, should be 

censored, including on-screen kissing or portrayal of gay and lesbian relationships. Still, 

they would not care if a husband beats up his wife, a perfect example of physical and 

domestic violence, as long as it is compatible with the ideal family image promoted by 

the State (Personal interview, December 2017). Hence, any depiction of “immoral” 

homosexuality portrayed in films can easily become objectionable and unacceptable in 

the Turkish state’s eyes, thus the Ministry. However, a husband’s physical or emotional 

domestic violence against his wife in a film might be given the green light by the 

Commission providing the Registration Certificate. The main criteria here seem to be that 

films can involve domestic violence and pass the Commission as long as they promote 

the family as the core unit of Turkish society. From an anthropological perspective, this 

illustrates well how the heteronormative agenda and ideologies of nation-states (Gill 

 
235 Echoing Cem Erkul’s statement of supporting films that strengthen the Turkish family 
structure (Chapter 4). 
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2017) not only regulate media circulation but they also shape “acceptable” and “non-

acceptable” contents that cultural producers can and cannot produce in the public sphere. 

Likewise, opposite to films rated 18+ involving “sexuality” or “harm for 

children,” we see a skyrocketing increase in vulgar comedy films that are nothing but a 

couple of sequences full of sexist, discriminatory, and even racial slurs, and genuine bad 

examples of slapstick comedy.236 However, they are not strictly rated either. Film critic 

Şenay Aydemir sums up the process as follows: 

“They rate the films not based on content -it is about who produced the 
films. For instance, comedy films involving strong language, straight-up 
sexual references, and even pornography get theatrical release next to no 
18+ rating. But if your film has sex scenes where you see a woman’s 
breast or thigh, you might get an 18+ rating [referring to the Tereddüt 
case]. As part of my job, I have to watch many garbage comedy films. I 
believe they should be strictly rated –they involve jokes with explicit 
sexual references, not suitable for adolescents below 16.”  
(Personal interview, November 2017; emphasis added) 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
236 Films include Recep İvedik series 2008-; Düğün Dernek series 2013-; Çakallarla Dans 
[Dance with the Jackals] series 2010-; and Borç Harç [On Loan], 2019). 
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PART III 
Typologies of Censorship Cases 

 
 Based on the chronological narratives and descriptions of the audiovisual 

texts (films) (Kuhn 1988) provided in Part I of this chapter, I argue that there are 

eight types of censorship mechanisms that mainly occurred between 2000 and 2020. 

Several cases with different asterisks in Table 6 fall into multiple categories. Each 

typology involves a variety of practices and actors imposing censorship, hence 

heterogeneity (Freshwater 2004) between the categories, if not within each one. In 

other words, censorship typologies usually work in tandem and not mutually 

exclusive, making the process more complicated than the previous decades. 

Involving ethnographic data and following Annette Kuhn’s (1998) approach, Part III 

will provide the socio-cultural and political contexts in which the films were 

produced to better understand how time and case-specific censorship practices have 

occurred and how cultural producers experienced censorship in myriad ways.  

1) Film removal from 

festival programs due to 

lack of a Registration 

Certificate 
Sarı Günler (Yellow Days, 
2002)*** 
Zenne (Zenne Dancer, 2011)*** 
Unutma Beni Istanbul (Do Not 
Forget Me Istanbul, 2011)*** 
Hayatboyu (Lifelong, 2013)*** 
Köksüz (Nobody’s Home, 
2013)*** 
Daire (Circle, 2013)*** 
O.H.A: Oflu Hoca’yı Aramak 
(2014) 
Altın Vuruş (Golden Shot, 
2016)*** 
Bîra Mi’têtin (I 
Remember/Hatırlıyorum, 
2016)*** 

2) Censorship cases in 

“Ministry-supported” 

festivals or screenings 
Dûr (Distant/Uzak, 2005) 
Demsala Dawî: Şewaxan (The 
Last Season: Shawaks/Son 
Mevsim: Şavaklar, 2009) 
Yeryüzü Aşkın Yüzü Oluncaya 
Dek (Love Will Change the 
Earth, 2014)**** 
Bakur (North, 2015)* 

3) Objectionable subjects, 

objectionable films 
Damında Şahan: Güler Zere 
(2012) 
Ez Firiyam Tu Mayî Li Cih (I 
Flew You Stayed/Ben Uçtum Sen 
Kaldın, 2012) 
Nujîn (New Life, 2015) 
Roza: İki Nehrin Ülkesi (2015) 
Benim Varoş Hikayem (My 
Suburban Stories, 2017) 
Video activist Oktay Ince’s house 
was raided by the police (2018) 
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4) Denying Registration 

Certificates for theatrical 

release 
Hiçbiryerde (Innowhereland, 
2002) 
Büyük Adam Küçük Aşk (Big Man, 
Little Love, 2001)**** 
9 (2002) 
38 (2006)**** 
Adressiz Sorgular (2006)**** 
Destaneke Serhildanê: Bêrîvan 
(The Legend of Rebellion/Bir 
Başkaldırı Destanı: Berivan, 
2009)**** 

5) Censorship through 

rating practices 
İtirazım Var (Let’s Sin, 2014) 
Tereddüt (Clair Obscur, 2016) 
Son Şnitzel (The Last 
Schnitzel, 2017)** 
Zer (2017)**** 
Ev Semt Kira Bizim (2018) 
 
 

6) Preventing public 

screenings (by local 

municipalities or police 

officers) 
Son Kumsal (The Shore, 2008) 
Ekümenopolis (Ecumenopolis, 
2012) 
Ali: Düşlerinde Özgür Dünya 
(2014) 
Hep Kavgaydı Yaşamım: Sara 
(2016) 
Documentarist Diyarbakır 
screening bans, 2017 
Vezir Parmağı (2017) 
Kuirfest screenings banned by 
Ankara Governorship and 
Istanbul District Governorship, 
2017 

7) Preventing the film shoot 
Nejla Demirci faced numerous 
obstructions during the 
documentary Justice (2016-
2018)**** 

8) Preventing festival 

screenings outside Turkey 
Gitmek: Benim Marlon ve 
Brandom (My Marlon and 
Brando, 2008) 

 

* Falls under Category 1 and 3         |    ** Falls under Category 2 and 3  
*** Might fall under Category 2       |    **** Might fall under Category 3 
 
Table 6. Multiple censorship practices in different categories between 2000 and 2020. Several cases, 
indicated in asterisk, fall under multiple categories. 
 
 

I. Film Removal from Festival Programs due to Lack of a Registration 
Certificate 
 

 Until 2015, though required on paper, the most directors/producers ended up 

not receiving Registration Certificates since festivals, as part of a silent agreement 

with the Ministry bureaucrats, discarded it. The sporadic interventions from festivals 

unintentionally reveal a deeper structure. Based on case descriptions, I argue that 

these festivals act as proxies of the Ministry and use the Certificate as a censorship 

tool in the guise of performing the legal procedure, a technical necessity required by 

law. They mandated the Certificate by singling out films that touch upon delicate 

subjects or make statements that can somehow contradict the official state politics in 

a given year. 
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The majority of the cases in this cluster took place at the Istanbul, Malatya, 

and Ankara Film Festivals. While the Istanbul and Ankara Film Festivals fall under 

Category 1, organized by foundations and sponsorships and relying on cultural 

capital, the Malatya Film Festival, organized by the municipality, which has been 

run by elected mayors from the AKP since 2004, falls into Category 2 (Chapter 4). 

All three festivals receive Ministry support and aspire to stay in good terms with the 

Ministry. Any political controversy around a film or an event in festival programs 

that the State does not approve can lead to loss of financial support for upcoming 

years, not to mention facing targeting and delegitimization by the State. One way or 

another, it can result in losing sponsorships and other economic ties they have with 

corporations and institutions. 

When we look at the films removed from the festival programs, there are 

consistencies with the previous decades as well as diversities in the subject matter: 

The “Kurdish issue” is one constant, as in the cases Sarı Günler and Bira Mi’têtin, 

but the practice is different. Although Sarı Günler is a German production, because 

the plot insinuates the state-led destruction of Kurdish villages, the Ministry required 

the Certificate and the Istanbul Film Festival obeyed the order. Likewise, because 

Bira Mi’têtin criticizes the state-led massacre over Kurdish civilians in 2011, 

organizers of the Ankara Film Festival strictly asked for the Certificate. According 

to Selim Yıldız, the director of Bira Mi’têtin, festival organizers not only singled out 

his film and Gökalp Gönen’s Altın Vuruş and forced them to receive the Certificate. 

They also remained discreet so that Ministry’s oppression over festivals has made 

censorship a permanent and taken-for-granted issue for cultural producers: 
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“(...) Jury members suggested I apply for the Certificate, and I said no way 
(...) they said, ‘then we have to remove it,’ and I said fine. I talked to 
Necati Sönmez [jury president of documentary competition], he called the 
organizers, and they told him, ‘let’s not make it public and find a middle 
ground.’ I was silent for three days while I got so many calls from the 
festival. They involved mediators in preventing any scandal. In the 
meantime, people from the Ministry checked up on organizers and 
threatened them with fines if they screened my film –of course, the 
organizers remained silent (...) [Necati resigned, and some filmmakers 
suggested withdrawing from the festival] But one jury member suggested I 
should get the Certificate, someone who had supported the Bakur boycott 
in 2015 [but sided with the censors in my case]. Censorship cases like this 
should be concerns of jury members, and they should react to 
censorship. Festivals are already dependent on the Ministry, and it will 
have the last word unless filmmakers, jury members, or writers/critics 
react…”  
(Personal interview, November 2017; emphasis added) 
 

Along with consistencies, however, arbitrariness is one of the fundamental issues for 

festivals and the Ministry administration to get away with censorship. The majority 

of the films in this typology, while censored in the festivals mentioned above, were 

screened at least one other festival, including Antalya or Adana, with no restriction. 

For instance, Zenne was screened in Antalya and KuirFest before censored in 

Malatya in 2011; Hayatboyu, Köksüz, and Daire were shown in Antalya, Adana, and 

Istanbul in 2013 with no reported censorship. Echoing anthropologist Banu Karaca 

(2011), I argue that laws and regulations are open to interpretation and have 

loopholes for various and initiative-taking strategies; as a result, “not all [political] 

expressions... are seen as transgressive and met with censoring strategies at all 

times” (178). In the end, it depends on daily politics (therefore time-specific), the 

State’s interests, and the political and financial alliances the festivals have 

established over the years. This affects what films to be censored or remained 

untouched. 
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To this end, I believe the censorship cases at the 2013 International Malatya 

Film Festival underline a crucial point. The festival took place between November 

15 and 21, 2013, four months after the heyday of the Gezi Resistance. I argue that 

the resistance became such a turning point that censorship cases after that began to 

involve diverse practices not only content-wise and also in terms of how they were 

conducted. The pressure from state institutions to local administrations, including 

municipality-organized film festivals, became harsher after the resistance, leading 

festival organizers to stick to the rules from the central government and ask for the 

Certificate. It became the new norm even for films that were not explicitly dealing 

with already taboo subjects such as the Kurdish or Armenian issues of the previous 

decades.  

 

II. Censorship Cases in “Ministry-supported” Festivals or Screenings 

 Most of what is argued in the previous category prove valid here, except not all 

censorship cases occurred solely due to the lack of a Certificate. There are both reported 

and covert, mostly non-public reasons for censorship in this typology.  

Kazim Öz’s Dûr and Demsala Dawî: Şewaxan have been rejected by most of the 

“big” Ministry-supported festivals belonging to Category 1 and 2 (Chapter 4). In various 

instances, Öz accounted that he was never provided a proper explanation of why well-

known national festivals did not select his films even after they premiered in prestigious 

international festivals and received many accolades. Referring to the international success 

and attention his films garnered, he calls his experience with national festivals blatant 

censorship, conducted with overt political motivation rather than rigorous assessments of 
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artistic quality. He adds that by obeying the Ministry’s orders, “censors” in the festival 

committees act as if it is not censorship to protect their reputations (Genç and Özdüzen 

2017:23). 

The censorship case at the 2014 Antalya Film Festival, the removal of Yeryüzü 

Aşkın Yüzü Oluncaya Dek from the festival program, embodies several criteria that this 

dissertation builds upon, therefore requires special attention, alongside the Bakur case. It 

is one of the notable cases in which it was not the Ministry but the festival committee, 

involving professionals from the film industry, who decided to remove a documentary 

selected by a pre-jury. There were three primary reasons behind this decision, though 

never disclosed publicly. First, the festival has been receiving Ministry support. Second, 

the festival president at the time was the elected mayor from the AKP. Third, the 

committee feared that the alleged insults to the then Prime Minister in a film screened in 

their festival would disrupt their financial ties with the Ministry and the municipality. 

Underlining the advice expressed by the festival’s legal representatives regarding the 

insults, the committee blamed not only director Tuvi but also the pre-jury and acted as a 

proxy to the Ministry: They “presumed guilt before the fact” (White 1997:27, Chapter 2). 

According to Övgü Gökçe, a film critic and the program coordinator of Diyarbakır Art 

Center, the Antalya case is crucial on many levels in understanding censorship in film 

festivals:  

“(...) For the first time, a committee –including a producer, a veteran 
festival organizer, and a film critic, people coming from democrat 
segments of the society– suspected, feared, and conducted censorship by 
removing a film. It paved the way for the dismantling of the documentary 
competition the next year. The important thing is that people in that 
committee never took responsibility and accepted they committed 
censorship. Somehow that ended there, and they are still in influential 
positions. It is not ethical to give names, but it is evident: Zeynep Özbatur 
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still runs the Antalya Film Forum at the festival,237 Hülya Uçansu still gets 
an invitation to be a jury member at the 54th National Competition.238 Alin 
Taşçıyan is still the president of Fipresci, and no one in the international 
film critic circuits quite knows what happened in Antalya. I am not saying 
they should have lost their jobs, but they should have engaged with self-
criticism. Instead of unconditionally defending their actions, they should 
have questioned their role as organizers and legal representatives (...) As 
democrats and pioneers in the industry, any action you take in any 
historical moment, place, or institution pokes a hole in the wall [and it 
results in more]. I believe Antalya is the first instance where the festival 
organizers, because of their multi-layered financial ties with the 
Ministry, turned issues that are not even criminal acts in the first place 
into criminal ones by committing self-censorship and out of mechanisms 
of fear. Because cinema is the most visible domain in the public sphere, 
the state can now easily employ censorship, starting with festivals and 
films. It was not that easy to do that 3 or 5 years ago, but the Antalya case 
paved the way for it.”  
(Personal interview, December 2017; emphasis added) 
 

Aligning with Gökçe, Reyan Tuvi, the director of the censored documentary, shared her 

disappointment as we talked about the process.239 For her, it was the committee’s 

behavior rather than inured state censorship that was detrimental: 

“The problem is this: Alin Taşçıyan, Elif Dağdeviren, Hülya Uçansu, and 
Zeynep Özbatur –they have been working in the industry, right? You’d 
think ‘oh, we are united, no way they would do something bad to me.’ All 
in all, it was not Menderes Türel [the then-mayor of Antalya and the 
president of the festival], the system you dealt with: You know how to 
deal with the system. But this case was conducted in such an insidious 
way that people you might think with us let us down –they stabbed me in 

 
237 Zeynep Özbatur Atakan is the former producer of Nuri Bilge Ceylan’s films and the 
Film Forum Director at the Antalya Film Festival between 2014 and 2019. Hülya Uçansu 
was the organizer of the Istanbul Film Festival between 1983 and 2006 and was in the 
advising committee at the 2014 Antalya Film Festival. Alin Taşçıyan is a film critic. I 
contacted all of them for interviews, sent my questions, then was kindly declined.  
238 After the National Competition was dismantled by the Antalya Film Festival in 2017, 
people from the film industry, led by director Kaan Müjdeci, organized a counter festival, 
the 54th National Competition, in October 2017 in Istanbul. After holding the 55th 
National Competition the next year, Antalya Film Festival organizers announced they 
would continue the National Competition category starting next year, 2019. 
239 Here, I should note that she only gave a couple of interviews (two or three, at most) 
during and after the incident. It took me two years to persuade her (four years after the 
incident) to talk to me. 
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the back –there I said it! If they did that to me, imagine how they must 
have treated the pre-jury.”  
(Personal interview, July 2018; emphasis added) 
 

For Tuvi, not only the committee, as a proxy of the state, embodied what the state 

might have done, but they also prevented any solidarity the filmmakers would 

have sustained: 

“I didn’t know censorship has many faces! Look, how many cases you 
are dealing with for your research… As a filmmaker, you send your film 
to the festival, thinking the organizers would have your back because they 
are all from the industry. But they said ‘forget it, it is only a documentary, 
the pre-jury chose it but let’s not make the boss angry.’(...) Maybe no one 
from the municipality even knew it. Maybe, if the screening were held in 
the festival, no one would have noticed [the scenes with the insult] or 
people from the municipality wouldn’t have reacted the same way the 
committee did. They are more royalist than the king –that’s it! They 
thought this incident would put the festival in jeopardy. All in all, they 
got the money [from the municipality and the ministry]. Of all the 
festivals, this one gets the most financial support –do check it! Too much 
economic rent is involved there, and they feared they’d lose it. Instead of 
standing by with us, they thought they could censor my film without 
making a fuss about it (!)– 
 
SB: –But it did make it to the headlines… 
 
RT: –without creating a scandal, only by making a couple of phone calls 
with me. Because they said ‘whatever, it is only a documentary, it won’t 
lead to a scandal.’ And you know the rest…” 

 

The unprecedented censorship in Antalya resulted in discussions in the film 

industry on whether to go with protecting festivals as public spheres or standing 

against artistic freedom and censorship. According to Can Candan, this discussion 

is significant not only for the film industry and cinematic censorship. It also has 

ties with other related issues in society: 

“I guess the industry deemed the Antalya Film Festival important and 
didn’t want to lose it no matter what the cost. On the one hand, the 
discourse was to protect the festival and on the other, to react to 
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censorship. Preserving the festival tipped the scale. But that is the very 
problem: The moment you compromise certain principles, the thing you 
try to protect becomes something else [you don’t protect what you aimed 
to protect in the first place anymore]. We are using the same discourse 
with Boğaziçi240 right now. Freedom of speech, academic freedom 
[similar issues with different names]. I suppose some risks need to be 
taken around these issues.” (Emphasis added) 
 

For film critic Fırat Yücel, festival organizers handled it in such a way as if people who 

stood against censorship were the disrupters. Aligning with Tuvi, he claimed that well-

known people of the industry marginalized those who reacted censorship, got support 

from the industry itself, and prevented any criticism along the way. In that sense, 

censorship was mostly the organizers’ fault (Personal interview, July 2018). 

Similarly, documentary filmmaker Elif Ergezen mapped out the proxies of the 

state within the industry:  

“‘Ministry festivals’ became the primary actor in overall censorship 
mechanisms. The Ministry doesn’t need to get its hands dirty –it can easily 
set people in the industry against each other, create power relations 
through copyrights, etc., but the industry also plays it by the book. I 
remember someone said in a meeting, ‘I think we need the arbitrariness 
the Ministry employs because some projects don’t get censored because of 
it.’ What this actually means is, ‘I get away with it and don’t care what 
others would go through.’ I think this whole thing started with Ministry 
support, and some people within the industry got some sort of power and 
became the wardens: We created these royalists [proxies of the state]. 
People in the support committees, from the employee associations, bring a 
blacklist with them, and there are many filmmakers on that list. Also, 
some filmmakers and producers get on very well with the Ministry. No 
one wants to give away such power.”  
(Personal interview, October 2017) 
 

 
240 Known to be one of the few semi-autonomous universities in the country, since 2016, 
Boğaziçi University has been facing administrative-level interventions from the 
government in charge. The latest incident was the presidential appointments. Contrary to 
the convention where the suggested candidate, receiving the highest votes, is appointed to 
the university presidency by President Erdoğan, he appointed the second most voted 
candidate. For many, this act suggested that a government trustee was appointed; thus, 
the university’s well-known autonomy was lost.  
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There are similarities and striking differences with the Antalya case when we flash 

forward seven months later and analyze the Bakur case at the Istanbul Film Festival. 

Contrary to the Antalya case where the festival organizers prevented the screening before 

it became a “criminal” issue, the Ministry directly involved the process, sent a 

notification letter to the organizers, and dictated the Certificate without overtly 

mentioning Bakur. Ertuğrul Mavioğlu, co-director of the film, summarized their 

encounter with the festival organizers as follows: 

“When they called us for a meeting, they didn’t mention they were already 
in touch with the Ministry but only said ‘the Certificate issue occurred.’ 
They acted as if we missed a document during the festival submission, and 
that’s why the screening wouldn’t happen. They said it had nothing to do 
with our film but all about the notification from the Ministry. There we 
realized they didn’t want to hold the screening, so we pushed for more 
information. We asked why it was only us called for a meeting on the 
weekend while there were other films shown without a Certificate, as well. 
It was then they mentioned their phone call exchanges with the Ministry. 
Eventually, Azize Tan had to spill out during press statements in the 
upcoming days that they experienced pressure from the Ministry. If we 
didn’t push for more transparency and it didn’t become an issue, they 
would have still not shown Bakur, but other films without Certificates 
would have been screened, and nobody would have objected it.” 
(Personal interview, August 2016; emphasis added) 
 

While Mavioğlu drew attention to the cooperation between the festival and the Ministry, 

Azize Tan, the then-festival director, brought a different picture: 

“Let me tell you this: We didn’t talk to the Ministry 24/7 and weren’t in 
total submission to them (...) We got a call on Friday [the screening was 
on Sunday]. We told the festival already started and said it would have had 
negative consequences had we to cancel the screening –we advocated for 
the screening. Then we received the notification. Once you get it, you are 
subject to be audited because you are an institution. And legally, they have 
the right to do that –you can’t do much! You should not screen a film 
without a Certificate. But it was not only about Bakur but for other films 
as well. When we pointed that out, the Ministry said, ‘we’ll make the 
process easy and provide it in a short time.’ I mean, [the film crew] 
didn’t choose to apply for it. They could’ve, and they might have been 
rejected and would have had the upper hand officially, but they didn’t… 
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I mean, [fair is fair] we should make a note on it as well … You may say 
they resisted the process or whatever…”  
(Personal interview, December 2017; emphasis added) 
 

While Tan implies that the Bakur crew’s resistance and reluctance to apply for the 

Certificate were a choice and could have resulted in different ways if applied, she 

underlines that the festival did not have that choice as an institution before the 

Ministry. As mediators, they worked hard to find the middle ground but had to 

obey the legal rules. On the other hand, Mavioğlu uttered that they never wanted 

to show the film at the festival, but the organizers insisted on holding the 

premiere. By acting as if they did all they could on behalf of the film crew, the 

festival organizers painted such a picture that the film crew pushed for a screening 

in the festival. Therefore, he claimed, festival organizers twisted the whole 

narrative against the film crew. 

 Amidst the opposing standpoints, both sides agree on one thing: The fact 

that an armed conflict occurred the day before the screening made the film 

“dangerous.” Daily politics had immediate repercussions and resulted in arbitrary 

yet expected pressure from the Ministry to the festival organizers. Tan explains it 

as follows:  

“Azize Tan: I think Bakur is a very unlucky film. Were the screening in 
January instead of April of 2015, it could’ve been shown without a 
problem, no one would’ve noticed it, and we could have all gone on with 
our lives. 
 
SB: Or it could’ve been shown in the first week [of the festival]. 

AT: Probably. Or, if Çayan didn’t have a heart attack and wasn’t in the 
hospital at the time, and the screening was in Diyarbakır, and we didn’t 
hold the press screening before that one, again, no one would’ve noticed. 
They all happened by chance –it is so annoying.” 
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Another contradiction with the Antalya case was that all the constituents of the 

industry rejected censorship unanimously. Without exception, all documentary 

and fiction filmmakers condemned censorship and boycotted the competitions. 

For Ayşe Çetinbaş, the producer, because the shame and guilt of those who have 

gone to Antalya to “defend the festival” were intact, and the result was not what 

they thought would have happened so much so that they had to say the Bakur 

incident was censorship. Likewise, Mavioğlu claimed that filmmakers and 

producers called it censorship this time “because they realized it was a ‘today it’s 

me, tomorrow it’ll be you’ situation. Plus, Antalya’s repercussions were still 

there, coupled with fiscal and moral pressure from the Ministry to the 

documentary films; they all came together. They resulted in a reaction as big as 

this one.” Siding with Çetinbaş and Mavioğlu on the overall guilt and shame felt 

after the Antalya case, Elif Ergezen still underlined the significance of the protests 

in the Bakur case that are mostly underestimated in retrospect: 

“We should not underestimate what we did in Istanbul FF –it was one of 
the biggest protests in the history of cinema in Turkey. And people still 
stood on their ground, even after finding out it is a documentary on 
guerillas… It was when the Peace Process ended, and the civil war was 
[de facto] declared –these are such important facts, and we underestimate 
it.” (Personal interview, October 2017)   
 

The final remark on the Bakur case draws attention to IKSV, the NGO organizing 

the festival. Founded in the 1970s by Eczacıbaşı Holding, one of the leading 

industrial groups in the country, IKSV is not immune to the political ties that the 

industrial group has with the government in charge and the state institutions. I 

argue that the Ministry’s top-down pressure prompted in IKSV’s silent obedience 

because the stakes could have been higher for Eczacıbaşı Holding in the short 
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term, and the organizers could not take a risk.241 On the other hand, two months 

after the attempt at the Istanbul Film Festival, the documentary was screened in a 

packed theater as part of Documentarist. In his introduction, festival director 

Necati Sönmez underlined that their independent festival would enable the 

screening and the Q&A session with no Certificate. Throughout our interview, 

Sönmez was confident and proud that their financial independence from the 

Ministry made their resistance to ask for a Certificate possible. Yet, he confessed 

that they were extremely anxious during the screening and feared civilians might 

have attacked the movie theater. I reciprocated him and mentioned similar 

feelings I had as someone in the audience. 

 Similar to my take, Hüseyin Karabey also claimed that the webs of 

coalitions242 between the state and the bourgeoisie are not only strong. The latter 

can sometimes be more conservative than the former for “good reasons:” 

“The main obstacle in democratization in Turkey doesn’t stem from the 
state –it is the bourgeoisie that supports the state no matter what. What I 
mean by the bourgeoisie is the handful of powerful families, Eczacıbaşı, 

 
241 In his research focusing solely on censorship cases at the Antalya and Istanbul film 
festivals, Aytaç (2017) questions the relationship between the IKSV and the political 
institutions. For him, the fact that two of the members of the NGO in 2015 were the 
Beyoğlu Mayor and Istanbul Metropolitan Mayor, both elected mayors from the 
government in charge, can be read as a proper example of how the NGO wanted to stay 
in good terms with the local administrations, hence the current government (50).  
242 Erkan Mumcu, as he describes the webs of coalitions through a historical perspective 
from the standpoint of a former minister and a current dissident, stood in a unique 
position among my informants. He defines the webs of coalitions as “al gülüm ver gülüm 
rejimi (‘you scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours’ regime):” “Since the 1980 coup, 
almost all the NGOs in Turkey, including certain unions, employee associations, have 
been inclined to support the state power –they are appealed to that power (...) Politics 
profited from this structure by extracting support and eventually ‘non-dissidence’ out of 
these institutions, and they helped the process. The civil society in Turkey is nothing but 
a freak show of large and small fiefdoms where some had little power –they are the 
extensions of the bureaucratic apparatus.” (Personal interview, December 2017) 
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Koç ve Sabancı, etc. They are conservative and became powerful because 
they had alliances with previous governments, and they want to have some 
pressure coming from the state. They don’t like governments that break 
that cycle, that’s why they don’t like the AKP government much because 
it led nouveau-niches [new riches] to enter the field –that’s where the 
conflict occurs. Otherwise, they are always in line with other issues, 
including the Kurdish issue or the left, in general. In many instances, these 
family holdings/groups committed self-censorship in the arts through 
various mechanisms.”  
 

Can Candan, in a better theoretical framework than my take on the issue, relates 

these webs of coalition to freedom of speech and the ongoing debate on media 

freedom that Chomsky and Herman (1988) has long questioned: 

“Of course, big corporate festivals have fears, different from independent 
ones, since the institutions involved have strong ties with the government 
–that’s what institution is by definition. The Antalya FF, Istanbul FF –
IKSV, etc. They are dependent, and it stems from the very nature of 
institutional structures. The same is true for the media. As you know, 
Chomsky wrote about the intrinsic relationship between media and the 
states, how media is not free, and how urgently we need independent 
media. Corporate and institutional structures have strong ties with the 
state. At first, it was more about ‘oh, the Ministry won’t provide me 
support.’ Now it became ‘oh, it may shut me down.’   
 
 
 

III. Objectionable Subjects, Objectionable Films 
 
 The majority of the films in this typology (along with previous cases and the later 

ones) tackle the Kurdish issue and face various censorship mechanisms, depending on the 

political climate. Damında Şahan: Güler Zere and Ez Firiyam Tu Mayî Li Cih, both 

produced in 2012 when the Peace Process was intact, deemed objectionable because they 

portrayed the PKK and DHKP-C members through humane and intimate stories as 

opposed to the state-promoted image of the parties as terrorist organizations. Therefore, it 

is understandable that they could not get away with the temporary relief the Peace 

Process provided. Both films were considered crime elements for arresting a student and 
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the film crew, respectively. 

The Nujîn case, along with Roza: İki Nehrin Ülkesi (2015), overlap with the 

Bakur case, except it did not occur in a film festival. In the former case, both the director 

and the manager of Batman Municipality Yılmaz Güney Movie Theater, where the film 

was screened in 2015, were convicted of making terrorist propaganda. I spoke to Weysî 

Altay when the trial started, and he talked stoically about the hardships he had gone 

through: 

“WA: They are trying me for making terrorist propaganda based on the 
film poster. I couldn’t show the film in many places, but I didn’t say any 
of these out loud, that’s why my case is not that well-known. They filed a 
lawsuit before even watching the film. 
 
SB: When did they file the lawsuit? 
 
WA: 3-4 months ago. I mean, of course, they’d file it, why shouldn’t 
they? (...) Many movie theaters’ owners were threatened [not to show the 
film]. Recently, in Batman, they arrested our friend for distributing our 
film’s posters. They tried to prevent screenings –all these happened in 
Kurdistan.  
 
SB: Were there any similar incidents in the West [of Turkey –I referred to 
Istanbul]? 
 
WA: We had a big premiere in Şişli Kent Cultural Center [in Istanbul], 
there were 1,500 people. After that, we couldn’t organize any other 
screening. This film caused so much trouble, but it is the most-watched 
documentary I have done, both here and in Europe. After the screening 
in Diyarbakır, people organized a protest, and the police intervened with 
tear gas and guns. It’s that kind of a film.” (Emphasis added) 

 

The fact that he “accepts” state’s intervention through trials or barring film screening is 

telling. Referring to censorship cases in festivals that I analyzed above, he draws 

attention to the intricate relationship between festivals, filmmakers, and the state. He 

argues that the more festivals and filmmakers step back and accept censorship, the more 
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state ideology shapes their mindset, and they become proxies. For him, his films are 

subject to criminalization and constant delegitimization. He considers himself outside of 

these relationships (as he does not send his films to any Turkish film festivals); therefore, 

he does not conform to the rules of “becoming a state-like.” 

 The last two cases in this typology represent how diverse the objectionable 

subjects became during the two-year-long state of emergency. In addition to the Kurdish 

issue-related films, the mockumentary Benim Varoş Hikayem (My Suburban Stories, 

2017) has become the target for a lawsuit by a local penal court precisely because it was 

“promoting criminal activities and drug use.” The peculiarity with this case, different 

from the previous ones in the 2010s, is that the lawsuit occurred after the film received 

the Certificate and enjoyed a theatrical release in September 2017. The film was found 

objectionable ten months after its “inspection” by the Ministry’s Control Commission, 

only to become a legal case for the director and the cast involved. This unique situation 

for Korkut’s film supports the idea that arbitrariness works through local administrative 

mechanisms that diverge from the central government’s practices.  

 Finally, the police raid to video activist Oktay İnce’s house in 2018, resulted in 

arrests and confiscation of his audiovisual archive, indicates not only the repercussions of 

the Gezi resistance but also of the state of emergency. Since 2013, the state’s definition 

of terrorism and terrorism has not been restricted to political organizations such as the 

PKK, the DHKP-C, Hezbollah, or ISIS, but refers to a broader concept. Hence, any act of 

dissent to the state is an act of terrorism. The fact that İnce is targeted continuously as a 

terrorist, his work is delegitimized and discouraged by state apparatuses, clearly 

represents this new norm. The intentional use of the word “terrorism” in the broadest 
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sense works for the state of blurring “the domain of unspeakable and speakable” (Karaca 

2011), not to mention where terrorism starts and ends. In this way, as Talal Asad reminds 

us, the Turkish state, as an example of a modern state structure within which “all judicial 

and policing systems presuppose organized suspicion and incorporate margins of 

uncertainty” (Asad 2002: 285), plays well with the uncertainty over “objectionable” 

subjects constantly. Hence, it provides new definitions for objectional and acceptable 

practices of filmmaking through legal and policy-making practices.   

 

IV. Denying Registration Certificates for Theatrical Release 

As mentioned, the years 2001 and 2002 witnessed three censorship cases 

involving denial of Registration Certificate for different reasons. The film Büyük Adam 

Küçük Aşk (2001) was granted one for theatrical release, yet it was soon canceled due to 

objectionable nature of the film, the Kurdish issue. Director Handan İpekçi was brought 

to trial only to be acquitted. The film’s journey for the Registration Certificate has 

parallels with Benim Varoş Hikayem from 2017 as the Ministry first inspected both films, 

found “safe” enough to receive theatrical release only to be later defined dangerous. The 

difference is that Benim Varoş Hikayem’s Certificate was never canceled. For the films 

Hiçbiryerde (2002) and 9 (2002), however, it is not possible to speculate under what 

circumstances and based on which criteria the Control Commission decided to deny the 

Certificate since there has never been an official disclosure. 

 On the other hand, the films 38 (2006), Adressiz Sorgular (2006), and Destaneke 

Serhildanê: Bêrîvan (2009), tackling with the Kurdish issue, were criminalized based on 

both common and different reasons. “Disturbing public order” is one commonality all the 
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films shared while 38 and Destaneke Serhildanê: Bêrîvan “distorted historical events.” 

Adressiz Sorgular was found “incompatible with human dignity” and “making terrorist 

propaganda,” whereas 38 contained propaganda elements. The repercussions for each 

film’s director differ depending on which year they applied for the Certificate and the 

crime elements relevant to the given political climate.  

 

V. Censorship Through Rating Practices 
 
Unlike the previous typology, the Ministry’s rating practices involve old 

school censorship mechanisms and ask for cutting scenes instead of denying the 

Certificate. Here, not only do we see diversity in the subject matters for removal and 

replacement: one of the cases shows “covert” self-censorship. 

There are three points to examine that the film İtirazım Var (Let’s Sin, 2014) 

first received an 18+ rating, which was then reduced to 15+. First, the reason for the 

rating quoted in the notification by the General Directorate of Copyright and Cinema 

is incoherent. It means the film was rated because it involves human dignity and 

general morality rather than against it. Second, as indicative of the film’s original 

title, which means “I have an objection/I am objecting,” the film contains substantial 

criticisms of the government in charge. At the same time, it does not explicitly 

showcase any violent scenes, as indicated in the Directorate of Cinema notification, 

but rather shows an imam drinking alcohol during his murder investigation, which 

might be “harmful for general morality.” Finally, the director Ünlü was vocal during 

the Gezi resistance, and the pro-government media corporations or citizens targeted 
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any public figure supporting the resistance. In that sense, it is possible to argue that 

the rating decision was politically motivated. 

The Tereddüt case’s intrigue is that the film deals with women’s sexuality, 

underage forced marriage, and how two female characters from different class 

backgrounds are subject to patriarchy in both similar and different experiences. 

Ustaoğlu claims that the film challenges the given male domination in society by 

showing intimacy since “we can talk about anything if we talk about intimacy 

properly.”243 The uncut version, shown at the 2017 Istanbul Film Festival, involves 

“explicit”244 sex scenes, yet, the theatrical and the DVD version do not include the 

scenes in their entirety. In that sense, I argue that Ustaoğlu’s self-censorship in 

theatrical and DVD releases prevents the challenge the film is supposedly posing, 

namely the critique of male domination and portraying intimacy. The known reason 

for the exclusion of the sex scenes in theatrical release is that the project received 

production support from the Ministry, thus obtaining an 18+ rating due to sex scenes 

would have resulted in the production company’s reimbursement of the production 

support with interest. As for writing this dissertation, Ustaoğlu never disclosed that 

she censored her film or was exposed to censorship by the Ministry. I reached out to 

her many times via email for an interview, but she never responded.  

 
243 https://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/mahremimizi-konustugumuz-zaman-her-seyi-
konusabiliriz-647016 (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
244 I watched the film at least three times from two sources. The DVD version in Turkey 
that runs 100 minutes and the one on Netflix U.S. running 104 minutes. I deduce the 
festival version is the same as the Netflix U.S. version since the running time is the same 
in the IFF 2017 catalog. There are two sex scenes in the DVD version that are heavily 
edited and “freed of shots involving explicit sexual intercourse” [my description and 
attempt to define them from a censor’s perspective].  
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This case has sparked controversy within the film industry. On the one hand, 

many of my informants, including Asena Günal, journalist Özlem Altunok from the 

Susma Platform,245 and İlknur Bilir –Zer’s producer, accused of Ustaoğlu for not 

revealing self-censorship to apply for Ministry support for the upcoming projects, 

therefore, not to cross with the Ministry.246 Film critic Seray Genç claimed that 

because of self-censorship, the very essence of her film’s premise, challenging the 

patriarchy or problematizing the issue of child brides, went unnoticed.  

On the other hand, Serkan Çakarer, executive producer247 of the film, 

defended Ustaoğlu’s action and claimed filmmakers could have multiple versions of 

their films, otherwise known as director’s cut. When I mentioned the criticism 

people brought about her silence, he indicated that Ustaoğlu approached him 

knowing the film would be most likely to receive an 18+ and asked for alternatives: 

“People criticize Yeşim. Ok, but what do you think she should do: Not 
making films anymore? Or paying back the interest? Do you think that 

 
245 Speak Up Platform in English. Alongside Siyah Bant, the platform documents 
censorship and self-censorship cases in printed and audiovisual media, culture, and the 
arts since 2016. http://susma24.com/en/about-us/ (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
246 One of the harsher criticisms to Ustaoğlu came from Nizam Eren, a retired producer 
who worked in Özen Film, a renowned production and distribution company: “[On the 
Tereddüt case], it is obvious that the structure prevents your freedom and filmmaking. If 
you put the [alleged] scenes and then cut them out in order not to lose money, then you 
should question your artistic qualities as a director.” (Personal interview, November 
2017) 
The irony is that Eren, throughout the interview, gave a couple of examples from the 
1990s when, as an employee of Özen Film, he also committed censorship and cut certain 
scenes from foreign films before applying for the Certificate. He also mentioned that he 
declined to distribute one of Ustaoğlu’s early films Güneşe Yolculuk (Journey to the Sun, 
1999). He believed the film was making “complete” Kurdish propaganda, and 
“chauvinism is a disgusting and unacceptable thing; therefore, we decided not to 
distribute it.” 
247 During the interview, he clarified his contribution to the film: He was not involved in 
the production process until two or three months before it started; therefore, he was not 
the main producer.   



 

 

 

294 

money will return to the industry if she ever pays? No, it won’t. It’ll only 
be a punishment for all we know.”  

 

Echoing Çakarer’s take on the choice for a director’s cut, film critic Şenay Aydemir 

indicated possible legal procedures that might have refrained Ustaoğlu to speak up 

during the heyday of the censorship case: 

“It is possible that her language was diplomatic at the time because there 
were still legal procedures going on with Ministry support. Today, she 
might say she found ways around censorship, but probably, then the 
contract with the Ministry wasn’t closed, and she avoided to have a 
problem with the Ministry.” 
 

Similarly, producer Yonca Ertürk supported Ustaoğlu’s decision as it is ultimately a 

creative decision that producers and filmmakers are entitled to make. Filmmaker 

Özcan Alper, on the other hand, accused people who criticized Ustaoğlu’s self-

censorship. He claimed that those who condemned her for self-censorship lack 

empathy for filmmakers who are trying to find alternative ways to meet the 

audience. Of all the interviews where my informants somehow mentioned this case, 

independent fiction filmmakers and producers sided more with Ustaoğlu. In contrast, 

film critics, academics, journalists, and independent documentary filmmakers 

condemned her “submission” through self-censorship. 

The remaining cases, Son Şnitzel (2017), Zer (2017), and Ev Semt Kira Bizim 

(2018), received different treatment. In an interview on Al-Monitor, co-director of 

Son Şnitzel İsmet Kurtuluş argued that their being asked to cut certain scenes to 

receive a Certificate for the !f Istanbul festival screening is an arbitrary practice: 

“The Commission has no guidelines. They watch the film, and certain 
scenes may make them uncomfortable due to the current climate or 
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societal sensitivities. Our film could’ve received the Certificate had we 
submitted it another time to another Commission.” [My translation]248 

 
What Kurtuluş meant by another time refers to one where the transition from 

parliamentary to the presidential system was not the hot topic for state bureaucrats. I 

argue that it also involves a period where the state of emergency was not intact. It is 

another example where organizers in a Ministry-supported festival (!f Istanbul) complied 

with the Ministry orders. Here, I agree with Asena Günal as she claims that this case is 

indicative of how, in today’s Turkey, festivals maneuver strategically to secure not only 

their economic and political ties. They are eager to find temporary solutions that do not 

lead to solidarity-based structural changes, yet only result in an ever-growing pressure. 

 The statement by the producers’ of Ev Semt Kira Bizim is an essential document 

for this typology. They claim that their film, a fiction, is rated 18+ because it is not only 

inspired by the Gezi resistance: The correlation they draw between “how rich, with the 

help of the government, destroys our districts and cities” sheds light on webs of economic 

and political coalitions. Therefore, it became objectionable and an easy target to 

disparage by the powers that be.  

 The Zer case, having occurred two months after Son Şnitzel, is unique on many 

levels. The first time the Control Commission annulled its own decision for a Certificate 

after director Öz revealed censorship during a festival screening through intertitles. The 

second application for the Certificate required Öz to cut out the intertitled and faded out 

shots. During a post-screening Q&A in October 2017, six months after the incident at the 

festival, Öz mentioned two things that are illustrative of the case and the political context 

 
248 https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/tr/contents/articles/originals/2017/02/turkey-
comedy-film-falls-victim-of-censorship.html (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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at the time. For him, the only reason Zer is his first film receiving Ministry support was 

that they applied for it during the Peace Process, resulted in time-specific sets of 

circumstances. Secondly, upon a question on censorship, his answer was succinct: 

“While I faded out the scenes at the Istanbul Film Festival screening, here you 
only saw cuts –I cut the scenes for theatrical release [that’s why there are jump 
cuts.] Censorship happens, but it is not overtly mentioned [and discussed]. When 
censorship occurs, no one talks about the film. Or, people think that directors and 
producers make compromises. Instead, I unveiled the act of censorship. The 
Commission said I should get rid of even a nanosecond-length of a fade-out; 
otherwise, I couldn’t get the Certificate. Therefore, I had to cut the scenes, and 
that’s what you have seen tonight, whereas the audience in New York last night 
saw the censor-free version.”  

 

When asked about what the censored scenes depicted, Öz only mentioned where the cuts 

occurred and roughly described the scenes without giving specific details. For him, it is 

crucial to keep some secrecy for the audience so that they question the censorship case 

and ask for the uncensored version of the film.  

 

VI. Preventing Public Screenings (by Local Municipalities or Police Officers) 
 

Although the reasons were diverse and time-specific, cases in this typology follow 

similar practices. Local administrations obstructed screenings and events as they acted as 

proxies of the state rather than carrying out direct orders to censor. Almost none of the 

cases in this category failed the technical requirements of their period. Still, they faced 

censorship: Ekümenopolis had the Registration Certificate, so did Vezir Parmağı. Still, 

the Ministry-provided document was not enough for the mayors to prevent the public and 

the theatrical screenings of the films, respectively. Adding Son Kumsal screening to the 

picture, we see that the mayors not only pledged personal loyalty to the prime minister of 

the time (and the current president) by preventing the screenings. For the Vezir Parmağı 
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case, they also show their allegiance to the state because, to them, the film disparages 

national and moral values. The interesting point here is that they replicate the mentality 

of the Control Commission members and employ personal and arbitrary decisions, except 

their proxy-work is unconstitutional.  

When we look at screening bans of 2017 in this typology, two things emerge. 

First and the most obvious is that they occurred in 2017, during the state of emergency 

where arbitrary executive orders have become the norm, and the rule of law was 

suspended. It is the most obvious in censoring the Documentarist screenings as the Office 

of the Governor in Diyarbakır did not provide any written or verbal explanation to the 

festival organizers. Referring, again, to Das and Poole (2002), the illegibility of the state 

has been intact for this censorship case. The second issue, on the other hand, is that 

KuirFest faced delegitimization, criminalization, and targeting by Ankara Governorship 

and District Governorship of Beyoğlu in Istanbul. The former accused the film screenings 

by KuirFest of “igniting hatred and animosity and posing an overt danger for public 

safety within the society.” At the same time, the latter found the KuirFest events 

“contrary to the constitutional order and general morality, posing a clear and immediate 

danger to public order and security.”  

 

VII. Preventing the Film Shoot 

Nejla Demirci’s documentary project Justice stands as a unique example of 

contemporary censorship practices. Focusing on the repercussions of the state of 

emergency and documenting the legal struggles and protests of the two public servants, 

Demirci soon drew the police officers' attention and, ultimately, the Office of the District 
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Governorship of Muğla, and has been harassed over a year. As part of local 

administrations’ repressive apparatuses, Demirci has experienced more than the title of 

this typology indicates. Police officers have barred film shootings; she, the characters in 

the film, and her crew were detained several times. During one of the arrests, she was 

battered and left with a thumb injury, a perfect example of how the Turkish state 

operates, in line with its Ideological Apparatuses, through Repressive Apparatuses, such 

as the police. She received constant threats of jail time and intimidations by the police 

unless she stopped filming, and her camera recordings on SD cards were distorted during 

the police interrogations. Finally, the District Governorship of Bodrum barred the 

documentary shooting on January 18, 2018 (though the official document dates May 9, 

2018; Figure 9). 

I met Demirci in December 2017 during a Documentarist panel called 

“Documenting the Era: An Obstacle Course.” There, she talked about the physical and 

psychological effects of the process. “Those who speak the truth have never felt free in 

this country, but nowadays it is everywhere, the sense of uneasiness,” she uttered, 

echoing the panel description.249 

 
249 “We are passing through dark times; journalists, opposition academics as well as 
documentary filmmakers trying to document the period. In Turkey of 2017, films are 
being censored, screenings being prevented with illegal methods, independent festival 
activities forbidden with decisions of local governments. As if that’s not enough, 
documentary filmmakers are prevented from doing their job by officials while still at 
the shooting phase. In short, filmmakers as well are suffering from oppressive and 
unlawful practices. Documentary filmmakers and video activists that want to document 
the events of the period are becoming the true focus of these pressures. As those who 
hold the camera, we will gather to discuss the rights infractions committed in the field 
and the attempts at prevention, and to stand up for our right to expression. We will share 
our experiences and discuss the ways to resist fight the oppression. [sic]” (Emphasis 
added) http://hihff.org/2017/HIHFF_2017_katalog.pdf p.55. (Date of access: 8/26/2020)   
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When I mentioned my research to her, she showed immediate interest. I sensed 

that in addition to the solidarity built at the panel, she wanted her experience not to go 

unnoticed, but to raise awareness to the illicit and unlawful practices that documentary 

filmmakers, especially during the state of emergency, had to endure. During our 

interview, she mentioned how the process affected her psychology, somewhat 

unconsciously: 

“All I have gone through were documented by İHD [Human Rights 
Association in Turkey].250 I realized what really happened to me when I 
visited the İHD office. I gave up the project once, then Engin [one of the 
characters in the documentary] convinced me, and we restarted. I went to 
the İHD’s office for my thumb injury, and there they asked if I would 
like to talk through the process. I started talking and couldn’t stop 
crying until I finished. Before I had the nerves of steel, and apparently, I 
was suppressing it, but it took a couple of questions to see how it really 
got me. Thus, the difficulties of shooting a documentary are multifold: 
Financial hardships on the one hand and hardships on the production level 
are on the other… we can talk about censorship and self-censorship, of 
course, but I think the question of what really happens to documentary 
filmmakers while shooting a film is a tough one to answer…”  
(Personal interview, October 2018; emphasis added) 

 

 
250 https://www.ihd.org.tr (Date of access: 8/26/2020)  
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Figure 9. Official document dated May 9, 2018, barring the film shooting (sent by Nejla Demirci). 
 It reads: “Subject: Your request concerning the shooting of a documentary 

Your letter of application, dated May 3, 2018, asking for permission to shoot a documentary on people 
dismissed by the decree laws, was examined. Your request is declined as the state of emergency is still in 

effect. You were notified several times by the District Governorship that your previous requests on the 
same subject are not appropriate. Kindly for your information, 

Bekir Yılmaz, District Governor of Bodrum” 
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VIII. Preventing Festival Screenings Outside Turkey 

 As indicated in Part I of this chapter, Hüseyin Karabey’s Gitmek: Benim Marlon 

ve Brandom is partially funded by the Ministry soon before the Peace Process started and 

received a theatrical release without any reported “domestic” censorship. The then 

Minister of Culture and Tourism Ertuğrul Günay claimed that the theatrical release in 

Turkey before the festival controversy in Switzerland proved that the Ministry did not 

initially censor the film, but it was an isolated incident. However, significant and crucial 

to this typology is that the film faced threats for financial censorship before a screening at 

an international film festival outside Turkey. For Günay, being a sponsor for the festival 

naturally granted the Ministry to request changes if Turkey’s international image was 

impaired. In that sense, the festival organizers’ reference to Southeastern Anatolia as 

Kurdistan is a taboo that the Ministry cannot tolerate and permit to be uttered, if not 

shown in the screening. All in all, what is at stake is that the Turkish state’s physical 

borders should be maintained and represented through audiovisual material, a film in this 

case, in an international public venue that the State itself co-sponsored. In this way, the 

State can claim its sovereignty beyond its territories, projecting the national “indivisible” 

image into a transnational one in an international arena. 

Another important issue at the time, as Karabey mentioned during our interview, 

was that there was a scheduled meeting for the upcoming week between the presidents of 

Turkey and Switzerland as the case gradually became a big issue. Coupled with the 

armed conflict between the Turkish Army and the PKK at the time, reminiscent of the 

Bakur case, except it occurred seven years before. Yazar’s intervention for the festival 

screening bears traces of arbitrary decisions along the way. However, what is consistent 
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is that the Ministry officials can exert power over a festival screening outside Turkey and 

delimit the circulation of a feature film by threatening the festival with withdrawing 

sponsorship if the image of the Turkish state is “not acceptable.” 

Recounting the incident in detail, Karabey mentioned they had a truce with the 

Ministry at the end. A special screening was organized with the attendance of the 

Ministry of Culture and Tourism and deputies from HDP, the pro-Kurdish party in the 

parliament. The Minister took to the stage and referred to the film’s positive impact on 

the society and encouraged more young people from both sides to fall in love with each 

other (Personal interview, December 2017). 
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CHAPTER 6 

 
DISCUSSIONS ON THE FILM INDUSTRY IN TURKEY 

 
 
 
 For people in the film industry, the Bakur case in April 2015 has been a turning 

point against censorship. It was the first time after the Antalya case in October 2014, 

where there had been fractions and different courses of action among documentary and 

fiction filmmakers, all filmmakers and producers attending the Istanbul Film Festival 

called the incident censorship and reacted as such in full solidarity. Given that the 

documentary is about the PKK guerillas (terrorists, before the State), the case sparked 

even more controversy. However, the unanimous declaration of censorship lost its 

momentum soon after the festival was over, and the Registration Certificate became a 

requirement for all festival screenings. Therefore, as mentioned in the previous chapter, 

we witnessed more censorship cases ever since by multiple actors, in various forms. 

 Based on my preliminary research and interviews, my preconceived idea shortly 

before going to fieldwork in 2017 was that the primary barrier for collective action 

against censorship within the film industry stemmed from economic reasons. That 

included Ministry supports for independent filmmakers and the financial gap in 

filmmaking practices for mainstream and independent filmmakers, discussed in detail in 

Chapters 4 and 5. Little did I take into account at the time was the political and economic 

repercussions of the state of emergency on the informants, different positionalities they 

take based on their fragmented needs within the ongoing practices of filmmaking, and the 

ontological discussions by some on whether the industry exists or not. Going beyond my 

inquiry that based the issue primarily on economic bases (in Marxist terminology), I soon 
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realized that depending on my informants’ positionality, how the film industry is defined 

had varied substantially. There are three overarching parameters through which my 

informants describe the industry:  

1) Population-wise: “We have fewer people in the film industry than other ones –it 
may not count as an industry.” 

2) Financially: “There is a huge market, therefore an industry, economically 
speaking, with the turnover with the dizi (Turkish TV series) industry.” 

3) Solidarity-wise: “There is no industry because there is no solidarity.” 
 
Based on the data collected during fieldwork, I argue that cultural producers take diverse, 

if not conflicting positions at times, to define not only the industry but also censorship 

practices for economic and ideological reasons. Their take on solidarity and trust differ 

depending on how they define themselves in a variety of hierarchical relationships vis-à-

vis the Turkish state, the proxies of the State, and other cultural producers. 

 

I. Does the Film Industry Exist, Population-wise? 

 One of the many challenges of researching film censorship in Turkey is to find 

accurate data on the film industry itself. It became more apparent when I tried to find an 

approximate answer to the question during fieldwork, “How many people can we say 

working in the film industry as of 2017?” Not only did I not attain accurate data during 

and following fieldwork. As for writing the dissertation during the 2020 pandemic where 

the “old normal” has been suspended indefinitely, all I have as data are sketchy and 

educated guesses that I gathered from my informants and a handful of official reports and 

resources. 

 Writings on the history of the film industry in Turkey mark the end of the Second 

World War and establish the Yeşilçam Period as the starting point (Chapter 3). Film 
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historian Nijat Özön (2013[1962]) claims that “Turkish cinema” started as an industry 

without a proper foundation for the following reasons. First, the raw film stock was 

highly expensive and always imported while there was not enough infrastructure to 

process them. Secondly, the revenue out of ticket sales was used to make quick money in 

less time. Therefore, it was used more to produce films than invest in the better 

development of the industry itself. Thirdly, there were no adequate people, both in 

number and quality-wise, to learn how to make films, which required highly technical 

knowledge since there was no structural and methodological order of things in the 

industry (225-6). Likewise, according to film critic Atilla Dorsay, “Turkish cinema” did 

not come to the intended level to become an industry because of a lack of creativity and 

interest from intellectuals and creative people in the industry (Dorsay 2003:195). 

Therefore, based on Özön’s arguments, it would not have been possible to conduct an 

ethnography of the Turkish cinema as a studio-based and established industry, even 

during the Yeşilçam Period (1950-1980, see Introduction and Chapter 3) as Hortense 

Powdermaker (1950) did for Hollywood, or Tejaswini Ganti (2002; 2012) did for the 

Bombay film industry –“Bollywood.”  

Savaş Arslan echoes Özön for the disorganization of the industry from the 1950s 

onwards. Yet, he underlines the Turkish state’s interest in cinema, “which focused 

primarily on taxation, control, and censorship, thereby letting the industry evolve on its 

own” (Arslan 2011:72). Along the same fault line, he states that the industry dwelled 

more on scarce resources and the filmmakers’ efforts as there were no state-funded or 

controlled film studios nor “well-developed or technologically sound studios in the 

private sector comparable to Western studios” (73). As discussed in Chapter 3, between 
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the end of the Yeşilçam era and the end of the 1990s, domestic film production has been 

drastically low. As the Ministry started distributing funds in 2005, the increase in film 

production in Turkey became visible. 

Of the scarce resources on the film industry in Turkey, especially after 2000, the 

information I could gather indicates that the industry is mostly defined by the income it 

generates through box office numbers and admissions. However, there is not enough 

mention as to how many people are working in the industry. One of the two reports that 

solely dedicated to the film industry in Turkey was written in English by Martin Kanzler 

from European Audiovisual Observatory in 2014. The other is prepared in 2016 by the 

National Competition Authority of Turkey (Rekabet Kurumu) entitled “The Industry 

Report on Cinema Services (Sinema Hizmetleri Sektör Raporu).” Data on both reports 

center around film productions and admissions, production and distribution market, 

audience profile, and the public (Ministry) support that film productions receive. 

Additionally, obtaining data from the Turkish Statistical Institute’s website (TÜİK 

in Turkish, hereafter TSI) has been troublesome and highly limited. There is neither any 

category depicting the film industry nor any specific and accurate data on its employees. 

The only data I could retrieve from the TSI on employment for 2015 is called 

“Employment, Personnel Cost by Economic Activity.” Even then, it involves 

employment in TV broadcasting and radio broadcasting activities while people or 

institutions (production companies) in the film industry are not included. 

Finally, employee associations and unions in the film industry do not publish data 

regarding their members, nor do they provide any database. Therefore, I did not come 

across any demographic information on the number of people working in the industry.  
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When I asked Yonca Ertürk, an independent producer and a member of the Film 

Producers’ Association (SE-YAP), about whether she thinks the industry exists, her 

reply, accurately and not so surprisingly, matched my overall findings:  

“The number of people who earn a living within the film and 
entertainment industry is very, very low. Many people come and go. Think 
about it as if they are seasonal workers. Let’s focus on the extras. There 
are too many casting agencies with hundreds of thousands of extras 
registered. But you can’t say they belong to the industry per se because 
many of them have other proper jobs, but they are also registered to these 
agencies because it is fun to spend a day or two on a film set. Maybe they 
only show up to a film set once in two years, but they are still registered 
on the paper. Apart from that, we should also consider directors who, for 
instance, did not find a job for three years or producers who could not 
produce any project in three-five years. Our population is very low as an 
industry. Even in our wildest guesses, it may not exceed 10,000 people 
out of 75 million –we can’t even fill a football stadium (...) [For instance], 
being a producer has not been counted as a profession in Turkey –only 
recently did it start to be treated as such.”  
(Emphasis added) 

 
A 2015 report by the TSI accurately supports her statement. As one of the rare Turkish-

English reports submitted to the European Commission, entitled “Turkey in Statistics 

2015,” it provides employment data for different industry and service sectors in Turkey 

for 2014, without specific information about which criteria were used to categorize the 

industries. Based on the lack of precise data on the number of employees in the film 

industry on the TSI’s database, I took the category entitled “Art, Entertainment, and 

Recreation” in the broadest sense to map out an estimated number of people involving in 

the industry.  
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 Art, 

Entertainment, 

Recreation 

Construction Manufacturing General Total 

Number of 

enterprises 

21,505 171,268 332,834 2,677.316 

Number of 

persons 

employed* 

62,374 1,562.288 3,628.324 13,559.084 

Number of 

employees** 

42,689 1,450.820 3,383.018 11,387.084 

Wages and 

salaries (Turkish 

Lira -TL) 

1,523,556.519 21,313,088.156 80,804,676.839 248,653,318.623 

Turnover (TL) 10,471,359.127 255,385,292.253 1,013,257,058.357 3,500,297,914.497 

Total purchases 

of goods and 

services (TL) 

7,753,669.735 238,274,501.995 857,792,315.596 3,083,431,338.223 

Production value 

(TL) 

10,431,055.195 262,795,501.272 956,835,716.011 2,181,339,635.417 

Value-added at 

factor cost (TL) 

2,854,788.175 35,883,002.049 184,945,861.516 519,188,858.666 

Gross investment 

in tangible goods 

(TL) 

656,788.953 21,170,881.888 64,665,953.869 209,304,864.998 

Table 7. “Employment and Basic Indicators by Section in Industry and Service Sectors, 2014” 
[sic]. Retrieved from European Commission’s website: 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/7330775/7339623/Turkey+_in_statistics_2015.pdf/317c6386-
e51c-45de-85b0-ff671e3760f8 (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 

 
For Table 7, I selected data from two other categories, next to the “Art, Entertainment, 

and Recreation,” out of sixteen business statistics that the TSI defined and made public. 

The reason for choosing the categories “Construction” and “Manufacturing” for 

comparison is simple. In the last ten years, the construction industry has been one of the 

most state-promoted industries where “production,” through constructing mass housing 

projects alongside luxury enclaves and selling through credit money, occurs. In contrast, 

actual production in the manufacturing industry has been considered in severe decline 
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alongside overall agricultural production. Nevertheless, they have still been regarded as 

the two biggest industries in Turkey.  

 A closer examination of the TSI data reveals that the Turkish descriptions for two 

indicators, marked by asterisks in the table, makes a crucial difference. The Turkish 

statement for “number of persons employed” [sic] stands for “number of people who 

works [çalışan],” while the one for “number of employees” [sic] translates into “number 

of people who works on a salary [ücretli çalışan].” Therefore, the latter might exclude 

those who work for free, such as interns or voluntary workers, as well as those working 

informally in all industries.  

 In a podcast from 2016, Yamaç Okur and Serkan Çakarer, independent producers 

and e-board members of the Film Producers’ Association (SE-YAP), highlighted through 

Kanzler’s report that the industry suffers from three significant issues: Data on the 

industry are not adequately documented (because it is too expensive), not strictly 

managed (due to the informal economy), and not transparent (there is not an auditing 

structure by NGOs working with the film industry) (Okur and Çakarer 2016).  

By combining their discussion with the TSI data and Ertürk’s statement, I argue 

that it is difficult to provide reliable information on how many people currently earn a 

living in the film industry. Hence, the lack of accurate data affects who considers 

themselves to be part of the industry, how they perceive their labor and contribution to 

cultural production, and how they define censorship.  
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II. Does the Film Industry Financially Exist? 

 The short answer to the question is yes, whereas the long answer requires a 

thorough examination. As noted in Chapters 4 and 5, Ministry support gave a significant 

rise to domestic, independent film production. Some popular blockbuster films have also 

enjoyed high admissions in the box office by the same token. Therefore, based on 

“relevant” data such as the number of film production, their theatrical release, and box 

office admissions,251 the film industry has been financially defined as a growing market. 

 One of the critical developments for the film industry in Turkey, alongside the 

increase in film production, has been the rise of Turkish TV series since the 2000s. 

Defined as “scripted Turkish TV shows” (Carney 2015:24), the dizi genre in Turkey, 

while first inspired by imported soap operas or telenovelas since the 1980s (Öztürkmen 

2018) but later localized its content, has secured its place with the proliferation of private 

television channels in the 1990s. Carney argues that “the nexus of available broadcast 

hours, viewers with an appetite for fresh programming, investment in the form of both 

channels and speculatively formed production companies, and talent both from the film 

industry and from TRT all contributed to a flourishing of creativity and experimentation 

 
251 In his report on the Turkish film industry, Kanzler (2014) claims the following: 

“The Turkish box office market is highly concentrated with a few local - and to a 
lesser extent US - blockbusters claiming the lion’s share of admissions. The high 
national market share does hence not translate into high admissions figures for a 
large number of Turkish films: between 2009 and 2013 the top 10 Turkish films 
took on average 79% of the total number of tickets sold for all Turkish films. Just 
like their European counterparts, many local films struggle to find their audiences 
as the Turkish theatrical distribution system is clearly geared toward the 
distribution of local and international blockbusters and there is no targeted public 
support for the distribution and screening of local films or art-house films (6).”  

As the data he provides is based on theatrical releases, it most likely excludes the total 
number of film production. Many films without the Certificate do not come to the big 
screen. 
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in the world of TV drama (25).” The next step for the dizis has been the development of 

an export market since 2008. The Turkish contents, dizis, were first discovered and 

purchased by the TV channels in the Arab world, later boomed in the Balkans and 

Eastern European countries. Their entry to the Latin American market in 2014 and the 

ongoing journey towards Asian territories nowadays (Öztürkmen 2018:8) make the dizi 

industry “undeniably a successful” one (Carney 28). The growing interest and market 

share for the dizi industry are so prominent that the cinema law of 2019 now added 

another category for Ministry supports called “TV Series Film Support” for export 

purposes (Chapter 4).  

 Combined with the dizi exports and productions, as many independent producers 

and filmmakers in the industry now engage in dizi productions to make ends meet or save 

money to make films, the film industry and the dizi industry somehow converge. Onur 

Ünlü (Leyla ile Mecnun, 2011-2014; Şubat, 2012-2013; Beş Kardeş, 2015), Seren Yüce 

(Masum/Innocent, 2017), Tolga Karaçelik (Bartu Ben, 2018), and Emin Alper (Alef, 

2020) are among the independent fiction filmmakers that recently started directing dizis 

both for private channels and the networks such as BluTV, a local “digital internet 

television” similar to Netflix. Yamaç Okur, as an independent producer, has been 

producing one of the recent popular dizis called Çukur (The Pit, 2017- ), which enjoys 

high ratings on a private channel. In that sense, the revenue the production companies and 

directors receive from dizi productions most likely enables them to produce more 

independent films. 

 The market share that dizis accumulate in the global arena has been financially 

significant for the film industry as it provides capital to independent and popular 
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filmmaking practices. High export numbers worldwide also translate into more 

distribution and theatrical release opportunities and more acceptance to international 

festivals for films from Turkey. In recent years, many filmmakers and producers have 

been keen attendants of the television series markets in prestigious festivals such as 

Cannes and Berlinale to follow international trends and enjoy networking opportunities 

for film and television series productions for potential export markets. 

However, some of my informants claimed constant dilemmas through which both 

film and dizi industries operate in Turkey. For Yonca Ertürk, the industry generates a 

massive amount of money, while many workers barely make ends meet. Moreover, the 

industry is one of the first to be affected by any political and economic instability: 

“On the one hand, this is a highly income-generating industry, not to 
mention the big market share the dizi industry has abroad. Films, dizis, and 
other cultural works are the first ones you refer to when you want to 
represent Turkey on a cultural level. That includes receiving a prestigious 
award from an international film festival, for instance. We engage people 
from other countries; they come here from Romania or Brazil or other 
places, and talk about the dizis they watch on TV… On the one hand, this 
is an influential industry abroad, but on the other, there are fewer people in 
it. It makes great money, but workers in the industry are hardly surviving. 
So, the industry issue is a complicated one (...) Everything about the 
industry is ambiguous, plus we are the first to get affected by any social 
or political turmoil. On the night the coup attempt happened [on July 15, 
2016], five projects I knew of were postponed for 3-5 months because 
everything stopped – the industry stopped, and everybody got scared. Two 
projects from abroad got canceled because they didn’t want to come to 
Turkey for security reasons –we were nervous too. Even the smallest 
change in exchange rates makes a huge difference for us [mostly for the 
worse] in co-productions. I really don’t know whether we are an industry 
or not.”  
(Emphasis added) 
 

Given that 2020 sees a worldwide pandemic, her statement about the industry’s 

fragility due to political and economic instability could not have been more 

relevant, if not more accurate. 
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For independent fiction filmmaker Özcan Alper, however, not only is the 

difference between film and dizi industry structural and ideological. It is more 

visible from the filmmakers’ perspective rather than financial indicators:  

“SB: Some producers I interviewed said the industry doesn’t exist because 
the allocated budget is very low compared to those in other countries… 
 
Özcan Alper: People cannot always earn a living out of this industry, so– 

SB: –So, do you agree with them? 

ÖA: Of course, we have an industry, economically speaking, but they say 
it from the perspective of– 

SB: –As a producer, you mean? 

ÖA: Yeah. Nowadays, 25% of the world’s film market consists of the TV 
series industry. Both relations of production and the workforce [he says, 
“insan malzemesi,” which can translate into “human fabric”] are very 
different. In the film industry [in Turkey], everything occurs by chance, 
incidentally rather than resulting out of protestant work ethics. 
Unfortunately, this is the case. 

SB: So, do you agree with them? 

ÖA: Yeah yeah!”  
(Personal interview, December 2017; emphasis added) 
 

Similar to Ertürk, Can Candan highlights that while several blockbuster films 

produced by celebrities might translate into big turnouts in box office numbers, it 

does not necessarily mean the industry is a fully developed one: 

“SB: Based on my research, I believe we can say the industry exists 
economically. 
 
Can Candan: Absolutely. Especially when we look at the 2017 turnouts, 
and they say it will increase even more in 2018 –there is huge money 
involved in the industry. I heard a company signed a massive sponsorship 



 

 

 

314 

for Cem Yılmaz’s252 latest film because they know it will hit the box 
office. The industry is in full force. 
 
SB: Yeah, the industry exists when we consider sponsorships and the 
distribution market for blockbuster movies. But some informants claimed 
there is not enough unity within the industry… 
 
CC: The fact that economic activities are intact in high volume doesn’t 
necessarily mean it is a developed industry. When we look at the 
expenses for education in Turkey from a distance, it is also a vast industry, 
including private tutors, courses, prep schools, and private schools, etc. 
[but it is not of high quality]. It exists if you define it as an economic 
activity, as you mentioned, but it doesn’t exist if you define it differently. 
If you define the film industry as an active one where big actors are 
involved, a platform where specific interests for all constituents are 
negotiated in different ways, and one where Ministry supports are 
appropriately distributed, and strong unions and employee associations 
are intact, I wouldn’t say it doesn’t exist, but it is a rudimentary one. A 
rudimentary industry with substantial economic activities in volume.” 
(Emphasis added) 

 
The idea of the financial existence of the industry gets further complicated when the 

industry is not only economically fragmented with a variety of interests for its 

constituents. For Meryem Yavuz, a highly-demanded director of photography in recent 

independent films, the film industry in Turkey also suffers from a lack of tradition, which 

results in further lack of standards and falls behind in building a proper industry next to 

ones that have been known worldwide:  

“I’ve been thinking for some time if the Turkish film industry exists or 
not. I decided that it doesn’t exist –I got so sad because I’m one of those 
people striving to establish it. Of course, the films we produce meet 
audiences worldwide or receive funding even at the development stage, 
but the Turkish cinema doesn’t have a tradition. It hasn’t fully formed 
yet –maybe it will in the next 20-30 years, and we are now working on 
making it happen. Can we put the Turkish cinema next to the Iranian 
cinema, since it is geographically the closest to us? I don’t think so –there 
is a huge difference. We are not yet there. And if that’s the case, then I 

 
252 Being the most well-known stand-up comedian in Turkey, Yılmaz has been writing, 
directing, and acting in big-budget mainstream films for more than twenty years, and his 
films are highly successful in box office admissions. 
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think we don’t have an industry, either. When we look at different 
constituents, including advertising, dizi, television, and film sectors, we 
can see that there is no organic link between them. Every industry is for 
itself –there is an independent film industry and a commercial/mainstream 
one. It is rarely the case that a producer for mainstream films might 
finance an independent project –it only happens through personal 
networks (…) Besides, there is no standard in the industry for some jobs, 
including being a DOP: You don’t need to be a college graduate to 
become a DOP in Turkey. You don’t have to fulfill any standard 
requirements for artistic vision or technical knowledge. Thus, it is absurd 
to expect people in the industry to establish certain criteria and fulfill 
them when there is none. If there is no standard, then we are not an 
industry –we are only a score of people coming together to produce some 
artistic works. We come together, maybe thirty people, to produce 
independent films, get along well, and treat each other fairly by creating 
as humane conditions as possible, but that’s it –nothing else.”  
(Personal interview, December 2017; emphasis added) 
 
 

 
III. Is There Solidarity in the Film Industry? Does the Film Industry Exist out of 

Solidarity? 
 

My preconceived idea soon before starting the fieldwork was that solidarity is not 

prevalent in the industry due to economic reasons. Supporting that argument was the 

ongoing hierarchy between fiction and documentary filmmaking practices I have 

observed since my undergraduate years as someone who engaged with independent 

fiction and documentary filmmakers and producers, both professionally and 

academically, in the last ten years. 

During fieldwork, next to them came three more points that my informants put 

forward as reasons for breaking solidarity and collective action in the industry. First, the 

dependency not only on Ministry supports but also prize money that municipality and 

Ministry-supported festivals distribute in competitions. Second, the hierarchy within 

fiction filmmaking practices between mainstream and independent filmmakers and 
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producers. Third, documentary filmmaking has been considered “dangerous” by the State 

and the proxies in the last fifteen to twenty years. 

 

Prize Money in Film Festivals 

The recurrent obstacles in several censorship cases after 2000, described in this 

dissertation, mostly center around economic sanctions that the Ministry and the proxies, 

such as festivals or local administrations, imposed on cultural workers. Equally important 

has been the legal restructuring that put constraints on filmmakers and producers 

(Chapter 4). In the last fifteen to twenty years, amidst the influx of film festivals, the 

prize money that major and “municipality-supported” festivals distribute, both backed by 

the Ministry, has become a significant subject for cultural producers in the industry.  

Competitions for feature-length and short fiction, documentary, and animation 

films in municipality-supported festivals, including Antalya, Malatya, Adana, and 

Istanbul, have been centers of attraction for many filmmakers. Receiving the best picture 

or the best director award, which comes with prize money that might nearly be equal to 

Ministry support an average independent project would receive, can be of enough 

contribution, especially for fiction filmmakers. Thus, sending films for competitions in 

big festivals, even in controversy related to specific censorship cases, has been a 

significant factor in breaking solidarity. Contrary to the premise by the festivals that the 

prize money helps rejuvenate the industry and gear it towards more production 

opportunities for cultural producers, Hüseyin Karabey thinks it worsened the whole 

process. Now, the competition is to get the money, which breaks unity between people in 

the industry: 
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“Why do you think municipalities and governors’ offices started 
organizing film festivals? Because they shape festival organizations as 
they wish while pretending that everything there is so democratic. We, 
filmmakers, are being instrumentalized in the process because we 
believe what they say. The biggest reason everyone [in the industry] is 
willing to participate in the festivals and not being able to say no, is the 
big prize money festivals distribute. They drove us into a corner with it, 
and it breaks solidarity among ourselves.”  
(Emphasis added) 

 
Independent documentary filmmaker Elif Ergezen approaches to the subject on 

two levels. For her, solidarity against censorship might take different forms at 

festivals with prize money and those with no prize money. Moreover, the action 

that fiction and documentary filmmakers take is subject to change due to their 

networking strategies, economic ties with various actors at important positions, 

and the difference in their filmmaking practices, ideologically and financially: 

“Elif Ergezen: We, people in the industry, are not well organized: Every 
action occurs spontaneously, but they are not sustainable in the long run 
(...) 

SB: I believe the solidarity for the Bakur case was legitimate and 
beautiful, but we didn’t see it go further because the boycott for the 
Registration Certificate was broken. Fiction filmmakers and producers 
kept receiving it for the upcoming festivals. 

EE: [But documentary filmmakers did not] because it is not the same 
thing for them. I think it was Reis Çelik [an independent fiction 
filmmaker, and as of 2020, one of the advisors for the Antalya Film 
Festival] who wrote on Facebook that the “Documentary filmmakers have 
nothing to worry about”253 (she laughs). He was among those who 
defended to attend the 2014 Antalya FF and got angry towards us for 
boycotting the festival. Yeah, we have nothing to worry about because we 
make films in the most traditional sense –with solidarity and collectivity. 
The budgets they work with, 500,000 TL (~$135,000 in 2017) or $1 
million, are unimaginable for us. I save money for 2-3 years to make a 
documentary, but their situation is different. They need to calculate how 
much they get from the Ministry, find mediators, etc. This is our main 
issue; there are gatekeepers in important positions, and we need to get 

 
253 She says, “Facebook’ta belgeselcilerin tuzu kuru gibi bir şey yazmıştı” in Turkish. 
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along with them to go beyond these doors. There is always an issue of 
being dependent on some people or structures, which prevents 
independent filmmaking. You need to win an award at a festival so that 
you can find a co-producer from abroad. Participating in film forums 
and receiving prize money will help spread the word for your project. 
Film production has increased. It is not that low as it was before, so certain 
films should come to the fore. Thus, breaking these ties might require 
some courage, I guess. 

SB: So, it seems you have nothing to worry about (we laugh). 

EE: We can cut it away because we were not given big prize money in 
the first place. The Antalya FF has given 350,000 TL (~$90,000 in 2017) 
for the best picture (fiction film). Think about a filmmaker whose film got 
selected for the competition (I am giving this example to state a fact, not 
to side with them). It is one thing to withdraw your selected film from the 
competition with big prize money to boycott censorship; it is another to 
take the same action in a festival with no prize money. So, if everyone 
resists for different reasons and pay different prices, then we need to 
establish solidarity accordingly.”  
(Emphasis added) 

Film critic Kültigin Kağan Akbulut shared a similar point with Ergezen when I 

asked about different actions that fiction and documentary filmmakers and 

producers took in the Antalya case: 

“Producers and filmmakers should have seen it coming and protested, but 
financial conditions and prize money are important to them. That is the 
biggest obstacle for independent filmmaking. They are stuck and can’t 
make any further move anymore –those who have the money have the last 
word.” 

Gülengül Altıntaş mentioned that the Against Censorship (Sansüre Karşı) 

platform, created immediately after the Bakur case to consolidate solidarity within 

the industry, took strict decisions for boycotting any festival that asked the 

Registration Certificate after April 2015. Nevertheless, there were people within 

the platform who broke the boycott swiftly: 
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“The most important decision after the Bakur case was to boycott all the 
festivals that utilize the Certificate as a means for censorship (...) The 
national competition jury stepped down at the Ankara Film Festival right 
after Istanbul in 2015 –it was the only festival that showed some integrity 
at the time. Part of it was that Istanbul and Ankara were back to back, and 
we were still together [in solidarity]. Then came the summer, and the 
boycott was broken at the first festival (it was probably the Adana FF) 
after the summer, but by then, the boycott was over. With individual 
debates involved, people had no trust for one another and somehow started 
to think as if the whole thing was futile. “What will happen if we 
boycott?” was the feeling. We have friends who now send their films to 
the festivals while they were active in the Against Censorship platform 
back then. What can we do even people who founded the platform send 
their films and break the solidarity? (...) Nowadays, the only action you 
can take as filmmakers in festivals is to boycott, but we can’t even 
succeed. Whoever is broke attends the festivals.”  
(Emphasis added) 

Similar to Altıntaş, Hüseyin Karabey underlined the compromises the film 

industry made since the 2014 Antalya case. For him, the fact that boycotts were 

broken and festivals found temporary solutions for screenings rather than pushing 

for substantial changes, or not taking collective and unanimous actions paved the 

way for more constraint and repression by the state and non-state actors:   

“I always keep in mind what artists had done in Berlin during the Nazi 
regime and think of István Szabó’s Mephisto (1981) as a reference. It tells 
the story of a mediocre stage actor who finds unprecedented success and 
becomes famous [through obedience] contrary to more gifted and honest 
actors with political standings who get fired one by one by the regime. The 
protagonist turns a deaf ear to what happens to the others. And one day, 
they arrest his lover, a Black woman, just because she is Black. He doesn’t 
react to that, even that, because he becomes the best stage actor in Berlin 
by then. Finally, there comes a day when they arrest him too. It reminds 
me of our situation because we all made compromises [just like him], and 
now we are paying for the consequences (...) That day [in the Antalya 
case in 2014], who were the filmmakers that didn’t support documentary 
filmmakers in boycotting but chose to attend the festival with the motto 
‘we shouldn’t leave the festival unattended?:’ Erol Mintaş, Onur Ünlü, 
Kutluğ Ataman, Murat Düzgünoğlu... In the next round for Ministry 
support, none of them received any money.”  
(Emphasis added) 
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What Karabey refers to at the end of the quote is the Filmmakers for Peace 

petition released in 2016 to support the Academics for Peace petition. Of 433 

filmmakers and producers who signed the petition, the majority were denied 

Ministry support in the application cycles for 2016 and 2017. They were also 

investigated for “praising crime and the criminals” (Introduction and Chapter 4).  

 One of the directors he refers to, Kutluğ Ataman, who did not sign the 

petition, sparked controversy in the industry with a tweet posted on February 18, 

2017, and somehow proved Karabey’s point, however unintentional, it seems.  

 During the 2017 Berlinale, those among Filmmakers for Peace attending 

the festival protested the AKP government’s blatant attacks on AFC and FFC 

petitioners. Four days after the protests, Ataman posted a selfie with Zeynep 

Özbatur Atakan, the producer of Nuri Bilge Ceylan’s films and the former Film 

Forum Director at the Antalya Film Festival (Figure 10). The photo shows the duo 

with big smiles while the caption for the photo imitates the English press 

statement that FFP activists read at the Berlinale,254 only to be written 

 
254 https://vimeo.com/204057979 (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
The statement reads, “Urgent Call for Solidarity! 
Turkish government has declared a war to all who are standing against the ongoing state 
oppression, censorship, injustice and the ones who are calling for peace in Turkey. 
Thereupon rights and freedoms have been violated under the conditions of the State of 
Emergency. Academics who call for peace and civil servants have been removed and 
banned from their public service positions, while journalists and politicians have been 
arrested and put in prison. Filmmakers took their share from this pressure by being 
blacklisted and their artistic facilities have been subjected to heavy constraints. 
We, the filmmakers of Turkey, who came together in the 67th Berlin Film Festival, are 
behind our very first call for peace. Therefore, we are calling for support from our 
colleagues all over the world to rise up the solidarity against censorship, oppression and 
war politics. 
Filmmakers for Peace, Turkey” [sic] 
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phonetically in Turkish and finishing with “et cetera.” 

 

  

 
Figure 10. Kutluğ Ataman’s tweet on February 18, 2017. The caption phonetically imitates the 

FFP’s press statement, read at the Berlinale the week before. 

 

Aslı Özgen-Tuncer, a film critic and academic, posted the tweet on Facebook with 

a description for the English-speaking audience, quoted by Necati Sönmez with 

the caption “Add this to the global history of nefariousness:” 
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“(...) [Ataman and Özbatur Atakan] have a lighthearted big smile on their 
faces, and Ataman’s tweet mocks all the voices that have been raised 
internationally against oppression. They unashamedly make fun of all 
those who are silenced, imprisoned, criminalised, censored; they debase 
all the efforts for freedom of expression. One thinks, looking at this image, 
how are they going to be remembered? As ‘celebrated’ ‘award-winner’ 
filmmakers, or shameless clowns of the fascist regime?” [sic] 

Among those who replied to Necati Sönmez’s Facebook post with the screenshot 

of the tweet and Özgen-Tuncer’s description, one comment read, “it is by now 

obvious the two people who will receive the biggest shares in the upcoming 

Ministry support cycle.” Indeed, Özbatur Atakan’s production company received 

the highest support for Nuri Bilge Ceylan’s latest project, The Wild Pear Tree 

(2018). In contrast, however, Ataman’s project Hilal, Feza, and Other Planets 

was denied Ministry support in the first cycle of 2017. Three days after Ataman’s 

tweet, Özbatur Atakan posted a series of tweets and claimed that she was targeted 

and shamed for a tweet that was not shared from her account and said, “those who 

know me know what I think –respect is my priority.” Meanwhile, Ataman neither 

deleted the original tweet nor did he make any explanation or apology to this day.  

 The irony in this incident is that Karabey’s observation for making 

compromises and pursuing personal gains over collective action proves right for 

Ataman. The fact that he made fun of dissident filmmakers and their actions 

against censorship and the current government did not necessarily grant him 

Ministry support (whether it was his intention in the first place is subject to 

speculation). It put him in a somewhat similar position with the FFP petitioners in 

2017, just as the German stage actor, Hendrik Höfgen, in Mephisto who, in the 

end, faced the same fate with his vocal and dissident peers. All in all, under the 

influence of the-State-as-director, the Ministry managed the whole process as it 
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wanted and put both the FFP petitioners and Ataman in the same pot for that year, 

at least financially. 

The Hierarchy Between Independent Fiction and Documentary 
Filmmaking  

In his 1979 article, David Bordwell defines the art cinema as “a distinctive 

mode of film practice, appearing after World War II when the dominance of the 

Hollywood cinema was beginning to wane” (56). Distinguishing itself from the 

classic narrative structure with cause-effect linkage, Bordwell claims that the art 

cinema depends more on “realism and authorial expressivity” (57). Galt and 

Schoonover (2010) add that the conventional definition of the art cinema involves 

(in a rather delimiting way): 

“Feature-length narrative films at the margins of mainstream cinema, 
located somewhere between fully experimental films and overtly 
commercial products. Typical (but not necessary) features include foreign 
production, overt engagement of the aesthetic, unrestrained formalism, 
and a mode of narration that is pleasurable but loosened from classical 
structures and distanced from its representations” (2010:6). 

As touched upon in Chapter 4, the distinction between mainstream and 

independent fiction filmmaking practices in Turkey stems not only from financial 

reasons (sponsorship and big production company system [as in the Hollywood 

system] vs. Ministry support, co-production mechanisms, and individual efforts). 

The ideological fraction between two practices has long been acknowledged and 

discussed by film critics and academics. Film production in Turkey, for decades, 

has been associated with a central contradiction of “commercial cinema [ticari 

sinema]” vs. “art cinema [sanat sineması]/festival cinema.” Thus, the worldwide 

distinction between mainstream and art cinema not only echoes in the Turkish 
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context. It also leads to the interchangeable use of the art cinema with 

independent filmmaking.  

 However, this equation has been centered around fiction filmmaking 

practices, while documentary filmmaking has been long neglected and left out of 

the big picture. Referring to the first section of this chapter, it is not that 

surprising as the industry is financially defined based on box office numbers and 

commercial success. Fiction films that enjoy theatrical releases, not different from 

worldwide trends, are considered more important and valuable than documentary 

films for distribution and sponsorship purposes. According to Can Candan, the 

hierarchy between fiction and documentary filmmaking is both systemic and 

common, not only for filmmakers but among film critics themselves: 

“Though it became a cliché now, the statement that documentary cinema 
is the stepchild of cinema has, of course, truths to it. It is the fiction 
films that get more theatrical release, more attention, and reviews. They 
are the most well-known film genre –we can’t deny it. Many people have 
this idea that documentary filmmaking is a step they have to take to 
become a feature-length fiction director since that is the ultimate goal. 
Other instances show the hierarchy, as well. The Ministry might support 
fiction films with 100 TL while only providing 10 TL for the documentary 
projects. Fiction films always receive more attention and are valued 
more. You can see it in the number of film reviews film critics write when 
it comes to fiction and documentary films –reviews for documentaries are 
way less than for fictions. Or back in times when the Antalya FF was 
organized, five-star hotels were reserved for fiction filmmakers while 
documentary filmmakers had to stay in hotels with fewer stars. Or, 
screenings for fiction films were in high-tech movie theaters, whereas the 
ones for documentary films were shown in worse movie theaters in less 
desired sessions during the day. The hierarchy always exists.”  
(Emphasis added) 

What Candan refers to as the “back in times when the festival organized properly” 

is yet the most recent controversy at the Antalya Film Festival. In 2014, after the 

censorship crisis, the Documentary Competition category was canceled. In 2015, 
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the category was removed from the festival program altogether. In 2017, the 

organizers declared merging the categories of National Competition and 

International Competition under the title of International Competition. The 

majority of fiction filmmakers reacted to this decision by boycotting the festival 

and launched a week-long alternative festival in Istanbul in October 2017 called 

54th National Competition, referring to the 54th anniversary of the festival. After 

the second year of the alternative festival in October 2018, the Antalya FF 

organizers finally decided to bring the National Competition category back.  

 When I attended the premiere of 54th National Competition on October 20, 

2017, I was surprised, however naïvely, not to come across any documentary 

filmmaker I know in the hallway of the old Beyoğlu Movie Theater. It was mostly 

independent fiction filmmakers and producers next to known actors from dizis 

and films, and film critics chatting before the screening. The fact that a larger-

scale boycott not to attend the festival came only in 2017 after the National 

Competition category, where mostly fiction films compete, was dismissed is 

telling. When Tuvi’s film was removed from the Documentary Competition in 

2014, most filmmakers who supported the 54th National Competition in 2017 

criticized documentary filmmakers’ boycott for the festival. Moreover, there was 

no large-scale opposition or reaction by the fiction filmmakers when the 

Documentary Competition was removed from the program the next year. In that 

sense, Reyan Tuvi echoes Can Candan’s statement above in the simplest way 

possible: “In the film industry, the distinction between documentary and fiction 

filmmaking causes so much trouble. It is as if solidarity among fiction filmmakers 
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is more legitimate than the ones among documentary filmmakers” (Personal 

interview).  

Documentary Films and Filmmaking as Dangerous Activities 

Revisiting typology 3 entitled “Objectionable Subjects, Objectionable 

Film” in Chapter 5, it is not surprising to see that almost all the film projects that 

fall into that category, except The Last Schnitzel, are documentary films. They are 

considered objectionable mostly due to the subjects they touch upon: The Kurdish 

issue (Bakur [North, 2015] and Zer [2017]) and Kurdish resistance stories (Nujîn 

[New Life, 2015]), the Gezi Resistance (Yeryüzü Aşkın Yüzü Oluncaya Dek [Love 

Will Change the Earth, 2014]), personal narratives of the PKK guerillas or their 

relatives (Damında Şahan: Güler Zere [2012] and Ez Firiyam Tu Mayî Li Cih [I 

Flew You Stayed/Ben Uçtum Sen Kaldın, 2012]), or documentaries showing 

dissent against the current government (both Oktay İnce and Nejla Demirci 

endured countless arrests and even physical assaults by police officers). 

Documentary filmmakers have been arrested, assaulted, and even tried since their 

projects are seen dangerous for several reasons. 

 For Seray Genç, documentary filmmakers not only work under 

challenging conditions with limited financial resources. The fact that they are 

inherently biased and take sides in telling the stories they want to document 

renders their position even more towards precarity:  
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“Documentary filmmakers take different methods than fiction filmmakers; 
they approach their subjects and people they want to work with by taking 
strong sides in the first place. They are also dealing with hardship 
stemming from being part of a disorganized and non-unionized industry 
and censorship, so they are constantly fighting against these issues and 
getting tired (...) But I am sure that they will always fight back, and 
produce what they do best against all the odds [that’s the nature of 
documentary filmmaking].”  

Necati Sönmez believes that the political climate in the last decade, undoubtedly and 

naturally, results in fear in every domain in life. The film industry, specifically 

documentary films, obviously, receives its fair share: 

“The general atmosphere in today’s politics spread fear everywhere. If you 
hold an exhibition, you immediately fear that it might get attacked. We are 
passing through dangerous times. In that sense, documentary films are 
considered dangerous since they touched upon sore spots that the 
powers that be would not want to see, dig through political subjects, and 
become more critical of certain issues than other film genres can’t touch 
upon. Nowadays, screening a documentary on the Kurdish issue, beyond 
all censorship mechanisms, means taking a huge risk. So, some people 
might think of not getting involved in it.” (Emphasis added) 

 
What Sönmez underlines by “the reluctance of getting involved in showing 

‘objectionable’ documentaries” makes sense when we think of the 2014 Antalya case. It 

was the festival organizers, as a proxy, that decided the film was dangerous to show as it 

was; therefore, removing the documentary was the safest option. In that sense, Reyan 

Tuvi’s documentary proved to be both easily expendable to “save the festival” and yet 

highly influential and dangerous to “jeopardize it,” in equal measure. 

 Three months before the Antalya incident occurred, Steffen Moestrop from 

Fipresci published an interview with Reyan Tuvi. He asked her how documentaries 

function. “I thought for it long and felt that, whatever I did with the film, it could never 

compete with what took place in Gezi Park because it was so unique and strong. But then 
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I realized that the documentary can make it possible for this resistance not to be 

forgotten,” she said.255 During our interview, I asked Tuvi if she wanted to add anything 

else to her already powerful definition for documentary filmmaking, especially after what 

she had gone through. Her answer was a comprehensive summary of why the industry 

lacks solidarity. It was also a good indication for her as well as for me, as a researcher, 

why the industry urgently needs solidarity, namely, coming up with strategies and 

solutions against film censorship, not to mention the human right violations by the State 

and its proxies: 

“The fact that fiction films are glorified in such a way while documentary 
films are underestimated as we see today… If documentary films are not 
censor-free, no art movement, or visual arts for that matter, can be 
censor-free. It doesn’t matter if fiction films are ‘free’ and get 
Registration Certificates for screenings. Everyone should stand up and 
fight against censorship. If documentaries are repressed while fictions 
enjoy screening ‘freedom,’ if there is no solidarity on this issue, it is 
deep trouble. We need to look at the big picture, it is not enough for 
fiction filmmakers to save themselves, or only documentary filmmakers, 
or stage actors, or others, for the same reason. While protecting our 
space and artistic freedom, we should also organize solidarity movements 
with others who face similar obstacles.”  
(Emphasis added) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
255 https://fipresci.org/report/love-will-change-the-earth/ (Date of access: 8/26/2020) 
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CHAPTER 7 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 
 
 In this dissertation, I have investigated how film censorship in Turkey after the 

year 2000 has involved multiple forms and mechanisms, including a variety of state and 

non-state actors. In my approach to film censorship practices in the Turkish context, 

building up to the practices in the 2000s, I have attempted to bring together two sets of 

literature. The first is the scholarly analyses of censorship theories, involving the 

old/liberal conception of censorship, the Marxist critique of the liberal approach, and the 

new censorship theories (Chapter 2). The second is the literature on the historiography of 

Turkish cinema. In their earlier approaches, older generation film historians focused on 

promoting, thus documenting, more nationalist historiography for both the late Ottoman 

and early Republican periods. However, recent research and archival findings by the 

younger generation of historians in the last two decades, through interdisciplinary 

approaches, brought a breath of fresh air to the discipline and incorporated non-Turkish 

subjects and citizens of the Empire and the Republic, respectively, into the historiography 

(Chapter 3). 

Having paved the way for further extensive research, these recent academic 

approaches are of utmost importance to film history in Turkey. However, as I argued in 

Chapter 3, the historiography of film censorship in Turkey from 1896 to the 2000s has 

not been sufficiently documented. There are invaluable contributions by many historians 

who focus on specific periods, including the Early Republican era (Öztürk 2006), the 

Late Ottoman era with a focus on censorship by the Abdülhamid II regime (Çeliktemel-
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Thomen 2010, 2013, 2018; Demirel 2007; Boyar 2006), and the 1960s and 1970s, 

considered as “the Golden Era” of filmmaking (Kaya Mutlu 2013; Kaya Mutlu and Koçer 

2012). However, during my research, I could not come across any academic work 

documenting censorship practices throughout Turkey’s rather century-long film history. 

This dissertation, specifically Chapter 3, attempts to fill this gap and further provide a 

preliminary anthropological approach for further research. 

In previous chapters, I have argued that until the late 1990s, censorship in the 

Turkish film industry was primarily conducted by the State as a form of external coercion 

(Schauer 1998) through direct regulatory interventions (Müller 2004), exemplifying old 

censorship theories: It was state-imposed and contingent on the socio-economic and 

political climate of any decade. As I detailed in Chapter 3, between the arrival of cinema 

to the Ottoman Empire at the turn of the 20th century (1896) and the late 1990s, every 

decade saw the intermittent “need” for state censorship in cinema. However, reasons for 

cultural restraint, prohibitions, and interventions depended on which political conditions 

rendered which subjects as “objectionable,” “dangerous,” and “deserving” censorship and 

which governing administrations were in charge of conducting censorship measurements. 

There is continuity, “tradition”256 in how the State and the daily politics affect censorship 

in the arts. 

 
256 During fieldwork research, I have heard many informants stated the following 
sentence countless times: “Censorship is a state tradition in Turkey” (Türkiye’de sansür 
devlet geleneğidir). It is highly likely that you can hear or even say yourself a variation of 
this statement by taking the noun out and adding another noun, usually having a 
pejorative meaning in everyday life, such as “violence,” “price increase,” or “tax,” among 
others.  
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During the late Ottoman period, film censorship was sporadic, as the technology 

was at its infancy and changed hands: Parallel to the ongoing press censorship, the 

Abdülhamid regime was relentless in prohibiting any moving image that the Sultan 

regarded suspicious, dangerous, or “facetious” to his personality. Yet, the same Sultan 

ordered films to be recorded and screened at the Palace to catch up with modernity and its 

repercussions and follow political news around the world about other empires. Other 

censoring mechanisms until the Republic was founded included the ones by the 

Occupation Allied Forces in Istanbul during World War I (Chapter 3).   

Until a directive on film control was passed in 1932 in the early Republican years, 

it was the city governors operating under the Ministry of the Interior that employed 

censorship. With the 1932 Directive and the passing of the first regulation on films and 

screenplays in 1939, controlling mechanisms on films and film productions became 

centralized as two Control Commissions were established in Ankara and Istanbul. The 

Commissions authorized films to be recorded, banned, or revised based on ten (vague, 

nationalistic, and even paranoid [Kaya Mutlu and Koçer 2012]) criteria until 1986. The 

first Cinema Law that passed in 1986 brought significant changes: It left the Control 

Commission intact, yet abolished pre-production control. The fundamental change is that 

the Control Commission began operating under the Ministry of Culture and Tourism, 

contrary to its previous home at the Ministry of the Interior. This transition planted the 

first seeds of a rating system in the film industry. 

Contingency on the social, economic, and political contexts has always been a 

constant for film censorship practices until the 1990s. Ranging from the repercussions of 

both World Wars, the Cold War period, and the fear of communism on an international 
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level until the late 1980s to more national-level coup d’états and state violence-induced 

civil war until the late 1990s, the film industry received its fair share of top-down state 

censorship over decades. Though the Turkish state has been the central agency regulating 

film censorship for over a hundred years, as opposed to market-induced censorship in the 

U.S. and the U.K., the 2000s witnessed multifarious forms and mechanisms of film 

censorship than the previous decades. In line with the neoliberal policy-making practices 

and their repercussions since the late 1980s and compatible with modern politics in 

Foucauldian terms, mechanisms of film censorship in Turkey have become more 

dispersed and diffuse (Burt 1998). Operating under the Cinema Law of 2004 (superseded 

by the one passed in 2019) and still involving old censorship practices, such as removal 

and replacement of “objectionable” contents and scenes from artistic works by the 

“official suppression of speech” (Post 1998) by the State, new forms and mechanisms of 

censorship in the Turkish film industry no longer work only through explicit state 

censorship. The more implicit mechanisms are now outsourced, sanctioned, and 

promoted by the Turkish state in various ways, implementing Louis Althusser’s ISAs and 

RSAs (Chapter 2) at full force.  

Rather than working only through explicit state censorship, implicit mechanisms 

encompass a continuum that blurs the boundaries of what is acceptable (or “speakable,” 

as Judith Butler [1998] claims) to be outspoken in the public sphere and what is 

considered “dangerous to the public order,” immoral, and obscene, among others. 

Moreover, because, as Asad (2002) underlines, “all judicial and policing systems 

presuppose organized suspicion and incorporate margins of uncertainty,” definitions of 

what is objectionable, dangerous, immoral, or acceptable to show are subject to constant 
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change. Cultural works are now, more than ever, subject to silencing practices. The 

Turkish state and its proxies target artistic expressions, delegitimized their circulation and 

distribution, and even consider their very existence as elements of a crime (Chapter 5).  

As discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 in detail, the first years of the 2000s in Turkey 

witnessed the Justice and Development Party’s (the AKP) implementing a successful 

“neoliberal hegemonic project” (Tuğal 2009). This occurred in the wake of unsuccessful 

coalition governments, an ongoing civil war, and “deep state” scandals of the 1990s that 

led to a financial crisis in 2001. As an extension of neoliberal restructuring in politics and 

economy came the 2004 Cinema Law (and the current law of 2019). These stand-alone 

laws, following the one in 1986, not only remarked the film industry as a significant 

cultural and economic domain among other industries for production: They reshaped it 

through various practices. They renamed the existing Control Commissions as Evaluation 

and Rating Commission, alluding that “censorship boards” of the previous decades have 

been abolished, as argued by several academics, which I disagree with throughout this 

dissertation (Kaya Mutlu and Koçer 2012; Dönmez-Colin 2008). The newly-established 

Commissions appeared to provide somewhat “scientific” decisions when rating films, 

given that there are now more members, including Ph.D.-holder sociologists, child 

development specialists, and psychologists, in the Commissions (Chapter 4).  

Moreover, since 2005, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism (MoCT) established 

an annual funding mechanism for domestic film projects at different stages of production 

(including pre- and post-production). Though primarily received as positive and 

constructive for the industry, very soon, it turned out that these legal changes culminated 

in multiple censorship mechanisms. As examined in detail in Chapter 4, supported by 
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ethnographic accounts as well as reported news and data, Ministry support for domestic 

productions works in arbitrary ways. For instance, the Ministry-selected Committee 

declines applications by several independent filmmakers and producers, yet it almost 

never discloses reasons for rejections. This, in turn, problematizes the nature of the 

mechanism. Many informants I talked to claimed that the committee members’ decisions, 

including people from the film industry, selected by the Ministry bureaucrats, are 

politically-driven as they act as the proxies of the State.  

Similarly, the current Evaluation and Rating Commission is known to operate 

through arbitrary and subjective decision-making practices based on vague criteria and its 

members’ morality and political agencies rather than objective and written guidelines. 

Provided by the Rating Commission as an official document that secures both the 

copyrights (for domestic films) and the distribution and screening permissions (domestic 

and foreign films), the Registration Certificate has become a means for censorship by the 

General Directorate of Cinema under the Ministry of Culture and Tourism (MoCT). 

Based on the reported cases and ethnographic data, I argue that the Rating Commission 

easily refuses to provide the Certificate for any film if it touches upon certain subjects the 

State finds “objectionable,” based on the political climate of any given year. These 

subjects include, but are not limited to, the Kurdish issue, the Armenian issue, any 

depiction of resistance or dissent against the AKP government) or contain obscenity (sex 

scenes, the depiction of homosexuality or LGBTQIA+ themes).  

The legal restructuring of the 2000s and its practice by the MoCT and the General 

Directorate of Cinema lend themselves to a variety of mechanisms. As detailed in 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6, since the 2000s onwards, “the-State-as-director” (and the meta-field 
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in Bourdieusian sense) has secured its place at the center of ever-growing webs of 

coalition where it directs several actors, namely non-state actors –its proxies. Among 

these proxies are film festivals and festival organizers, local administrations such as 

municipalities, cultural foundations (including IKSV in several censorship cases at the 

Istanbul Film Festival, Chapters 4 and 5), employee associations in the film industry, and 

cultural producers themselves through self-censorship. 

In Chapter 5, I examined how the MoCT, alongside its proxies, employed various 

film censorship mechanisms. Providing the political and social contexts upon which the 

films were produced and released at festivals or theaters, I described forty-four reported 

censorship cases between 2000 and 2020 and divided them into eight typologies.257 My 

argument regarding film censorship since 2000 has organized around three issues. First, 

contrary to the state-centered suppression over cultural producers over centuries as old 

censorship theories indicated, both the new forms and mechanisms of censorship and the 

censors are now plural, as Freshwater (2004) aptly puts. The Turkish state has granted, 

parallel to the neoliberal policy-making structures, its non-state actors, such as organizers 

of film festivals, local municipality administrators, art institutions, non-governmental 

organizations affiliated to big corporations, and the cultural producers themselves, power 

to impose censorship on its behalf in countless cases. Drawing upon in-depth interviews 

and ethnographic data, I found out that financial and bureaucratic webs of coalitions 

 
257 Forty-four censorship cases (and counting) in twenty years might not seem a big deal 
(almost two cases for a year) and even “normal.” However, based on the archival 
research and ethnographic fieldwork data, I argue that many cultural producers employ 
self-censorship in various degrees to avoid official censorship. Unless they reveal, we, 
researchers, cannot pinpoint whether self-censorship is intact in any case. These practices 
might occur at different stages of production; while writing the script, during the 
production, or in editing upon applying for the Registration Certificate. 
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between and among the Turkish state and its proxies mentioned above affect how film 

censorship mechanisms are regulated in ways that are not always overt and visible.  

Secondly, the thematic divisions in Chapter 5 reflect on the complexity and 

intricacy of negotiations for cultural constraints among these various actors. Therefore, it 

results in how censorship is defined, perceived, and reacted against in myriad ways. The 

domain of the speakable (Butler 1998) has been a realm of contestation for cultural 

producers. What is speakable and what is not rely not only on how cultural producers 

define themselves vis-à-vis the censors. In contrast to my preconceived ideas prior to 

fieldwork research, the main reason why collective action against censorship within the 

Turkish film industry does not solely come from economic reasons, as detailed in 

Chapters 4 and 5. Based on participant observation and in-depth interviews, I argue that 

many cultural producers, including independent and mainstream filmmakers and 

producers, festival organizers, and film critics, define the film industry not solely in 

financial terms.  

Thirdly, as detailed in Chapter 6, cultural producers differentiate their 

positionality within the industry against censorship based on ideological differences and 

conflicts among themselves over how solidarity should be established in the industry but 

have never been there. Instead of only accusing and blaming the State and its proxies as 

the censors, many informants also engaged in self-criticism and complained about the 

lack of solidarity and trust within the industry. They acknowledge that it was fueled by 

the divide-and-conquer mechanisms that the AKP government has been successfully 

implemented over the years, benefiting from the discrepancy between “liberal impulse 

and illiberal practice” of the party (White 2013). Nevertheless, they claimed, it resulted in 
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the gradual loss of financial and artistic independence for the cultural producers. It also 

widened the gap of pre-existing inequalities and hierarchies within the industry, be it 

among independent and mainstream filmmakers and producers or fiction and 

documentary filmmakers and producers.258  

One such incident illustrating dissidence and conflicting positions people took is 

the passing of the new Cinema Law in February 2019 (it became effective as of August 

2019). While the need for a revised cinema law that can respond to existing problems has 

been uttered by the producers, filmmakers, and various employee associations and unions 

in the industry in the last decade, the current law was passed, rather surprisingly, in a 

hurry. The well-cited reason for this quick action involves complexity; therefore, it is 

worth analyzing. 

In recent years, movie theaters have been blamed, especially by celebrity directors 

and producers including Yılmaz Erdoğan, Şahan Gökbakar, Ata Demirer, and Cem 

Yılmaz, to sell movie tickets at lower prices with special offers, including popcorn and 

drinks. This causes a drastic decrease in film producers’ revenue since they receive half 

of the revenue from film admissions to movie theaters. Made it to the headlines as “the 

popcorn crisis,”259 the film producers and directors mentioned above first threatened the 

industry to withdraw their films from the theatrical release, knowing that their 

blockbusters would sell millions of tickets and contribute box office growth (Kanzler 

2014:6). They then requested meetings with the MoCT and finally to President Erdoğan. 

 
258 One thing to remind here, again: I conducted the interviews during the state of 
emergency after the coup attempt; therefore, most of my informants have been crestfallen 
and pessimist about the ongoing processes in the country. I was with them and could 
totally understand their psyche. 
259 https://www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler-turkiye-46925169 (Date of access: 8/24/2020) 
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Noting that the film industry has been dealing with countless problems over the years, 

they claimed that it could only be President Erdoğan, in his official capacity and 

understanding, to solve these issues, embracing pro-government rhetoric. As the law 

passed, solving the popcorn crisis and leaving people present at the meeting happy, most 

of my informants reacted to the news in anger. They posted the news on their social 

media accounts and even wrote op-eds in alternative news channels,260 arguing that there 

have been next to no improvements in the “revised” Cinema Law of 2019. To them, the 

new law only brought legitimacy to impose more censorship (detailed discussion on the 

changes in the 2019 Law in Chapter 4). Moreover, instead of solving the systemic 

problems that the industry has been facing over decades, they blamed the filmmakers and 

producers present at these meetings for only acting upon their vested interests rather than 

taking collective action with the industry.  

Based on archival research and ethnographic fieldwork data, I agree with the 

criticism that my informants cited, not only for this crisis but also for the lack of 

solidarity and trust in the film industry. The growing political dissent within various 

constituents of the society against government legislations and practices since the early 

2010s has already been a valid rationale for the AKP government for leaning towards 

authoritarianism. The ongoing economic crisis since transitioning from parliamentary to 

the presidential system in 2018, coupled with severe repercussions of the global 

pandemic of 2020 to the economy, intensified the already-intact media censorship more 

than ever. It is an endless conundrum whether the AKP government will continue 

 
260 Necati Sönmez wrote an op-ed: http://yeniyasamgazetesi1.com/organize-isler-yeni-
sansur-yasasi-ne-goturuyor/ (Date of access: 8/24/2020) 
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suppressing freedom of speech, press, and artistic freedom ever more increasingly as the 

economic and political crises deepen every other day or alleviate these suppressive 

mechanisms, even slightly, in the cultural and artistic realms. One thing is certain, 

nevertheless: In today’s world, people in the film industry cannot and do not meet on a 

common ground to oppose censorship of any sort on an ideological level as a violation of 

human rights and freedom due to various financial and political reasons. Under the 

circumstances, it is highly unlikely that activism against censorship can be sustained at a 

high level in the short term, let alone finding long-term solutions. The more the arts are 

suppressed, be it through self-censorship or complying with the status quo determined by 

the State and its proxies, at times out of necessity and others simply because it is easier, 

the more cultural producers will be doomed in their war of position. 
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APPENDIX.  Periodization of Turkish Film Historiography  
 

Ali Özuyar (2017) (Silent Film 
Era*) 

Nijat Özön (1962); (1995) Alim Şerif Onaran (1994) Burçak Evren (2014) 

1895 – 1908 
Period of Oppression (İstibdat 
Dönemi) 
The period of oppression refers to 
Abdülhamid II's reign between 1877 
and 1908, when Abdülhamid II ended 
the First Constitutional Era and 
declared absolute monarchy. The 
First Constitutional Era was an 
attempt to establish constitutional 
monarchy in the empire. The period 
between the First and the Second 
Constitutional Era witnessed the 
arrival of cinema to the Ottoman 
Empire. 

1896 – 1914  
Arrival of Cinema (Sinemanın 
Gelişi) 

1895/6 – 1923? 
Arrival of Cinema to Turkey 
(Sinemanın Türkiye’ye Gelişi) 

1843 – 1914 
First Years of Cinema (Sinemanın 
İlk Yılları) 

1908 – 1914 
Second Constitutional Era (II. 
Meşrutiyet Dönemi) 
Second Constitutional Era was 
established after the 1908 Young 
Turk Revolution, a movement after 
which the constitutional monarchy of 
the 1876 (during the First 
Constitutional Era of 1876-1878) was 
reestablished by dethroning 
Abdülhamid II. 

    1914 – 1922 
First Films, First Institutions (İlk 
Filmler – İlk Kurumlar) 
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1914 – 1918 
World War I Era (I. Dünya Savaşı 
Yılları) 
Cinema as a propaganda tool during 
war times but Özuyar argues the 
Ottoman Empire did not use cinema 
as a propaganda tool due to the lack 
of infrastructure etc. yet, military was 
still involved in filmmaking. 

1914 – 1922  
First Steps (İlk Adımlar) 

  1922 – 1938 
Theatre-filmmakers Era 
(Tiyatrocular Dönemi) 

1918 – 1922 
Armistice and Invasion Years 
(Mütareke ve İşgal Yılları) 
Filmmaking with nationalist agendas, 
prohibitions of the Allied Forces on 
cinema in İstanbul. 

      

  1922 – 1924 and 1928 – 1939  
Theater-film-makers Era 
(Tiyatrocular Dönemi) 
i) English translation from Savaş 
Arslan (2011) 
ii) "Stage artists’ era" (Suner 2010)  

1923 – 1939 
Theater-filmmakers Era 
(Tiyatrocular Dönemi) 

  

* Silent Era (1895 –1929) 1939 – 1950  
Transition Period (Geçiş 
Dönemi) 
Transition between theater-film-
makers to cinema-makers in the 
shadow of WWII 

1938 – 1952 
Transition Period (Geçiş 
Dönemi) 

1938 – 1950 
Transition Period (Geçiş Dönemi) 

  1950 – 1960 
Cinema-makers Period 
(Sinemacılar Dönemi) 

1952 – 1963  
Cinema-makers Period 
(Sinemacılar Dönemi) 

1950 – 1960 
Filmmakers Era (Sinemacılar 
Dönemi) 
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  # 1950 – 1970  
Cinema-makers Period  
Savaş Arslan (2011) says Özön 
added this to his 1995 book.  
Özön, in his 1968 book, divides the 
1950-1970 period into two ten-year 
periods -1950-1960 refers to the 
first period of cinema-makers, and 
the years between 1960 and 1970 
saw the second period of cinema-
makers. The divide comes from 
two things:  
1) the first period witnessed the 
real start of filmmaking with 
cinema-makers rather than the 
previous era of theatre-film-
makers.  
2) the 1960 coup on May 27th 
(Özön defines it as the May 27th 
revolution) coincided with the 
beginning of the second period of 
cinema-makers (1968:30). 

1963 – 1980 
New Turkish Cinema (Yeni 
Türk Sineması) 

1960 – 1967/8  
Golden Era (Altın Dönem)  
“...censorship was eased for a while 
by the military regime, leading to 
the Golden Era (1960-1968) with 
the emergence of films with social 
content.” (Kantarcı [eds.] 2016:26) 

  # 1970 – 1987  
Young/New Cinema (Genç/Yeni 
Sinema) Savaş Arslan (2011) says 
Özön added this period to his 1995 
book. 

1980 – 1994 
Turkish Cinema 
- Old Generation Directors 
- In-between Generation Directors 
- New Generation Directors 

1968 – 1974 
The Rise of Yeşilçam (Yeşilçam’ın 
Yükselişi) 

      1974 – 1978 
Dark or Lost Years (Karanlık ya 
da Yitik Yıllar) 

      1978 – 1988 
Genç Türkiye Sineması (The 
Young Turkish Cinema) 
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      1988 – 1994 
American production companies 
enters the Turkish film market 
with distributions etc. 
(Majörler Dönemi) 

      1994 – 2014 
Independent Filmmakers or Post-
Yeşilçam Era/Period 
(Bağımsız Sinemacılar ya da Post-
Yeşilçam Dönemi) 
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Giovanni Scognamillo (1987) Agah Özgüç (1993; 2008) Savaş Arslan (2011) 

1896 – 1959 
Preparation Period (Hazırlık Dönemi) 
- Scognamillo uses this term in the 1987 edition and 
the second volume of his book. Scognamillo argues 
that the real beginning of the filmmaking “with 
essence, style, and awareness in narrative,” dates 
the 1960s (1987:103). 
- Period between 1949 and 1959 marks the period 
of narrative filmmaking. In terms of essence, 
though, it is more of “getting closer to an audience, 
getting in touch with them, giving them what they 
know well, and providing a supply-demand 
scheme” (114). 

  1895/6 – Late 1940s 
Pre-Yeşilçam  

  1914  
The beginning of the Turkish film history  
... starts with The Demolition of the Russian 
Monument at San Stefano by Fuat Uzkınay 

  

  1922 – 1939 
Theater-film-makers Era 

  

  1939 – 1952 
Transition Period 

  

  1952 – 1964? 
Period of cinema-makers 

1950s 
Early Yeşilçam 
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1960 – 1986  
Cinema reflecting political and social unrests  
(Siyasal ve toplumsal çalkantıların sineması) 
- “rise of a local cinema, a period of self-
assessment, economic crises, changes in ‘mood’ 
and of inflationist tendencies. It is a cinema that 
reflects not only the realities of its country and its 
people (as far as censorship allows) but also its 
structural instability.” (Scognamillo 1987 [b]:211) 
- Social classes are the new themes for the Turkish 
cinema. Second half of the 60s produced a 
“radically national cinema” - Inflation in film 
production 
- in the 80s - Turkish cinema was “a still unsure 
structure (the first la concerning the film industry 
was passed and applied in 1986), a lack of 
dependable foreign market und up-to-date technical 
standards.” [sic] (213) 

1964 – Period of first-generation young 
filmmakers 
(Türk sinemasının gençleşme döneminin 
başlangıcı, birinci genç kuşak sinemacılar) 

1960s – 1970s 
High Yeşilçam 

  1970 – National cinema 
(Ulusal sinema/Milli sinema) 

  

  1980 – Second generation young filmmakers 
(İkinci genç kuşak sinemacılar) 
He probably refers to the period Nijat Özön 
defines as Young/New Cinema (1970-1987). 

1980s 
Late Yeşilçam 

1987 – 1997  
Period of films with intellectual foundation? 
(Entelektüel filmlerin gündeme geldiği dönem) 

1990s – New Cinema Depicting Depression? 
(Yeni bunalımcı sinema) 

1990s onwards  
Post-Yeşilçam 
New Cinema of Turkey (new “Turkish” 
cinema) with transnational cinema discussions 
(238) 

 
 


