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ABSTRACT: Conspiracy theories are a part of political discourse and rhetoric in Turkey.
This thesis explores the nature of conspiracy theorizing and synthesizes academic
approaches to the role of conspiracy theories in politics. It examines the sources of
conspiracism in history, the interpretive processes that make theories relevant to
contemporary politics, and the institutions, incentives, and characteristics of Turkish politics
that make conspiracism a useful rhetorical tool. Drawing on theories of democratic
consolidation, institutionalization, and rational ignorance, I argue that conspiracy theorizing
is not a political pathology unique to Turkey or the Middle East, but a product of Turkey’s
ongoing process of democratic transition.
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Introduction
As an eager undergraduate studying abroad in Turkey, I was willing to
strike up a conversation with anyone. In stilted conversations in taxicabs, cafes, and bus
stations, I learned the hidden truths of Turkish history:
The Iraq war was a plan to divide Turkey and create an independent Kurdistan.
Newly elected President Barack Obama was a secret Jew pretending to be a secret Muslim.
An underground religious order had infiltrated the police force. Covert terror cells created by
NATO were responsible for inciting political violence as a pretext for a coup. If Atatürk was
not a Freemason, he was killed by one.
It seemed everyone I talked to had a favorite conspiracy theory. When a
conversation veered into the surreal, I would write it off as a paranoid fantasy. But a month
after I arrived, a high profile trial began against a network of military officers and extremist
nationalists, accused of conspiring to undermine the government. Suddenly, the conspiracy
theories seemed very real.
Conspiracy theories have always been popular in Turkey. According to opinion
surveys, 39% of Turks believe that the United States or Israel were responsible for the
September 11 terrorist attacks1, and over half agree that “the Jews are in control of the world
economy,”2 that foreign powers want to divide the country, and that outsiders are funding
separatist movements inside Turkey.3 Observers in Turkey4 and abroad5have commented on

1

“International Poll: No Consensus on Who was Behind 9/11”. World Public Opinion, September 10, 2008.
http://www.worldpublicopinion.org/pipa/articles/international_security_bt/535.php.
2
Çarkoğlu, Ali. Religion, society and politics in a changing Turkey. İstanbul: TESEV publications, 2007.
3
Williams and Associates. Survey of Turkish Public Opinion November 18, 2006-December 5, 2006. IRI Public
Opinion Survey. International Republican Institute, April 18, 2007.
http://www.iri.org/sites/default/files/2007%20April%2018%20Survey%20of%20Turkish%20Public%20Opi
nion,%20November%2018--December%205,%202006.pdf.
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the Turkish tendency towards conspiracy theorizing. The state is vigilant about separatist
security threats and Islamist attempts to undermine the secular state. Politicians attribute
domestic events to the influence of foreign powers or meddling by the military. Conspiracy
theories thrive in mass media and popular culture. And every once in a while, one turns out
to be true. Turkish democracy has been interrupted by three military coups—conspiracy
theories suddenly made real.
This analysis will explore the sources and uses of conspiracy theories in Turkish
politics. What institutions and incentives give rise to conspiracy theorizing in politics? How
do political actors use conspiracy theories, and why does the public believe them? Is
conspiracy theorizing a threat to democracy?
Turkish history provides facts, events, and actors that form the basis of
conspiracy theories. Interpretive processes like nationalism and popular culture give them
meaning and contemporary relevance. And they thrive in politics due to the structure of
democracy in Turkey, in which a strong, autonomous state exists alongside elected
politicians. This thesis will argue that they are not the result of warped thinking or a political
pathology. In fact, conspiracism may be a side effect of democratic transition—a sign that
Turkish democracy is getting healthier, not going crazy.
Any account of politics in Turkey is incomplete without an understanding of the
origins and effects of conspiracy theories. Even amid this climate of conspiracy theorizing,
the events of the last decade of Turkish politics have created two conspiracy narratives that
dominate political discourse in an unprecedented way. To start, a story:

4

Bora, Tanıl. “Komplo Zihniyetinin Örnek Ülkesi Türkiye.” Birikim, no. 90 (October 1996): 42-44.
Berlinski, Claire. “A Nation of Conspiracies.” wsj.com, March 13, 2010, sec. Life & Style.
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748704131404575117641079293872.html.
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Two conspiracy theories of society: The rise of the AKP
Islamist parties have been influential in Turkish politics for decades, but until
recently, have never governed the country outside of parliamentary coalitions. Under
Turkey’s secular constitution, the state turns a skeptical eye to political Islam, quick to close
parties and ban their leaders from politics when they violate its broad prohibition on religion
in politics. In 1998, Turkey’s Constitutional Court disbanded the Refah Partisi (Welfare Party),
the latest and most popular iteration in a series of conservative Islamic parties that began in
the 1970s. It was part of a familiar pattern: after each closure, the same group of Islamists
would reorganize and open a new party under a different name.
In 2001, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, then the mayor of Istanbul, split with the
Islamist establishment to form the Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi (Justice and Development Party),
better known by its Turkish initials, AKP. Earlier Islamist parties had long looked away
from Europe, the United States, and globalization. AKP promised a new agenda, including
pursuit of European Union membership, democratic reforms, and liberal economic policy.
Many Turks were skeptical: was AKP truly a new party, or the same old Islamists
with a new name and a patched up platform? Many others were not. In the November 2002
parliamentary elections, AKP won 34 percent of the national vote. Under Turkey’s electoral
rules, designed to keep extremist parties out of politics, this translated to three quarters of
the seats in parliament. For the first time in fifteen years, one party would govern Turkey
with a strong majority.
The AKP used its mandate to pursue its reform agenda. For the first time, a
party with Muslim roots was leading the push to join the EU, encouraging global economic
integration, and strengthening individual rights, freedom of expression, and rule of law. At
the same time, AKP proved adept at the more traditional practices of party politics in
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Turkey: stuffing the state bureaucracy with party supporters and distributing favors to its
support base, an emerging middle class of Muslim entrepreneurs.
Since 2002, AKP has survived two rounds of local elections and one national
vote. AKP has held power for over eight years—a period of profound stability in Turkey’s
volatile electoral politics. At the same time, the party’s reform policies and Islamist links have
created public controversy and occasional political crisis: the party survived two closure
cases brought by state prosecutors in 2008 and 2009. In 2010, AKP faced a national
referendum on a set of proposed constitutional reforms to strip certain powers from the
military and judiciary. 58 percent of voters approved the package in another decisive victory.
But despite the party’s strength and continued success, Turkey is deeply divided
over the AKP. Over the course of its time in power, the party’s liberal agenda has slowed,
and its policies have become more overbearing and opportunistic—a tendency of popular
parties throughout Turkish history. In this climate of political polarization, two conspiracy
narratives thrive.
According to the secular state elite, the AKP’s reform agenda has always been an
insincere front designed to conceal its true intention to infiltrate the state, erode secular
safeguards, and impose Islamic law and religious government. They point to the party’s
connections with religious movements and its increasingly imperious rule as proof of a
covert plan to subvert democracy.
According to the ruling political elite, the real antidemocratic conspiracy is in the
state itself, where secret authoritarian coalitions in the military, courts, and national security
bureaucracy collaborate with ultranationalist movements and organized crime to undermine
democracy exert clandestine control over politics. They have done more than point to a few
troubling facts: police and public prosecutors have launched a wide ranging investigation
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into a secret network called “Ergenekon,” allegedly responsible for plotting military coups,
civilian bombings, and political assassinations. For their part, the state elite say the trials are
merely an AKP attempt to persecute its political opposition.
Though it is easy to dismiss conspiracy theories as fringe phenomena, these two
stories are not limited to the margins of politics. Belief in both is widespread among voters
and proportional to the popularity of the ruling AKP. In a 2007 survey, 53.2 percent of
voters agreed that “a religious fundamentalist movement which aims to establish an Islamic
society and state in Turkey has been on the rise in the last 10-15 years.”6In a 2009 survey,
62.5% of respondents expressed belief in the Ergenekon network.7
Whether based in truth or not, conspiracy theories are part of the language of politics
in Turkey, used by politicians and voters on all sides of the political spectrum to interpret
and understand political events and signal political affiliation.
I begin with definitions and a review of academic approaches to
conspiracy theorizing and politics, continue to examine the roots of conspiracy theorizing in
Turkish history, identity, and culture, and finally, examine the role and sources of conspiracy
theorizing in politics.

Defining conspiracism
Identifying conspiracy theories may seem easy. Statements like “secret CIA weapons
projects cause earthquakes in Turkey,” “President Obama is actually a practicing Muslim
with a secret agenda,” and “the Freemasons poisoned Atatürk” all appear to be clear cases of

6

Çarkoğlu, Ali. Religion, society and politics in a changing Turkey. İstanbul: TESEV publications, 2007. Page 79.
Sencar, Özer, and Sıtkı Yıldız. Türkiyeʼde Siyasal Durum Araştırması: “Ergenekon Davası.” Opinion Survey.
Ankara, Turkey: MetroPoll Stratejik ve Sosyal Araştırmalar Merkezi A.Ş., 2009.
http://www.metropoll.com.tr/report/turkiyede-siyasal-durum-arastirmasi-i-ergenekon-davasi-ocak-2009.
7
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conspiracism8 that seem absurd at face value.9 But defining conspiracy theories and
understanding exactly why and when they are invalid is harder than it looks. Among
philosophers, the epistemic boundaries and validity of conspiracy theories are a subject of
debate.10 Some suggest that conspiracism is irrational and invalid by definition11, while others
argue that when it comes to politics, “conspiracy theories may not be much weaker
explanations than standard non-conspiratorial explanations of political events.”12
As political scientist Matthew Gray puts it, “it is difficult to draw a clear and concise
line between an idea that is conspiracist versus one that, for example, is derived from
political paranoia or denial – or even one that, wittingly or not, has successfully identified an
actual case of a conspiracy.”13
An epistemically airtight definition is not necessary for understanding the role of
conspiracism in politics. The intuitive ideas that conspiracism is “an effort to explain some
event or practice by reference to the machinations of powerful people, who have also
managed to conceal their role,” 14 or the practice of “developing and sustaining a discourse,
usually a counter-discourse, which challenges conventional or accepted explanations for

8

A note on terminology: This analysis uses the term “conspiracism,” following Mintz (Mintz, Frank. The Liberty
Lobby and the American right : race, conspiracy, and culture. Westport Conn. Greenwood Press, 1985.), Pipes, and
Gray, in place of other formulations like “conspiracy theorizing,” “conspiracy discourse,” and “conspiracy
narratives.” This is not out of agreement with their theories or conclusions, but primarily a matter of concision.
9
All three examples came up during my own conversations with friends and acquaintances in Turkey.
10
See Coady, David. Conspiracy theories: the philosophical debate. Aldershot, Hampshire, England; Burlington VT:
Ashgate, 2006 for a summary of current philosophical work on belief in conspiracy theories.
11
See Clarke, S. “Conspiracy Theories and Conspiracy Theorizing.” Philosophy of the Social Sciences 32, no. 2
(2002): 131-150.
12
Räikkä, Juha. “On Political Conspiracy Theories*.” Journal of Political Philosophy 17, no. 2 (2009): 185-201. Page
186.
13
Gray, Matthew. Conspiracy theories in the Arab world: sources and politics. London; New York: Routledge, 2010.
Page 4.
14
Sunstein, Cass R., and Adrian Vermeule. “Conspiracy Theories.” SSRN eLibrary (2008).
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1084585. Page 4.
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events”15 are good enough. But the definition used by philosopher of science Karl Popper,
whose work forms the foundations of the current philosophical debate,16 offers some insight
into the nature of conspiracism. Popper captures two important characteristics of conspiracy
theories: they cannot be falsified, and they tend to attribute indirect, unplanned, and often
unintended phenomena with complex causal linkages to direct design.
Falsification
Falsification means that a given conspiracy theory cannot be disproven with empirical
evidence. This does not mean that real conspiracies cannot occur, nor that theories might at
some point become falsifiable or be revealed to be true.17Real conspiracies do occur, and as
philosopher Juha Räikkä points out, “when conspiracy theories turn into official wisdom,
people cease to call them conspiracy theories.”18 As theories of cause and effect, however,
they cannot be proven false.
Since unfalsifiable theories are “consistent with all possible observations,”19
conspiracist explanations can become staggering in complexity, tying every piece of observed
evidence in with a larger theory of hidden causality. As cultural theorist Mark Fenster puts
it, “conspiracy theorists posit highly and imaginatively integrative analyses of individual
pieces of evidence into an all-encompassing framework that can describe the breadth of
modern (and in some theories, pre-modern and ancient) history and politics,” becoming “an

15

Gray, Conspiracy theories in the Arab world, 4
See Popper, Karl. Conjectures and refutations : the growth of scientific knowledge. New York: Harper & Row, 1968.
And Popper, Karl. The open society and its enemies. 2, Hegel and Marx. London: Routledge, 2003.
17
For a concise discussion of falsifiability, see: Thornton, Stephen, "Karl Popper", The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (Summer 2009 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2009/entries/popper/>.
18
Räikkä, “On political conspiracy theories,” 187
19
Thornton, “Karl Popper”
16
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excessively integrative interpretive practice that moves beyond the norms of inference.”20
Moreover, unfalsifiability means that conspiracy theories have “a self-sealing quality,
rendering them particularly immune to challenge,”21 since “almost all potentially falsifying
evidence can be construed to be supporting or neutral” once one assumes some evidence is
the result of malicious misinformation.22 Conspiracy theories absorb and interpret many
facts—even those that might seem to counteract their conclusions.
The conspiracy theory of society
Popper calls his second point the “conspiracy theory of society.”23 In his view, “only a
minority of social institutions are consciously designed, while the vast majority have just
‘grown,’ as the undesigned result of human actions.”24 Furthermore, those that are designed
often create unexpected and unintended consequences. Attempts to explain complex social
phenomena by finding hidden interests and conscious planners arise “from the mistaken
theory that, whatever happens in society—especially happenings such as war,
unemployment, poverty, shortages, which people as a rule dislike—is the result of direct
design by some powerful individuals and groups.”25 The tendency to overlook unseen
mechanisms like market forces, evolutionary pressures, social incentives, and mere chance26
is an important foundation of conspiracism. Too often, conspiracists see a hidden hand at
work, when they should see an invisible one—or none at all.

20

Fenster, Mark. Conspiracy theories : secrecy and power in American culture. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1999. Page 95.
21
Sunstein and Vermuele, “Conspiracy Theories,” 3
22
Räikkä, “On political conspiracy theories,” 185
23
Popper, The Open Society and its Enemies, 104
24
Ibid.
25
Ibid.
26
Sunstein and Vermuele, “Conspiracy Theories,” 6
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This tendency explains another common characteristic of conspiracist explanations:
assuming that secret conspirators are unchecked and all powerful. Popper sees conspiracist
belief as a modern equivalent of an earlier unfalsifiable hypothesis about the workings of the
world: belief in powerful and unseen gods.27 Though “the gods are abandoned,”
conspiracists believe in the omnipotence of “sinister pressure groups whose wickedness is
responsible for all the evils we suffer from—such as the Learned Elders of Zion, or the
monopolists, or the capitalists, or the imperialists.”28
In the real world, conspirators are less than godlike. In fact, “conspirators rarely
consummate their conspiracy.”29 When it comes to politics, conspiracist explanations
”overestimate the competence and discretion of officials and bureaucracies, who are
assumed to be able to make and carry out sophisticated secret plans.”30 Though there are
powerful, secretive organizations that sometimes carry out sophisticated plans—the CIA, a
frequent subject of conspiracy theories, comes to mind—the influence of these
organizations is limited, and the institutions and rules of the “open society” reduce the
likelihood of successful conspiracies.
In sum, conspiracy theories are alternative hypotheses that challenge conventional
causes of events. Though they seem scientific, they are unfalsifiable, and tend to explain
events as the result of direct action hidden actors, rather than the indirect effects of unseen
forces. Understanding their role in politics requires a broader, theoretical view, a subject
taken up in the next section.

27

Popper, The Open Society and its Enemies, 104
Ibid., 105
29
Ibid.
30
Sunstein and Vermeule, “Conspiracy Theories,” 7
28
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Conspiracy theory Theory
Although there is relatively little academic writing focused on conspiracy theorizing in
Turkey, there is a wide body of theoretical literature focused on conspiracism in general.
This section summarizes the academic approaches to conspiracism in politics—call it
“conspiracy theory theory.” It begins with a discussion of Richard Hofstadter’s essay “The
Paranoid Style in American Politics,” and outlines three theoretical approaches to conspiracy
theorizing: the pathological, postmodern, and political.
The paranoid style in politics
One does not proceed far in the study of conspiracism without encountering
American historian Richard Hofstadter. His influential essay “The Paranoid Style in
American Politics"31 laid the foundations for serious consideration of the role of conspiracy
theory in politics, and remains a reference and starting point for current accounts of
conspiracism.
Adapting the concept of paranoid thought from psychology and applying it to the
rhetoric of right-wing politics in the United States, Hofstadter traced the history, nature, and
implications of conspiracist narratives in American politics, from fears of the Illuminati and
Freemasons in the early years of American history to panic over Communist agents on the
contemporary political scene. Though Hofstadter stipulated that he was not attempting to
directly apply the theory of psychology to political discourse, but “borrowing a clinical term
for other purposes”32, his essay extrapolated the mentality of the clinical paranoid, who “sees
the hostile and conspiratorial world in which he feels himself to be living as directed
specifically against him” to the world of politics, where the conspiracist finds the world

31

Hofstadter, Richard. The paranoid style in American politics, and other essays. 1st ed. New York: Vintage Books,
2008.
32
Ibid., 3
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“directed against a nation, a culture, a way of life whose fate affects not himself alone but
millions of others”33. In doing so, he applied a theory of paranoia on an individual level to a
phenomenon on a collective scale.
Hofstadter was making an analogy, not a diagnosis34. But in doing so, he preserved the
idea that paranoia is a warped form of thinking and cast clear normative judgment on
conspiracy theorizing. “The term ‘paranoid style’ is pejorative, and it is meant to be,” he
wrote, for “the paranoid style has a greater affinity for bad causes than good.”35 In
Hofstadter’s view, the paranoid style represents basic distortions in thinking and judgement,
“just as in art an ugly style is a cue to fundamental defects of taste.”36 Later writers on
conspiracy would expand this idea, approaching conspiracy theories as a political pathology.
Despite its judgments, Hofstadter’s essay says much about the sources and character
of conspiracism. Although the theory is based in American history, he points out that
“Americans have no monopoly of the gift for paranoid improvisation,”37 and his general
propositions apply as well to Turkey as they do to the United States.
Like Popper, Hofstadter notes the curious conspiracist view of history, which sees the
course of human events as the result of hidden plans. In the paranoid style, “decisive events
are not taken as part of the stream of history, but as the consequences of someone’s will.”38
Viewing conspiracy “as the motive force in historical events” leads to the view that “history
is a conspiracy, set in motion by demonic forces of almost transcendent power.”39

33

Ibid., 4
As Hofstadter put it, “the idea of the paranoid style would have little contemporary relevance of historical
value if it were applied only to people with profoundly disturbed minds” (Hofstadter, The Paranoid Style, 4).
35
Ibid., 5
36
Ibid., 6
37
Ibid., 6
38
Ibid., 32
39
Ibid., 29
34
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As a consequence of this all-encompassing view, the paranoid style is polarizing. The
conspiracist’s conviction in the “gigantic and yet subtle machinery of influence” aligned
against him means that he sees the world “in apocalyptic terms—he traffics in the birth and
death of whole worlds, whole political orders, whole systems of human values.”40 The
causality is unclear: though the paranoid style encourages polarized ideology, polarized
politics may also encourage conspiracism.
Finally, Hofstadter explores the logic of conspiracist argument. What he calls
“paranoid scholarship” starts with “defensible assumptions and with a careful accumulation
of facts,” and proceeds “toward an overwhelming ‘proof’ of the particular conspiracy that is
to be established.”41 Following this internal logic makes the paranoid style “far more
coherent than the real world, since it leaves no room for mistakes, failures, and
ambiguities.”42 Because conspiracy theories are hungry for facts, history plays an important
role in the paranoid style. According to Hofstadter, “events since 1939 have given the
contemporary right-wing paranoid a vast theater for his imagination”43, by providing facts
and events to create new conspiracy theories.
Hofstadter’s essay proposes several other links between conspiracism and politics.
Writing in reference to the political right, he sees a connection between conspiracism and
ideologies like fascism and nationalism.44 He identifies “the effects of the mass media”45 as a
factor in the increasing popularity of conspiracist arguments. He argues that political

40

Ibid.
Ibid., 36
42
Ibid.
43
Ibid., 24
44
Ibid., 7
45
Ibid., 24
41
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marginalization, “ethnic and religious conflicts”46 and “social conflicts that involve ultimate
schemes of values”47 may encourage and intensify the paranoid style.
Hofstadter’s essay established several determinants and theories of conspiracism that
remain relevant in more recent literature. Current accounts of conspiracy theorizing and
politics take three major approaches: the pathological, the postmodern, and the political.
The pathological approach: The paranoid style in politics
Though Hofstadter took care to define the limits of his analogy, others would attempt
to apply theories of individual paranoia, psychology, and cognition to politics, focusing on
the paranoid part of the paranoid style. These theories take a "pathological approach" to
understanding conspiracism, treating conspiracy theories as a political disease resulting from
distorted thinking. As a political pathology, the prescriptions of psychology apply to the
paranoid style: conspiracism is an abberant form of a more "normal" style of politics to be
cured by correcting flawed patterns of thinking in individuals and groups.
The best example of the pathological approach is Robins and Post’s “Political
Paranoia: The Psychopolitics of Hatred,”48 which argues that the competitive dynamics and
incentives of politics augment widespread human tendencies towards paranoid thinking.
Political power “has powerful valence for individuals and groups with paranoid features,”49
which makes the paranoid outlook “most evident in the adversarial world of politics.”50 They
examine paranoid tendencies in political regimes around the world, from Pol Pot to Stalin.
Pettman takes a similar approach, applying the idea of psychopathology to world politics,

46

Ibid., 39
Ibid., 39
48
Robins, Robert. Political paranoia: the psychopolitics of hatred. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997.
49
Ibid., 18
50
Ibid., 5
47
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and examining leaders like Woodrow Wilson and Adolf Hitler for signs of paranoiac
tendencies.51
Other pathology theorists point to factors outside of politics as the basis of political
paranoia. According to Featherstone, conspiracism is “a pathological effect of the
dissolution of social recognition, a paranoid form of non-knowledge caused by the rise of
political ideologies which foreground the rights of the individual at the expense of all
others,”52 stimulated by “the postmodern political economy.”53 Though the source of
paranoid thinking is different, this theory still treats conspiracism as an abberant approach.
Until recently, the major work on conspiracism in Middle East politics was Daniel
Pipes’s “The Hidden Hand: Middle East Fears of Conspiracy.”54 Though the book is useful
as a collection of conspiracist examples55, it relies heavily on the pathological approach.56
Pipes identifies a number of important sources of conspiracism: European colonialism
and the existence of actual conspiracies and secret agreements in regional history, political
marginalization and autocratic governments, and perceptions of the Zionist movement and
the motives of outside powers. He explores the use of conspiracism as a political tool to help
the state rewrite history and delegitimize its opponents57. But in examining paranoia in the

51

Pettman, Ralph. “Psychopathology and world politics.” Cambridge Review of International Affairs 23, no. 3
(2010): 475-492. Page 483.
52
Parker, Martin. The age of anxiety : conspiracy theory and the human sciences. Oxford: Blackwell/Sociological Review,
2001. Page 31.
53
Ibid., 32
54
Pipes, Daniel. The hidden hand : Middle East fears of conspiracy. New York: St. Martinʼs Griffin, 1998.
55
Writes one reviewer: “[Pipes] is driven more by the desire to demonstrate how many examples of
conspiracism he can provide than by an interest in putting forth a systematic, coherent, and well-organized
explanation of the phenomenon. Thus, the book is more a collection of anecdotes than a serious scholarly
product.” (Siavoshi, Sussan. “Daniel Pipes, The Hidden Hand: Middle East Fears of Conspiracy (New York: St.
Martinʼs Press).” International Journal of Middle East Studies 30, no. 2 (1998): 272-274. Page 273.)
56
For further accounts of Pipes’ pathological approach, see Al-Baho (1997), Clive (1997), Farhi (1999), Quandt
(1996), and Waxman (1999).
57
Pipes, The Hidden Hand, 244
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politics and culture of the Middle East, Pipes highlights the danger of the pathological
approach: at the edges of the analogy, it becomes reductionist and Orientalist58.
According to Pipes, conspiracism is a false mentality that “infuses the region’s peoples
with a sense of passivity”59 and “engenders a suspiciousness and aggressiveness that spoil
relations with the great powers.”60 His argument draws a number of comparisons between
the modern “West” and the “laggard”61 Middle East. In “the West,” conspiracy theories are
“the preserve of the alienated and the fringe,” while in the Middle East, they are
mainstream.62 Conspiracism was itself imported from “the West,” imitated by the Muslim
world out of “fear of more advanced peoples.”63
Conspiracists are self-centered64, unthinking65, humorless66, political extremists67, in
awe of and ignorant about Israel and “the West”68. This account reduces the sources of
conspiracism to the false foes of Zionism and imperialism, insisting that conspiracism is
intertwined with the mindset of anti-Semitism.69 And its emphasis on the conspiracist
cognition of key leaders echoes the pathological approach of Robins and Post.
More important for the purposes of this thesis is his limited discussion of
conspiracism in Turkey. Since Turkey and Israel are “the only two Middle Eastern countries
58

Said, Edward. Orientalism. 1st ed. New York: Vintage Books, 1979. See also the recent volume Orientalism and
Conspiracy (Graf, Arndt. Orientalism and conspiracy : politics and conspiracy theory in the Islamic world essays in honour of
Sadik J. Al-Azm. London [u.a.]: Tauris, 2011) for a discussion of the connections between the academic study
of conspiracism and Orientalism.
59
Pipes, The Hidden Hand, 26
60
Ibid., 27
61
Ibid., 367.
62
Ibid., 2
63
Ibid., 136
64
Ibid., 226
65
Ibid., 227
66
Ibid., 228
67
Ibid., 227
68
Ibid., 234
69
Ibid., 122
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where leaders are fully accountable to electorates” and “the West is viewed more as an ally
than as an enemy,” Pipes suggests that “conspiracy theories have a relatively minor role” and
“few mainstream politicians, intellectual, or religious leaders engage in conspiratorial
thinking.”70
This discussion is not Orientalist or pathologizing—but it is incorrect. Democracy in
Turkey is still subject to serious structural deficits, the public views Europe and the United
States with profound ambivalence, and conspiracism has deep historical roots. In fact, this
analysis will argue that Pipes has his account backwards: because Turkey is more democratic
and more highly integrated into international and multilateral institutions than other
countries in the Middle East, the structures and incentives of politics encourage
conspiracism—and its popularity may be a sign of more robust democratic institutions,
compared with countries elsewhere in the Middle East.
Other analyses in the limited literature on conspiracism in the Middle East suffer from
the same shortcomings. Psychologists Zonis and Joseph directly apply psychology to the
tendency towards “conspiracy thinking”71in the region, and derive a psychodynamic theory
of conspiracism based on the “ethnic psychosis”72of “Arab-Iranian-Muslim culture.”73 In
their view, child-rearing practices,74 attitudes towards sexuality, and family secrecy, social
attitudes endemic in Middle Eastern culture 75, “induce regression in mental processes and
facilitate the eruption of more primitive ideation, including conspiracy thinking.”76
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Despite its limits and flaws, the pathological approach does have some merit. Though
the jump from individual psychology to political psychology is often methodologically
suspect, social psychology points to a few factors that may influence political culture. But as
Pipes and Zonis make clear, at its worst, the pathological approach is reductionist,
judgmental, and, applied to the cultures and politics of the Middle East, Orientalizing.
Moreover, the pathological approach is simply not very helpful when it comes to
understanding the role of conspiracism in politics. Fenster puts it best when he writes that
pathologizing conspiracy theory ”simplifies and flattens our understanding of popular
political belief generally and conspiracy theory in particular.”77 Writing off conspiracist
beliefs as misguided and attributing them to flaws in individual or group psychology offers
little understanding of how and why conspiracist beliefs are formed, or why they play such
an important role in politics. Taking conspiracism seriously requires another approach.
The postmodern approach: The paranoid style in politics
Although the pathological approach “has dominated academic and intellectual
approaches to political extremism and populist fear of conspiracy,”78 the revival of academic
interest in conspiracy theories during the 1990s in cultural studies, anthropology, and
sociology developed a new approach to conspiracism. Instead of attempting to explain
conspiracism as an outgrowth of psychology, this approach focuses on conspiracy theories
as modes of symbolic expression, interpretation, and deconstructive political discourse. This
“postmodern approach” emphasizes the paranoid style in politics.
In his book “Conspiracy Theories: Secrecy and Power in American Culture,” Mark
Fenster examines the problems with the pathological approach and its origins in the earlier
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work of Richard Hofstadter. Treating conspiracism as “not merely wrong but pathologically
wrong”79 goes too far in rendering normative judgment on conspiracy theorizing. Explaining
conspiracism as a political pathology too often “serves as an excuse for neglecting, equating,
and even repressing political protest and mass political action of all sorts, equating diverse
movements and distorting our understanding of them in the process.”80 Moreover, the
contemporary prevalence of conspiracy theories means explanations based on individual
paranoia are no longer sufficient or convincing. The postmodern approach avoids casting
judgment on conspiracism, treating it as “neither necessarily pernicious nor external” to
politics and culture, but an integral aspect of political life.81
In place of psychological explanations, the postmodern approach treats conspiracism
“as a cultural practice of interpretation and as a narrative form that circulates throughout
political campaigns and movements, journalism, and popular culture.”82 It accounts for the
ways in which the institutions, structures, and cultural forces of modern and postmodern
politics generate motivations and reactions that encourage conspiracism.83 It also emphasizes
conspiracy theory as a process of interpreting and synthesizing political symbols, “a form of
hyperactive semiosis in which history and politics serve as reservoirs of signs that demand
(over)interpretation, and that signify, for the interpreter, far more than their conventional
meaning.”84 According to this approach, conspiracy theories are not the flawed product of
paranoid minds, but coded interpretations of the political world.
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According to the postmodern approach, conspiracism has a more complex relation to
the truth than the pathological approach would suggest. More than being merely wrong,
conspiracy theories prioritize “internal consistency and coherence over perfect
correspondence to some referential, observable truth.”85. As such, they are more cultural
practice than personal psychosis, more closely related to things like “rumor, folklore, and
witchcraft accusations”86. Though they may not reflect the absolute truth, they do highlight
“certain truisms—that the government and the military are closely related, or that the
military benefits from a state of war,”87 and take them to logical extremes. As Parish puts it,
“the truth is no longer ‘out there’, but an ideological bias that the postmodern state makes
for itself.88 In the postmodern view, conspiracy theories are a way to interpret, deconstruct,
and reveal that bias.
Indeed, many postmodern theorists emphasize the deconstructive nature of
conspiracist explanations of political events. Anita Waters considers conspiracy theories
“ethnosociologies,” an extension of the “theories that ordinary people use to explain social
phenomena”.89In a postmodern world with “no overarching cosmologies to explain the
world to ourselves,” Parish considers conspiracism “a way of imaginatively moving doubt
and suspicion around in a world of conjecture.”90 Skinner argues that for marginalized
groups “outside the pluralistic consensus,” conspiracy theory is a way of “rocking the boat
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of consensus history,” reinterpreting historical facts and events.91 And Rudmin considers
conspiracism a form of “naive deconstructive history,” since it explains events and revises
official history from a space situated outside the academic world.92
The postmodern approach does point to some distinctly political sources of
conspiracism. The “collapse of trust in government”93 engenders conspiracism, and states
often use the term “conspiracy theory” as a pejorative, to delegitimize explanations that
oppose their interests.94 The insecurities of the global economy95 and “the social nervousness
generated by the massive restructuring of late capitalism”96 are another source of simple
explanations for complex events that may result in conspiracist explantions. Ultimately,
however, it is interpretation that matters more than institutions.
Symbols and rhetoric are important in politics. The postmodern approach takes
conspiracism seriously, and emphasizes the role of interpretation in conspiracy theorizing.
The importance of symbols is often overlooked, but critical to the links between
conspiracism and politics. After all, it is not historical facts that matter, but their
interpretation through frameworks like nationalism, media, and popular culture. However,
both the pathological and postmodern tend to underemphasize one other important
component of conspiracism.
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The political approach: The paranoid style in politics
Between the individual paranoia of the pathological approach and the semiotic
reservoir of the postmodern are the institutions, incentives, and interactions of politics.
While most theories focus on psychology and symbolism, these explanations often ignore
the crucial third component of “the paranoid style in politics”—the politics.
This is especially true when it comes to the Middle East. Accounts of conspiracism in
the region often stray into reductionism and Orientalism, especially in the pathological
approach. But there is nothing exceptional about conspiracy theories in the Middle East.
Though they may play a more prominent part in political discourse, there is no shortage of
conspiracism in other cultures and political systems around the world. Look no further than
the United States, the subject of much academic exploration of conspiracism.
Political scientist Matthew Gray’s recently published volume, “Conspiracy Theories in
the Arab World: Sources and Politics,”97 is a notable new account that avoids both the
essentialism of the pathological approach and the interpretive excesses of the postmodern.
Institutions, incentives, and their interactions matter. As Gray puts it, conspiracism
“stems from political structures and dynamics, specifically the interaction of social groups
and forces with each other and the state. It is shaped by the relationship between political
elites, between elites and institutions, between elites and society, between groups and subgroups within society, and by political and economic conditions at both local and regional
levels.98 The political science approach provides a framework for observing and explaining
these dynamics.
Gray identifies several reasons for his approach. The macroscopic view of political
science goes beyond individual-level explanations, to “illuminate both the sources of
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conspiracism and also its impact on politics.”99 The prevalence of political actors in
conspiracy theories demands including “at least a political context or environment.”100
Moreover, conspiracism is frequently used as a political tool, to attack opponents or deflect
attention. Finally, political culture’s “focus on the relationship between values and views on
the one hand and the structures and institutions of politics on the other”101 offers insight
into the sources of conspiracism.
Gray’s account of the relation between conspiracy theorizing and politics is
concise: “conspiracism occurs in the Arab world as a result of political structures, which in
turn are the result of historical impacts, the effects of external dynamics, state–society
relations, and political culture.”102 Of the possible political explanations for conspiracism,
“those focused on marginalization as a source of conspiracism, on the state-society
relationship, and on political-sociological structures and dynamics are of most utility and
possess the greatest validity.”103
Of course, the politics and culture of the Arab Middle East are very different from
Turkey. Gray’s conclusions cannot be applied without caveats to Turkey, and his insights
into Arab politics should not be confused with his insights into the links between
conspiracism and politics more generally. However, his analytical framework is a valuable
one that applies equally to other political systems, and this analysis will apply it in
combination with the relevant components of other approaches to the unique case of
conspiracism in Turkish politics. To do so, I examine the foundations of conspiracism in
historical facts, examine the ways that identity and culture make history relevant to
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contemporary politics, and discuss the role of institutions and political incentives generating
and propagating conspiracy theories.

History
Although it may seem obvious, attempts to understand conspiracy theorizing in
the Middle East often overlook one important foundation of conspiracism: history. It should
be no surprise that conspiracy theories flourish in a region with a long history of colonialism,
foreign intervention, and great power competition, filled with ulterior motives and secret
agreements. The continued resonance of historical events “allows conspiracy theories to gain
a foothold, often by commencing or framing a more elaborate and fanciful conspiracy theory
around an actual and uncontested example of an earlier conspiracy in or against the
region.”104 The past matters as a basis for today’s conspiracist belief.
Historical facts are often the grains of truth at the center of more
complicated conspiracy theories. Though their conclusions are usually dubious, conspiracy
theories follow an internal logic. Since “the role of external actors in modern Middle Eastern
history has provided plenty of antagonists and scoundrels,” along with historical grievances,
conspiracy theorists have a wealth of true facts to draw on as the basis of more questionable
theories.105 By starting with a few truths, conspiracists can “frame their arguments with initial
assertions that are not in (serious) contention” in order to build logical consistency.106
Gray identifies several pieces of history that feed conspiracist rhetoric in the
Middle East.107 European powers colonized much of the Middle East and made secret plans
under the 1916 Sykes-Picot agreement to divide the territory of the Ottoman Empire
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following World War I. Britain’s conflicting commitments to the Zionist movement and the
Palestinian people during the creation of Israel are often perceived as a conspiracy in action.
Oil politics, including U.S. support for monarchs and dictators and the Central Intelligence
Agency’s role in the 1953 coup in Iran, provide more than a few fishy facts and secret plans.
More recently, the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq has been a new source for conspiracy theories.
All of the above apply to conspiracism in Turkey. Unlike much of the rest of the
Middle East, Turkey was never directly colonized by a European power during the Ottoman
era. However, the Ottoman Empire was deeply penetrated by European capital and
economic interests, and the secret arrangements of European powers are the starting point
for many conspiracy theories. Zionism and Israel often motivate Islamist conspiracism. And
covert and overt foreign intervention in the affairs of neighbors like Greece, Cyprus, Iraq,
and Iran offer plenty of material for piecing together conspiracy narratives.
Unsurprisingly, conspiracism also plays a part in the politics of neighboring
countries108. But several unique aspects of Turkish history augment conspiracism in ways
that differ from the broader Middle East. The most important are the Treaty of Sevrès and
the Turkish war for independence; the role of secret societies and Sufi religious orders
during the end of the Ottoman Empire and the creation of the early Republic; Turkey’s
history of coups and coup plots; and participation in the NATO alliance, which created
covert domestic security organizations, strengthened the national security state, and
contributed to the growth of what Turks call derin devlet, or the “deep state,” informal and
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often illegal links between state security institutions and organized crime. This section will
examine each in turn.
The Deep State
When police arrived on the scene of a car crash outside the village of Susurluk in
1996, it looked like any other highway accident. What they found instead was “a gift to
conspiracy theorists” that would soon be widely regarded as proof of ”nefarious clandestine
conspiracies” arranged by the state.109 Inside the car were Sedat Bucak, a member of
parliament from the ruling Doğru Yol Partisi (True Path Party); Abdullah Çatlı, a drug
trafficker, contract killer, and leader of the ultranationalist Grey Wolves youth organization;
Hüseyin Kocadağ, a senior police official; and Gonca Us, a former beauty queen. In the
trunk, police found five handguns, two submachine guns, ammunition, drugs, and false
identity documents. The official investigation into why the infamous four were traveling
together confirmed the existence of unsettling links between the government, security
services, and organized crime—what Turks call the “deep state.”
As Gareth Jenkins puts it in his analysis of the ongoing Ergenekon trial, one of
Turkey’s latest investigations of the alleged crimes of the deep state, “though it is generally
poorly understood and its influence has declined considerably since the late 1990s, the deep
state is a reality of recent Turkish history.”110 Although its influence is often exaggerated in
the popular imagination, the deep state is real, and the extent and implications of its covert
linkages are as troubling for Turkish democracy as any conspiracy theory. But the deep state
is not a top-down organization, carefully managed by a few powerful people and controlled
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by the Turkish state. Instead, it is the opposite of the ideal conspiracy: a loose network
“grown” by the national security state rather than planned and carefully managed from the
top down.
Turkey joined the North Atlantic Treaty Organization in 1952 and has played an
important role in the alliance ever since. Today, Turkey is the second largest contributor of
military forces to NATO after the United States. Though Turkey has always had a strong,
secretive military and security bureaucracy,111 participation in NATO further enhanced the
growth of a secretive and powerful national security state.
There was much to keep secret. In the 1950s, NATO created covert “staybehind” forces in many of its member states. In the event of Soviet invasion or occupation,
stay-behind networks would form a ready-made resistance movement specially trained in
covert warfare. The existence of these clandestine groups “remained one of NATO’s most
closely guarded secrets through to the end of the Cold War.”112 In 2006, the U.S.
government acknowledged the existence of NATO stay-behind forces, and the CIA’s role in
coordinating their activities and funding their operations.113
Attempting to understand the role and development of modern state security
and intelligence institutions is an area where the line between conspiracy theorizing and
actual conspiracy can become unclear. Though they are far from nefarious, omnipotent
networks bent on global dominance, the institutions of the national security state are
powerful, secretive organizations designed to achieve covert ends by deceptive means. Many
of the details concerning covert stay-behind forces in Turkey and their links with other
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private and state institutions remain classified, and are subjects of speculation.114But the basic
contours of Turkey’s stay-behind forces are clear.
Turkey’s stay-behind force was established in 1952 as the Özel Harp Dairesi (Special
Warfare Unit, or ÖHD).115 It followed the model of other stay-behind forces: a special,
autonomous unit was established in the military, and “selected members of the Turkish
officer corps were seconded for specialized training in intelligence-gathering, tradecraft,
sabotage, assassination, propaganda and other covert activities designed to destabilize a
hostile regime.”116 Allied and American intelligence services may have started laying the
groundwork for the ÖHD during World War II. Though the Turkish government went to
great political lengths to stay officially neutral until the last year of the war, outside powers
made overt and covert attempts to recruit Turkey to their side.117 Stay-behind networks in
other European countries began recruiting from the far right during and immediately after
the war, especially from existing networks of former fascist and nationalist groups, and the
ÖHD networks followed a similar pattern in Turkey.
In addition to covert warfare, ÖHD officers were trained in one other important skill:
creating and controlling their own clandestine cell networks, by recruiting new members
unaffiliated with the military.118 Over the next two decades of the Cold War, ÖHD officers
built cell networks by “recruiting assets from outside the Turkish military,” assembled and
concealed arms caches across Turkey, and “cultivated other contacts, either for intelligence
114
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gathering or because of their influence in the bureaucracy or a local community.”119 Of
course, a Soviet invasion never came. But as the threat loomed over the course of the Cold
War, NATO continued to fund, train, and expand its covert networks inside Turkey.
By the 1970s, the strategy would start to backfire. In the absence of an external enemy,
members of ÖHD networks turned inwards, looking for domestic communist infiltrators
and sympathizers and contributing to a decade of factional political violence bookended by
the 1971 and 1980 military interventions. Their role during the 1970s forms the basis for
many conspiracy theories—and doubtless a few real conspiracies. But the actions of farflung members of secretive ÖHD cells do not imply the existence of an overarching,
centrally administered conspiracy, nor any connection or coordination between them. After
all, ÖHD cells and assets were already ideologically primed for anticommunist action: this is
why they were recruited into the networks in the first place.
As the Cold War waned, the focus of deep state networks shifted from leftists to the
growing ethnic insurgency in Turkey’s southeast, led by the Kurdish Worker’s Party, or
PKK. Over the 1980s and 1990s, Turkish security forces collaborated with remnants of the
ÖHD networks in a violent counterinsurgency campaign against the PKK. The conflict left
as many as 30,000 dead through direct military conflict and extrajudicial killings.120
Since the 1996 Susurluk scandal, politicians and public prosecutors have begun to
investigate deep state linkages with a series of parliamentary investigations and high profile
court cases, including the Ergenekon trial—a topic to which this analysis will return. Though
the conclusions of these investigations are often exaggerated into the realm of conspiracy
theories, evidence suggests that the ÖHD networks were “not a highly centralized and
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controlled campaign directed by a cabal of senior figures,” but instead “a culture of
immunity in which individuals and small groups were able to operate with almost complete
autonomy against targets they knew others in the ÖHD-created networks regarded as
enemies of the Turkish state.”121 Thanks to their shared ideology and connections to
influential state elites, they could also be confident that their actions would not be
prosecuted.122 Turkey’s deep state was not planned and centrally organized from the top
down, but “grown” and decentralized from the bottom up. This implication is more
troubling—for it means that the deep state is beyond the rule of law and outside of the
state’s control. The tendency to see the deep state as a conspiracy prevents society from
coming to terms with the reality of the deep state: it is now embedded in institutions and
attitudes, and no longer the product of a secret plan.
Secret Societies & Tarikat
The aid plans and security policies of the Cold War created and strengthened the
modern deep state, but its roots lie much earlier in Turkish history. Secret societies and
religious orders played an important role in the later years of the Ottoman Empire, the
Turkish war of independence, and the creation of the modern Republic of Turkey.
The first coup in modern Turkish history took place in 1908, during the late Ottoman
era, when the İttihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti (Committee of Union and Progress or CUP), a reform
movement that began as a secret association of Ottoman army officers, deposed Sultan
Abdülhamit II and secured a limited constitutional government. The next decade would be
dominated by clandestine politics. The CUP did not eliminate the Sultanate, but exerted
indirect, de facto control over the Ottoman government and eventually participated in the
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newly created Ottoman parliament. Another underground coalition of junior officers known
as the Halaskar Zabitan, or “salvation officers,” served as an equally secretive political
opposition, maneuvering the CUP out of power in 1912. In response, the CUP conducted a
second coup in 1913, overthrowing the parliamentary government, assassinating key cabinet
members, and replacing the Sultan’s authority with coordinated rule by three CUP leaders.123
This time, the CUP made sure to consolidate their coup.124 The triumvirate ruled by
military force and established centralized secret police organizations to suppress political
opposition. Among these was the Teşkilât-ı Mahsûsa, or “Special Organization,” a secret
police service which “performed espionage and counter-espionage missions throughout the
empire and also organized rebellions” against Allied forces in the far corners of the Empire
throughout World War One.125 At the end of the war, when the invasion and occupation of
Anatolia appeared imminent, the organization “was ordered to start stockpiling arms and
ammunition and begin establishing a network of local guerilla units throughout Anatolia.”126
Other underground groups in these networks, “the most notable being the Karakol, Yavuz,
Hamza, and Felah organizations,”127 would eventually be incorporated into the national
resistance movement led by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk.
During the Turkish war of independence, forces led by Mustafa Kemal (later known as
“Atatürk”) defeated the Greek army, which invaded Anatolia to enforce the terms of the
Treaty of Sèvres on behalf of its European signatories. During the conflict, Atatürk
centralized and formalized some of the existing clandestine groups under his own control,
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and abolished those that he saw as potentially dangerous, including the Teşkilât-ı Mahsûsa.
Likewise, during the early Republican period, the remainder of the CUP—which posed a
potential political threat to the new Republican order—was disbanded and incorporated into
the ruling Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (Republican People’s Party or CHP), the foundation of the
early Republic’s single party political system.128
Secret military societies were not the only contributors to the nationalist movement.
The Sufi religious orders, or tarikat, were equally important networks for organizing
nationalist opposition. Perhaps because they were not in unanimous favor of the Republican
resistance, and were officially abolished in 1925 as part of Turkey’s process of state
secularization, their role in the independence war and early Republic remains
underemphasized.
As Hülya Küçük explains in her study of the Bektaşi order in the independence
movement, Sufi orders helped legitimate the Turkish nationalists, mobilize resources for the
resistance effort, and mediate between members of the old Ottoman order and new
nationalist resistance.129 Shaykhs in the Nakşi, Bektaşi, Kadiri, and Halveti orders were elected
to the new Turkish parliament, and used their lodges “as centres for smuggling arm[s] and
ammunition” and “stopping places for people to be smuggled into Anatolia.”130
The Sufi shaykhs were not all in favor of the nationalist movement or the new
Republic. The Shakyh Eşref and Shaykh Recep uprisings were led by anti-nationalist Sufi
leaders during the independence war. Nakşibendi shaykh Said Piran led a Kurdish nationalist
rebellion against the Republic in 1925. In response to the Shaykh Said rebellion, and as part
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of the Turkish republic’s process of state secularization, during which religious institutions
were subordinated to state authority, the state offıcially banned all tarikat in 1925.
As Erik Zürcher puts it, the “widespread networks of convents and shrines, the
obedience their followers owed to their sheikhs and the closed secretive culture of the
brotherhoods made them independent to a degree which was unacceptable” to the
Republican government.131 Like the remnants of the CUP and its associated organizations,
the tarikat were a political threat to the new Republican order—and it was in the Republican
interest to eliminate them.
Though the religious orders were officially banned, they did not disband in practice.
Instead, “they continued performing their functions and ceremonies clandestinely.”132 They
remain officially illegal, but attitudes towards enforcement of the law have varied over the
course of Turkish history. During some periods, the tarikat have practiced more or less
openly, while during others—especially following the 1980 military coup—they retreated
back underground. Today, Sufi orders continue to operate in Turkey, “sometimes secretly,
sometimes hiding behind various civil, non-governmental organizations.”133
Though their existence is still considered unofficial, Sufi tarikat and related non-Sufi
religious orders (what Zürcher describes as “neo-tarikats”134) continue to play a very real role
in Turkish politics. The Nakşibendi order contributed to the formation of Necmettin
Erbakan’s Milli Görüş (National View) movement and Milli Nizam Partisi (National Order
Party), the first Islamist party in Turkish politics, and to the later resurgence of political
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Islam in the 1990s.135 Non-Sufi religious networks associated with earlier tarikat, like Said
Nursi’s Nurcu movement, Süleyman Hilmi Tunahan and his followers, and most recently, the
followers of imam Fethulla Gülen, are a continuation of earlier traditions of religious
orders.136 Since all operate with some degree of secrecy, it is not difficult to see how they
provide fuel for conspiracism among secular Turks. Indeed, Turkey’s religious orders form a
“deep society” that rivals the “deep state” in scope, if not in power.
The Treaty of Sevres
No historical event is as important to conspiracism in Turkey as the 1920 Treaty
of Sèvres. Written by the allied victors of World War I, and signed by the defeated Ottoman
sultan, the treaty was a plan to partition Anatolia and divide the territories of the former
Ottoman Empire between the powers of Europe, in accordance with earlier secret
arrangements, including the Sykes-Picot agreement. Though the treaty was ultimately
annulled following the Turkish war for independence, it would have ceded territory in
Anatolia to Greece, France, Britain, Italy, and an independent Armenia, revoked Turkish
control of the Bosphorous straits, and set the stage for an independent Kurdistan.
Sèvres was never implemented. The war-weary European signatory states
accepted an offer from Greece to invade and enforce its terms, but Turkish resistance forces
drove out the Greek army and established an independent Republic of Turkey. The same
states that signed Sèvres recognized the new Republic in the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne, which
superseded and canceled the original plan. But memory of the treaty remains so resonant in
Turkey that there is a term for the widespread fear that external powers are plotting to
dismantle the country—“Sevr sendromu,” or “Sèvres syndrome.” As Fatma Göçek puts it, the
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puzzle that remains unsolved “is why the memory of a defunct treaty signed by an empire
that no longer exists should endure at the expense of one that founded the republic at the
end of a very successful struggle for independence.”137
Sèvres syndrome is often treated as a pathological mindset afflicting political
elites.138 Political scientist Dietrich Jung argues that Sèvres syndrome is a product of the
“social habitus of Turkey’s Kemalist elite,” whose views were shaped by “the foundational
myth of the republic” and the history of “violent struggle against internal and external
foes.”139 Thanks to the intensity of the independence struggle and the power of Kemalist
ideology, Turkey’s ruling establishment, especially the military, have interpreted political
events both foreign and domestic through the categories established in the 1920s.
Sèvres-centric fears may well be widespread among elites. But evidence suggests
that distrust and anxiety over foreign powers is widespread among the public as well. In a
2006 survey conducted by the International Republican Institute, respondents gave openended answers to the question “which country would you say is Turkey’s best friend?” In
response, 44 percent listed “None,” and 24% “Don’t know/Not applicable.” The nextclosest responses were Pakistan and Germany, at 6%.140In the same survey, 47% of Turks
agreed that “current European Union requirements are similar to those required by the
Treaty of Sèvres,” 68% agreed that “the West wants to divide and break Turkey like they
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broke the Ottoman Empire,” and 71% agreed that “the West has helped separatist
groups…gain strength.”141
Sèvres syndrome is not mere paranoia. Guida identifies several external events
that have helped reinforce Sèvres Syndrome, from “Stalin’s expansionist statements in the
mid-1940s, to Armenian and Syrian irredentism, to the bilateral military cooperation of
Greece and Syria, to the invasion of Iraq, and finally, to Turkey’s ostracism from the
European Union.”142 Jung also points to the structure of the international system as a factor
that shaped and strengthened Turkey’s perceptions of external threats.143
But the continued relevance of Sèvres is sustained by something more than
mere fact. Göçek argues that the early Republican elite created the categories of Sèvres
syndrome during the process of nation-state formation144, institutionalized them through the
military and nationalist politics145, and reproduced the paradigm to maintain political power.
The end of the Cold War presented a crisis for the Sèvres mentality, when Turkey suddenly
faced internal rather than external threats, and concepts like human rights took precedence
over security concerns worldwide146. Sèvres is more than a fact in Turkish history. The
interpretive categories of nationalism give it meaning, while political institutions reproduce
and reinforce its relevance. Symbols, identity, and interpretation are as important to
conspiracism as history—a discussion that will continue in the next section.
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Interpretation
History provides facts, feelings, and signs that can form the foundation of a conspiracy
theory. But it does not necessarily give the theory political meaning or relevance. Instead, it
is the process of interpreting facts and arranging symbols into national myths and historical
narratives that give meaning to history as a means for understanding the present, and
transform conspiracy theories from stories into powerful political and rhetorical tools. The
state sponsors its own constructions of national identity, while media and popular culture
reinforce perceptions of identity and interpretations of history.
Nationalism and identity
In Turkey’s centralized education system, students are socialized into a strong national
mythology and official history from an early age. Mandatory courses on the history of the
war of independence, the principles of Atatürk, and national security begin in primary school
and continue through university. Since the early years of the Republic, the state has used
public education as a tool to create a national identity “based on a single national culture, a
single ethnic identity, and a single religion and language.” 147Other state institutions, like
mandatory military service, state-run media outlets, and official history and language
institutes,148 have reinforced and defined a state-sanctioned version of Turkish national
identity. As such, “official discourse on Turkish identity” is “ubiquitous and unavoidable for
the average Turkish citizen.”149
However, the contours of Turkishness in official discourse have changed over time.
The original Kemalist conception of Turkish identity was a rejection of the earlier Ottoman
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millet system, which separated ethnic and religious identities and balanced them with identity
as imperial subjects. In its place, the new Republic of Turkey would be based on one ethnic
identity within the geographic confines of Anatolia. This new conception of Turkishness
“contracted and transformed” Ottoman identity “into an ethnic territorial identity based on
homogeneity as a revolutionary political program”.150 Collapsing a multiethnic empire into a
unified nation meant stretching the ethnic definition of Turkishness, and state policy and
historiography supported this goal. Where it failed, the state took more direct measures: in
1923, the state signed a population exchange agreement with Greece that displaced some
900,000 Greeks living in Turkey for 400,000 Turks living in Greece.151
In the new history, the Ottoman past “was isolated from national history except for
the Ottomans’ military-political victories,” and historians looked thousands of years into the
past for a new national myth.152 According to this new thesis of Turkish history, which was
legitimated by state sponsored archeological excavations in Anatolia, Turks originated in
Central Asia, migrated to Anatolia over time, and spoke an ur-language that was the forebear
of all later languages.153 This mythology “confined Turkishness and trapped it within the
Anatolian land” and Turkish tongue for the purpose of reinforcing the Republic’s
legitimacy.154
Since the national origin story now started in far-off Central Asia, Anatolia was no
longer “the privileged site of the national myth.”155 The special status of Turkish territory
instead came from “the image of Anatolia as the homeland acquired through war,
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martyrdom, blood and collective sacrifice” during the war of independence.156 The
independence struggle took on the status of a new national myth, which goes beyond
national narrative and “makes a claim to history and historiography.”157 The state’s
monopoly on the narration of this history formed an important foundation of Turkish
national identity.
On other fronts, the Ottoman past was further isolated from the present through a
series of language reforms. The state assumed control of religion, imposing a laicist system
that keeps religion under careful control not by separating it from the state, but by
subordinating religious expression to state authorities. State religious institutions promoted
“a particular Turkish brand of Sunni Islam,” encouraging a national identity “both Turkish
and Muslim.”158
Following the 1980 military coup, the state re-emphasized Sunni Islam as a
component of national identity, rewriting school textbooks to teach the “Turkish-Islamic
synthesis”—the idea that Islam was a natural complement to the “Central Asian ‘essence’”159
of Turkishness.
Creating one unified identity left little room for others. Turkey’s national identity
project “has generated two types of ‘others’: those whose religion is different (Jews, Greeks,
Armenians) and those who are Muslim but speak other languages (Kurds, Arabs, Slavic
Muslims and others).”160 For much of Turkish history, official nationalist narratives even
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denied “the existence of various ethnic groups.”161 Following the 1980 coup, official
narratives went as far as describing Kurds, the largest ethnic minority in Turkey, as
“mountain Turks” and the Kurdish language as an ancient variant of Turkish. Within this
identity paradigm, non-Muslims and non-Turkish speakers who do not fit the categories of
Turkish identity are instead “cast in the role of potentially traitorous agents for foreign
powers.”162
This personalized nationalist discourse has made nationalism a component of
individual identity. As Jenny White puts it, “the individual has become the nation, and the
prospect of loss is immeasurably more fear-inspiring because it implies the loss of the
‘authentic’ self.”163 But despite the powerful discourse that sustains and inculcates it, Turkish
national identity “has weak ethnic roots,” and is “exacerbated by a weak sense of
citizenship.”164 Years of socialization have not erased the markers of diverse ethnic identity,
and the transition to democracy has not eliminated devlet baba, the Turkish term for the
paternalistic state.165 Maintaining the fantasy of identity that underlies Turkish nationalism
requires “continual discursive work to maintain boundaries between categories of people
that often are more symbolic than real.”166
The boundaries between Turkish self and foreign other run deep: in one recent
opinion poll, nearly 40% of survey respondents indicated that they would object to living
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next to a Jewish, Greek, or Armenian neighbor, 28% to Kurds, and 24% to members of a
different religious sect. 167
Recent fears regarding Christian missionary activity illustrate the link between
the rhetoric of identity and conspiracism. State agencies, including the Army General Staff
and Directorate of Religious Affairs, have described missionary activity as “the biggest threat
facing Turkey,” accusing Protestant missionaries of attempts to convert 10 percent of the
Turkish population to Christianity.168 Though foreign missionaries do operate in Turkey,
they have not been very successful: the best estimates by the Turkish government report that
Christian missionaries have successfully converted 382 Turks over the last 12 years. But the
perception that missionaries are a threat to imagined Turkish identity has had a very real
impact: the 2006 killing of an Italian Catholic priest and the 2007 murder of a German and
two Turkish Protestants.169 In both cases, the victims were rumored to be part of missionary
networks paying Muslims to convert—and thus abandon a key category of Turkish
identity.170
At the extremes of nationalist discourse lies racism and anti-Semitism, which
often form the basis of conspiracy theories in Turkey and beyond,171from belief that the IMF
is a Jewish or Zionist scheme to weaken the Turkish economy to fears “that Turkey is ruled
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by a Jewish dynasty composed of Donmehs,” members of the Sabbatean Jewish community
who converted to Islam in the 17th century.172
Marginalization and “othering” play a key part in conspiracism by providing
actors for a conspiracy theory and hidden motives to ascribe to their actions. Using
conspiracy theories to implicate or blame “others” can be attempts to “build nationalism and
identity,”173 especially when parties and politicians use nationalist discourse as a rhetorical
tool for political gain.174At the same time, among marginalized and “othered” groups,
conspiracy theories can also be a method of challenging and deconstructing official
narratives of history and accounts of political events based on the categories of Turkish
identity. But the state no longer has a monopoly on expressions of identity. Culture,
especially conspiracism as entertainment, reproduces and reinforces constructions of identity
and categories of interpretation.
Conspiracism as entertainment
Though the state sets the boundaries of nationalist discourse, it is not the only
narrator. Though their content and conclusions are often sinister, conspiracies make thrilling
stories, and conspiracism can be a form of entertainment.
Conspiracy theories abound in Turkish popular culture, from the content of films and
television serials to popular novels and nonfiction books. Television host Erol Mütercimler’s
book “Komplo Teorileri: Aynanın Arkasında Kalan Gerçekler” (Conspiracy Theories: The
Truths Behind The Mirror) is now in its 12th print edition.175 The nonfiction bestseller
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“details 73 different conspiracies, ranging from foreign intelligence agencies using mind
control drugs and techniques to force Turks to conduct terrorist attacks against their
compatriots to claims that the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq and its likely forthcoming war
against Iran were merely preparations for the seizure of Turkey’s boron mines.”176 Recent
bestseller “Metal Fırtına” (Metal Storm) described a fictional war between Turkey and an
invading United States bent on dividing Turkey along the lines of the Treaty of Sèvres.177
And conspiracy plotlines abound in film and television.
Conspiracism in popular culture is not unique to Turkey—look no further than the
popularity of television shows like “The X-Files” or the conspiracy documentaries that often
air on the History channel in the United States for an example. But neither is it innocuous.
Popular culture articulates history, reinforces the constructions and categories of
nationalism, and often blurs the line between fact and fiction, contributing to conspiracist
discourse.
A case in point is the wildly successful television series “Kurtlar Vadisi,” or “Valley of
the Wolves.”178 The 97-episode series spawned two spin-off programs and three feature
films whose plots provide fictional accounts of conspiracies behind actual events. “Valley of
the Wolves: Iraq” begins with an actual incident—the accidental arrest and detention of 11
Turkish soldiers by the U.S. military in northern Iraq in 2003.179 The film then spins it into a
larger conspiracy plot that connects the most notorious events and images of the U.S.
occupation with popular conspiracy tropes. One scene depicts the torture of detainees in
Abu Graib prison. Another features American B-movie actor Gary Busey as a Jewish U.S.

176

Jenkins, Gareth. Between Fact and Fantasy, 25.
Turna, Burak. Metal Fırtına. 10th ed. İstanbul: Timaş, 2005.
178
Akar, Serdar. Kurtlar Vadisi. Televison Series. Pana Film, 2003.
179
Akar, Serdar, and Sadullah Sentürk. Kurtlar Vadisi - Irak. Pana Film, 2006.
177

46

Army doctor harvesting organs from civilian prisoners for sale on the international black
market—echoing an allegation made earlier in the popular press. Other “Valley of the
Wolves” films revolve around NATO’s clandestine stay-behind forces180 and, most recently,
an Israeli commando raid on a Turkish aid ship bound for Gaza in May 2010.181 Like
conspiracy theories themselves, each story begins with a true event and builds it into an
elaborate fictional plot.
The original television series revolves around Polat Alemdar, a character straight from
the depths of the Deep State. Polat is not just “a patriotic mafioso but a secret agent of the
state,”182 who goes undercover “to destroy a gigantesque criminal organization whose actions
determine the fate of the country.”183 As it follows Polat’s infiltration of the underworld, the
program often refers to events in the news, and includes monologues and plot points “that
interpret recent actual events” and tie them into the overall storyline.184 Other aspects of the
plot are a sort of roman a clef, in which real figures from politics and organized crime appear
under “obvious pseudonyms.”185
In some cases, fiction and reality collide in curious ways. In a 2005 episode, Rauf
Denktaş, the retiring president of the de facto Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus,
appeared as himself. Over the course of the episode, he delivers a series of monologues
describing his political views on Cyprus and his theories about U.S. and British involvement
in the 1974 Cyprus crisis. In the strange world of Kurtlar Vadisi, an actual political leader
addresses an actual political conflict by speaking with “the fictive head of a fictive sub-
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section of Turkish intelligence”186 in a fictional universe. This ambiguous line between fiction
and reality reflects the character of conspiracism, in which facts fade into fiction as theories
grow more complex.187
Besides blurring the line between fiction and fact, entertainment reinforces and reflects
constructions of nationalism and identity. “Valley of the Wolves” presents the Kurdish
conflict as a foreign conspiracy and the United States as the home of a sinister secret society
ruling the world.188 It represents foreigners and non-Muslim minorities as “the absolute
other, conspiring constantly against the nation,”189 and trades in anti-Semitic stereotypes.
And by embracing conspiracist explanations, it promotes the idea that “party politics does
not matter” and “what counts is only the will of secret actors.”190
Yet party politics does matter. History and interpretation generate conspiracy theories,
but politics propagates them. To understand why, the next section examines the institutions
and incentives of Turkish politics and Turkey’s process of democratic transition.

Politics
History provides a foundation for conspiracy theories, while interpretation makes
them relevant to contemporary politics. This section examines the sources and uses of
conspiracism in Turkish politics, arguing that the prominence of conspiracy theories in
Turkish political discourse is a side effect of democratic transition.
The structure of institutions interacts with the incentives of democratic politics to
encourage conspiracy theorizing. Unconsolidated, autonomous institutions generate
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conspiracy theories, while personalized patronage politics give them an incentive to spread.
Political culture and rational ignorance help spread conspiracism from the bottom up.
Characteristics of the security state and mass media create a fertile climate for conspiracy
theories, and the state often uses them for its own ends. Finally, globalization accelerates and
augments conspiracy theorizing. This section will examine each source in succession.
Patronage politics and the double-faced state
Gray identifies the distance between state and society as a key contributor to
conspiracism in the Arab Middle East. This includes the gap between political leadership and
society at large, between policy rhetoric and implementation, the opaqueness and autonomy
of the state, and the importance of local politics and patronage.
The political system in Turkey is far from the autocratic regimes of many of its Middle
Eastern neighbors. But neither is it the pluralist, secular, participatory democracy so often
acclaimed by its boosters abroad. Despite competitive elections, colorful politics, and the
presence of many democratic institutions, Turkey is still an electoral or delegative
democracy, in which the consolidation of democratic rules is incomplete.
However, the concept of “democratic consolidation,” which refers to the political
acceptance of democratic rules, values, and institutions, is a rather broad one.191 At its most
minimal and specific, it means only that electoral systems are in place and there are no
challenges to democratic legitimacy or threats of reversion to authoritarian rule. At its
broadest, the term is more or less meaningless. Somewhere between the two extremes is the
concept of two transitions—the first from authoritarian rule to electoral democracy, and the
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second from electoral democracy to consolidated democracy.192The second transition takes
place through political institutionalization, the process by which institutions and actors
accept and formalize democratic rules.193
On this view, democracy in Turkey is not unconsolidated, but unevenly consolidated.
Turkey has held competitive elections since 1945, but during the same period, the military
carried out two coups and made two major political interventions. Today, “coup politics”
has lost legitimacy and Turkey’s citizens express broad support for democratic government.
Most state institutions are accountable to the electorate and rule of law, and elected
governments make public policy in most major areas, from economic regulation to
education to social and welfare spending. Constitutional reforms have contributed to the
process of political institutionalization.
But some components of the state remain separate and autonomous from the
democratic process, and reserve certain policy domains from political oversight. The military,
national security bureaucracy, and parts of the judiciary and civil service act as autonomous
state institutions, and allow only limited political oversight of key issues like secularism and
internal security.194
The current Turkish constitution, written and approved in 1982 during the period of
military rule following the 1980 coup, reinforced the autonomy of the military and courts
and their powers to guide policy and intervene in politics. Recent constitutional reforms
have extended political control of these institutions, strengthening civilian oversight of the
192

O'Donnell, Guillermo, "Transitions, Continuities, and Paradoxes," in Scott Mainwaring, Guillermo
O'Donnell, and J. Samuel Valenzuela, eds., Issues in Democratic Consolidation: The New South American Democracies in
Comparative Perspective (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1992), 48-49.; Ozbudun, Ergun.
“Turkey: How Far From Consolidation?” Journal of Democracy 7, no. 3 (1996): 123-138.
193
Huntington, Samuel. Political order in changing societies. New Haven Conn.; London: Yale University Press,
2006. Page 12.
194 Özbudun, Ergun. Contemporary Turkish politics : challenges to democratic consolidation. Boulder: Lynne Rienner
Publishers, 2000. Page 10.

50

military and ending military immunity in civilian courts, regulating the broad judicial power
to ban political parties, and allowing elected governments to appoint members of the
Constitutional Court. But the rules of the constitution—and the reality of their
implementation over the past three decades—still grant the state a great degree of
autonomy.195
Metin Heper calls this careful coexistence of state autonomy and democratic
accountability the “double-faced state,” and traces its institutional roots to the strong state
tradition of the Ottoman Empire, in which there was always “a particular category of elite,
who acted in the name of the state by assuming virtually complete autonomy from other
groups in the polity, including the political elite.”196
In Turkey, this includes the military, which considers itself the guardian of Kemalist
principles, but also uninstitutionalized parts of the judiciary and bureaucracy. Simply
focusing on “political elites” in discussions of democracy muddles an important distinction:
in Turkey, there are two separate and sovereign groups, the political elite and the state elite,
and they do not always share the same interests, influence, or values.
During the one-party period between 1923 and 1945, the state and political elite were
one and the same, guided by the Kemalist ideology of secularism, modernization, and stateled economic development. Kemalist one-party politics was elite politics, imposing and
socializing an elite ideology from above.197 Since the transition to multi-party democracy,
however, politics has focused less on ideology and more on political patronage—a strategy
that often comes into conflict with the state.
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Of course, unconsolidated institutions encourage patronage politics: when elected
leaders cannot address significant and contentious policy domains because they are reserved
by unelected actors, patronage becomes an attractive way to secure votes. But other factors
drive elite conflict and political patronage: The state elite is an easy adversary for the political
elite, who can present themselves as the true representatives of the “national will” and as
“protectors of the masses against the state elite.”198 This often takes the form of populist
appeals to religious values as a strategy of differentiation, a practice frowned upon by the
secular state elite. Finally, economic inequality drives demand for special favors, and the
gradual growth of political control over the bureaucracy—along with the expansion of the
civil service—offers new opportunities to supply them.199
Turkey’s history of democratic transition is thus a history of the political elite replacing
the state elite as public policymakers, against the state’s attempts to maintain veto power
over their political counterparts. Military coups and their subsequent constitutions were
efforts “to reinstitutionalize the state,” while the rise of patronage politics and political
conflict with the state elite are consequences of uneven democratic consolidation.200
The structure of unevenly consolidated institutions interacts with the incentives of
politics to create fertile ground for conspiracism. The gap between state and society in the
reserved domains of security and secularism generates conspiracy theories in the same
manner as an authoritarian state. The incentives of politics, which encourages prudent
paranoia on the part of leaders and rational ignorance among voters, help conspiracy
theories spread. Far from being a political pathology or a threat to democracy, the popularity
of conspiracy theorizing in Turkish politics may be merely a symptom of democracy under
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the dual-headed state. Somewhat counterintuitively, more democracy may sometimes mean
more conspiracism.
As Fenster points out, paranoia has an important place in politics. In fact, “politics
encourages conspiracy of one sort or another because successful governance frequently
requires the privileges and advantages afforded by secrecy and the levers of instrumental
power.”201 In democratic and undemocratic politics alike, “multiple institutional entities
struggle over limited power and resources, strategically engage in opaque and secretive
behavior, and then strategically criticize their opponents’ relative power, opacity, and secrecy
in order to gain political and rhetorical advantage.”202 Conspiracism can be a method of
rallying support, condemning political opponents, and delegitimating their beliefs.
Paranoia also has advantages for individuals. Fear and skepticism of opponents “has
always been a characteristic of political leaders and how they interact with society, especially
as political intrigue and plotting are a standard element of the dynamics of any political
system.”203 Turkey’s system of party politics, characterized by strong party leaders in power
for long periods of time and highly personal networks of political loyalty, should encourage
some level of political paranoia204. Moreover, politicians in Turkey have good reason to
worry not just about their political rivals, but about state elites.
The front line in the struggle between state and political elites is the civil service.
Political parties who gain power are eager to give their supporters new jobs and promotions,
a tradition of bureaucratic patronage known as kadrolaşma in Turkish. But Turkish law makes
it difficult to fire civil servants, who are granted broad protection by the judiciary. The result
is that the bureaucracy “is highly politicized at both the local and national level,” and
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politicians extend their control over the bureaucracy in two major ways: duplicating existing
positions and giving real responsibility to party supporters, and encouraging unwanted
employees to resign with punitive transfers to remote cities.205
Gray argues that conspiracism can emerge when the state is seen as “deliberately
exclusionary, and at times oppressive against movements by broader social forces” that
might threaten state elites.206 In the Arab Middle East, Gray points especially to governments
led by ethnic or religious minorities, like Bahrain and Syria. Turkey’s state elite are not an
ethnic or religious minority. But they are an ideological minority. Despite the state’s attempts
to build a unified national identity, Kemalism is not a mass ideology. Where Kemalist values
have successfully penetrated the population, they have done so from the top down, as the
product of explicit projects to inculcate Kemalist ideology. In the case of Islamist and ethnic
movements, the state has indeed excluded and oppressed social movements with
considerable mass appeal.
Political culture: Interpersonal trust and the strong state
Social psychology research finds that low trust in people and institutions correlates
with conspiracist belief. In one empirical study, psychologist Ted Goertzel found that a scale
measuring belief in various conspiracy theories “was significantly correlated with a threeitem scale of trust, which asked whether respondents felt that they could trust the police,
their neighbors, or their relatives.”207
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Other psychology studies suggest that “people who are low in trust of others are likely
to believe that others are colluding against them, which may predispose them to endorse the
existence of conspiracies in general.”208
Data from the World Values Survey, a cross-country project that measures political
and cultural values, attitudes, and perceptions in 57 countries, indicates low levels of
interpersonal trust in Turkey. When asked whether “most people can be trusted” or “you
need to be very careful in dealing with people,” a question designed to measure the general
level of interpersonal trust, 95.1 percent of Turks chose to take care in the most recent
survey.209 This is the highest absolute level of distrust among all countries surveyed, and
significantly higher than the global average of 73.9%. Further, these results are similar across
social class, education level, and religious practice, and robust over time. 210 Periodic polls
conducted independently by the International Republican Institute pose the same question
and return similar results.211Of course, considering trust in Turkey compared to the global
average can obscure relevant trends among countries with similar characteristics. Data
collected by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development put Turkey’s
level of interpersonal trust in context with other relatively developed, democratic countries.
Levels of interpersonal trust in Turkey are significantly below OECD averages, and distrust
increases with educational attainment—those with university degrees or better have the
lowest levels of interpersonal trust. The same survey found higher than average interest in
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politics in Turkey than among all OECD members, increasing with educational
attainment.212
Despite low general trust, Turks express higher than average trust in family and
average levels of trust in neighbors. 95.6% of Turks “trust family completely,” and around
74% indicate trust in neighbors, a level consistent with the global average.
Though generalized trust is low, confidence in institutions is high in Turkey. In fact,
the combination of extremely low interpersonal trust with high institutional confidence
makes Turkey an outlier. World Values Survey data indicates that Turkish citizens have
higher than average confidence in most domestic institutions, especially the military, police,
and judiciary. Other surveys, including the Pew Global Attitudes project213 and International
Republican Institute polls, are consistent with high institutional confidence. Eurobarometer
surveys, conducted to measure public opinion in the European Union, consistently find that
“political institutions are comparatively more trusted in Turkey than in EU member
states.”214 However, they find lower absolute and relative trust in other institutions, especially
business and the media. Across all surveys, one other trend is clear: Turkish citizens have
little trust in external and international institutions. The United Nations, European Union,
and NATO are consistently among the least trusted institutions.
Measurements of institutional confidence and trust can be tricky indicators.
Confidence in institutions is different from trust, and surveys measure both in different
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ways. Though the Eurobarometer surveys explicitly refer to “trust in institutions,” questions
on the World Values Survey measure “confidence.” Unfortunately, it is difficult to
distinguish confidence in the policymakers in charge of a particular institution from
underlying trust in the institution itself. Empirical studies suggest that measures of
confidence are sensitive to economic conditions 215, government performance 216, and the
popularity of the party in power217. When the economy is strong and politicians are popular,
“trust” in institutions tends to increase, though it does not necessarily indicate increased
confidence in the institution itself. Institutional confidence is also related to political
structure. Recent research finds that institutional confidence and feelings of nationalism are
higher in autocracies and electoral democracies transitioning from military or one-party rule
than in new or established liberal democracies.218 Turkey’s high institutional confidence may
be related in part to the continued consolidation of democratic institutions.
On an individual level, low generalized trust and low trust in media may combine with
high trust in neighbors and family to create conditions for “conspiracy cascades,”219 which
Sunstein and Vermuele identify as one factor in the “pervasive acceptance of conspiracy
theories.”220 Conspiracy cascades are a specific form of more general “information cascades,”
in which individuals evaluate both their own beliefs and the judgments of others in their
immediate social group.221 When small groups share their beliefs with one another, the
judgments of highly trusted others are more likely to override weakly held independent
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judgments. If many trusted individuals come to the same conclusion, their belief may
cascade, convincing those with indifferent judgments to change their belief. As more trusted
group members agree on a particular belief, lower thresholds of skepticism are necessary to
override independent conclusions. If one highly trusted initial judgment is incorrect, it “can
start a process by which a number of people are led to participate in a cascade, accepting a
conspiracy theory whose factual foundations are fragile.”222 Though this is a stylized account
of a more complex process, cascades are more likely to occur in close, highly-trusted social
networks like families and neighborhoods.
Overall, trust may play a part in encouraging conspiracism. Low levels of interpersonal
trust are clear, and evidence of institutional trust is mixed—though it is worth noting that
the least trusted international and external institutions like NATO, the United Nations, and
the European Union are often at the center of elaborate conspiracy theories.223 Further,
characteristics of interpersonal and institutional trust may interact to create “conspiracy
cascades” that produce and perpetuate conspiracy theories.
Social psychology also points to “high levels of anomie,” powerlessness, and economic
insecurity 224 as correlates of belief in conspiracy, “perhaps because people who feel
marginalized are less inclined to accept prevailing societal views or the legitimacy of
orthodox or state explanations.”225 In aggregate, Turks do not express attitudes regarding
feelings of freedom of choice and control over their lives significantly different from the
sample average. In fact, mean feelings of autonomy have increased over the course of the
survey, while their variance has decreased. But the absence of anomie in political culture is
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not necessarily a reason to dismiss the potential influence of marginalization and political
and economic turbulence on conspiracism—merely an indication that anomie is not a
significant component of political culture.
Democratic transition and collapse
Gray argues that periods of conflict increase the prevalence and legitimacy of
conspiracism226, while “the failure of earlier models of political and economic
development”227 encourages conspiracist political discourse. Turkey’s history of military
intervention is linked to conflict, political collapse, and pressures from unsuccessful
experiments in economic development. The gap between perception of the strong state and
expectations for democracy, and the reality of state intervention and democratic collapse
contributes to conspiracism as an explanation for the failure of politics.
Turkey’s long term process of democratic development involves four transitions to
democracy, each caused by a breakdown in politics or the economy: one from a single-party
regime to competitive politics in 1945, and three from military governments or interventions
back to democratic politics following the 1960, 1971, and 1980 coups. Each coup “resulted
from profound crises in democratic rule” 228and created a rupture in the process of
democratic transition and economic development. In authoritarian countries, conflict and
stale ideologies may contribute to conspiracy theorizing, but in Turkey, conflict and
ideological crisis have also resulted in actual conspiracies in the form of military coups.
Turkey’s first transition to multiparty democracy was in part an attempt to preempt the
failure of the single party system and its policy of statist economic development. Though the
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CHP maintained a monopoly on politics during the one-party era, and acted as an
authoritarian party, it did not claim special justification or official recognition as the only
legitimate source of political authority. Nor was it a mass party on the totalitarian model, but
a precarious arrangement between state and political elite, “dominated by the official
bureaucratic elite at the center and local notables in the provinces.”229 As Ergun Ozbudun
puts it, the CHP had a “guilty conscience” about authoritarian rule, and intended to oversee
the transition to true democracy.230 This did not always keep the CHP from protecting its
own interests: the party abandoned two earlier attempts to transition to multiparty politics
when they threatened its political dominance.231 But its soft authoritarianism made the
transition to democracy a political precaution.
In 1946, the Demokrat Partisi (Democratic Party or DP) competed in elections against
the CHP.232 Their platform focused on economic liberalization and political democracy, and
the party won 65 seats in parliament. In the 1950 national election, considered the first fully
free election in Turkey, the party won a landslide victory.233
In contrast to the first transition to democracy, Turkey’s military coups were not
precautionary transitions, but reactions to the breakdown of social and political order. The
1960 coup was led by junior military officers who turned over power to a senior general,
while the 1971 and 1980 coups were led from the highest levels of the military.234 Ozbudun
decribes the 1971 coup as a “reequilibration of democracy,” since it did not involve “a
229
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complete break with existing institutional schemes,” like the 1960 and 1980 coups, after
which the military influenced the structure of new constitutions.235
The 1960 intervention ended Turkey’s first attempt at multiparty democracy, in which
the CHP and the DP (which won elections in 1950, 1954, and 1957) essentially constituted a
two-party system. Though the transition to multiparty politics and the DP itself were
extremely popular, the DP reacted to declining electoral support by abandoning its liberal
agenda and turning towards populist economic policy and authoritarian rule. Following the
1957 elections, the party cracked down on press freedom, banned political meetings and
demonstrations, and attempted to stifle opposition organizing and criticism236. Continued
arrogation of political power and the public unrest that followed ultimately led to the 1960
military intervention.
Ozbudun attributes DP authoritarianism in part to the legacy of one-party rule, from
which political leaders “inherited many attitudes, norms, and orientations that were more in
harmony with single-party rule,” including the notion that a democratic mandate “entitled
the government party to unrestricted use of political power.”237 Heper and Ozbudun also
point to the emergence of patronage politics, which put the new political elite in conflict
with the state bureaucracy.238
In addition to political patronage, economic policy contributed to political
destabilization. Over the course of DP rule, state economic policy transitioned from statist
development to partial market-led modernization to heavy state support for agriculture and
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import substitution.239Economic incentives and state subsidies for the party’s largely
agricultural support base were an important complement to its strategy of political
patronage. At the same time, DP policy marginalized mid-level bureaucrats and military
officers in politics, lowered their social status as state elites obstructing the new, democratic
“national will,” and undermined their salaries and economic standing through inflationary
policy and subsidies that altered their relative income.240
The 1960 coup rewrote the constitution in the interest of state elites, both expanding
civil liberties and social rights, and restricting democracy by establishing new checks against
political power and strengthening the judiciary and bureaucracy.241 The state rejected the
DP’s policy of economic development through agricultural mechanization and turned
instead to state-led import substitution industrialization, or ISI, a policy based on reducing
foreign imports and encouraging domestic industry.242
The new political structure resulted in factionalized, extremist parties, accompanied by
radical student and worker movements.243 ISI policy was successful for a time, but led to
foreign exchange crises and continued economic instability throughout the 1970s.244
Meanwhile, political leaders focused on their own interests, doling out jobs and favors as
always. In 1971, the military intervened to demand a technocratic government and
constitutional revisions “not only to strengthen executive authority but also to limit certain
civil liberties seen as responsible for the emergence of political extremism and violence.”245
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But this “reequilibriation” did not end political violence or stop the prolonged failure
of ISI economic policy. Instead “the pattern that had led to the 1971 military intervention
was repeated, only on a much larger and more alarming scale.”246 Parties in power
overlooked the violent acts of extremist groups on their side of the ideological spectrum, and
politics grew increasingly polarized. Economic policy had created huge, ineffective stateowned enterprises and encouraged cycles of chronic trade deficits, balance of payments
crises, and rampant inflation. In 1980, the military ended this political and economic regime,
replacing the elected government with an unelected National Security Council.247
Economic policy after 1980 broke with the ISI model. Instead, it focused on rapid
trade and financial liberalization, privatization of the state-owned sector, and export-led
growth. This, too, led to economic collapses and failures that may have contributed to
conspiracism, a subject covered later in the section on globalization.
Conflict and collapse resulting from failed ideologies and economic policies is an
important determinant of conspiracism in politics. It is also a critical part of coup politics in
Turkey and the process of democratic transition. Stagnant states and failed political and
developmental ideologies encourage conspiracy theorizing in countries with more
authoritarian governments. In Turkey, ideological failure and democratic collapse have
contributed to conspiracism in the same way, but also given rise to actual conspiracies in the
form of military intervention. These cycles of democratic transition followed by abrupt
returns to authoritarianism have
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Rational ignorance
If the structure of the double-faced state and processes of democratic transition and
collapse contribute to conspiracism from the top down, rational political ignorance on the
part of voters encourages conspiracism from the bottom up. Despite the advantages of
democratic institutions, voters in modern democracies have little incentive to be well
informed about political events, or to acquire accurate information about politics—an
environment that can breed conspiracy explanations. This is one way in which democratic
institutions may contribute to conspiracism.
According to the theory of rational ignorance, since individual voters have only a
vanishingly small chance of affecting the outcome of an election, they have no incentive to
acquire political knowledge, at least for the purpose of casting a better-informed vote.248 This
does not mean that voters do not acquire any political knowledge, but merely that they have
little incentive to do so. Voters may seek political knowledge for purposes other than voting,
like professional interest or simply because they find politics interesting and entertaining. A
comparison with conspiracism as entertainment is apt: many follow conspiracy theories
because they are useful or interesting, with little incentive to test their beliefs. Rational
ignorance is also not necessarily detrimental to democratic processes, unless voters are
systematically biased in some way. If political ignorance is evenly and randomly distributed,
biased votes will cancel out, leaving the well-informed to determine election outcomes.
Rational political ignorance helps explain the prevalence of conspiracist explanations
of political events, and the relative rarity of conspiracist explanations for personal ones,
which offers some evidence against the pathological perspective. Voters ignorant about
politics and economics are more likely to find simple conspiracist explanations plausible. The
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more “distant” the subject of the conspiracy, and the higher the cost of conclusively
disproving it, the weaker the incentive to hold a well-informed belief—one potential
explanation for the prevalence of conspiracy theories involving foreign powers and complex
events.
Because political ignorance is rational and widespread and there are weak incentives to
acquire information, political conspiracism is no less plausible than other explanations of
political events. In contrast, those who believe conspiracies are targeting them personally
have strong incentives to acquire information, and false belief in conspiracies is more likely
to be described as paranoia or mental illness.249 That belief in political conspiracism is
widespread while belief in personal conspiracy explanations is relatively rare implies that
rational ignorance may play a role.
Under conditions of rational ignorance, voters often use “information shortcuts” to
guide political decisions, like following a particular opinion leader or party ideology.250
Conspiracy explanations provide one such information shortcut, offering voters one allencompassing narrative for political events. Information shortcuts can also be used as
political signals, to express affiliation with one or another political group.
In Turkey’s unevenly consolidated democratic system, electoral politics focuses less on
policy, and more on individual personalities and their informal, unspoken webs of favors and
patronage. The bureaucracy is politicized, with incentives to hide their actual affiliation. The
state keeps domains like security and secularism to itself, making opaque policy without
political input from society, excluding popular social movements it sees as threats, and often
acting to protect its own interests against political control. On top of it all, voters are
249
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increasingly polarized. Conspiracy thinking is a political mindset. But under these conditions,
it is far from an irrational or pathological one.
The security state and the open society
As Sunstein argues, the popularity of conspiracy theories is related in part to the
“background state” of information generating institutions. If institutions “are embedded in
an open society with a well-functioning marketplace of ideas and free flow of information,”
conspiracy theories are more likely to be unjustified and less likely to take hold.251
Turkey’s background state is typical for a country in democratic transition. In ratings
by Freedom House, Turkey receives low scores on accountable government, media
independence, civil liberties, and rule of law. 252 In the political world, laws on disclosure of
political contributions are particularly vague. Measurements of press freedom show
improvement over the last few years, but still count the Turkish press as only “partly free.”253
Reported perceptions of corruption are relatively low—in line or slightly higher than
those in the European Union and North America. General perceptions of corruption have
decreased slightly over the past decade, from a score of 3.2 in 2002254to 4.4 in 2010255, where
higher scores represent lower levels of perceived corruption. But bribery remains a reality of
daily life: one in three Turks reported paying a bribe as part of a routine interaction with a
government agency like the police, tax office, or education authorities.
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Among institutions, the national security apparatus is particularly opaque. Turkey has
always had a strong state, but participation in the NATO alliance enhanced an already
secretive national security bureaucracy. The rules of the NATO alliance “put an
extraordinary emphasis on control of information,” requiring members to establish
centralized national security institutions to ensure that NATO policy stays classified and
personnel are properly screened.256
In fact, NATO policy is so strict that the existence of a classification policy was itself
classified. The fact that NATO adopted a security of information policy “was not
acknowledged in the final communique of the January 1950 meeting of the Council,” and
even when the document was eventually declassified, “NATO refused for decades to make it
publicly available.257 Participation in NATO made Turkey’s national security state even more
secretive.
The military and national security bureaucracy consider internal and external security a
reserved domain. Unlike the requirement in other developed democracies that intelligence
gathering and covert operations be carried out under civilian jurisdiction, monitoring internal
terrorism is considered “a ‘natural’ function of the TSK,” and the military maintains
“expanded intelligence networks, political espionage, and counterintelligence activities of its
own.”258
The primacy of the national security state is written into the Turkish constitution,
which gives broad power to the Milli Güvenlik Kurulu (National Security Council), an advisory
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body that “has assumed an executive function” in practice.259 This institutional autonomy
and the broader background state both help generate conspiracist explanations.
Mass media
The institutions and incentives of the state are not the only structural contribution to
conspiracism in Turkish politics. Mass media is important in reporting, disseminating, and
popularizing conspiracy theories. Characteristics of mass media in Turkey, especially low
institutional trust, high press-party parallelism, intense competition, and concentrated
ownership all contribute to the popularity of conspiracy theories and their role in politics.
Istanbul is the center of Turkish media. The city is Turkey’s “intellectual, media, and
print capital, hosting the country's major national dailies and periodicals.”260 Besides being
geographically centralized, media is further concentrated inside the city: large media
conglomerates have started to gather multiple newspapers and media outlets together in the
same offices, “thus enabling them to publish several national dailies with slight variations in
political slant” using common resources.261
Competition in the newspaper market is intense. Over 40 daily newspapers with
national reach and 30 regional publications compete for their share of nearly 5 million daily
newspaper readers.262 As Guida notes, “conspiracy theories do sell copy.”263 One response to
intense market competition is political alignment and differentiation. By filling specific
ideological niches, newspapers can lock in a larger segment of committed readers than
serving the political spectrum as a whole.
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One measure of political alignment in the media is press-party parallelism, which
represents the degree to which a newspaper is aligned with a political party, as demonstrated
by a newspaper’s content, the political affiliations of its journalists, and the characteristics of
its readership.264 One study, based on the content of Turkish newspapers since 1908, found
that political parallelism in the Turkish press is at moderate levels, though deviations from
this moderate average tend towards higher, rather than lower levels of parallelism.265
A separate study based on newspaper readership concluded that while established,
high-circulation papers have broad reader bases, “younger and ideologically more
conservative newspapers appear to reflect a lower degree of internal pluralism.”266 Between
2002 and 2007, every major political party constituency “gained a new approximately equal
size newspaper” read by its political supporters.267 At the same time that media competition
is increasing, readership is increasingly polarized and separated by ideology.
Meanwhile, media ownership is increasingly concentrated. Before the late 1980s, the
Turkish state exerted significant control over the media. Rapid privatization in the late 1980s
and early 1990s resulted in a proliferation of new media outlets, followed by concentration
of ownership in the hands of a few large conglomerates.)268 Today, as one guide to Turkish
newspapers puts it, “big business controls media.”269 In part as a consequence of
privatization, “the press is vulnerable to political pressures” due to a high degree of
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clientelism between media outlets and state and political actors.270 In this environment,
“politicians can pressure media owners by selectively enforcing broadcasting, tax and other
laws.”271 Over the last several years, this is exactly what the AKP government has done in a
feud with the Dogan Media Group, Turkey’s largest media conglomerate, which was charged
a $3.7 billion fine for alleged tax fraud.272
In addition to using conspiracy theories to sell papers, the media can use conspiracy
theories to attack competitors. The experience of Taraf, a small daily founded in 2007 and
dedicated to investigative journalism, is one recent example. Taraf’s aggressive antimlitary
stance, independence from corporatist connections, and willingness to cover taboo subjects
have shaken up the Turkish media market, but also led to allegations that the paper is funded
by the CIA, George Soros, the Gülen community, or some combination of the three. 273
Taraf itself is not above a good conspiracy theory: its reporting has played an important part
in the ongoing Ergenekon investigation. But as a paper that does not fit the paradigm of the
politicized Turkish media, it has become the subject of some of the conspiracies its reporters
seek to investigate. As with politics, conspiracy theories in the media deflect attention and
signal affiliation.
Conspiracism and the state: İskenderun and Ergenekon
When political culture, rational ignorance, and opaque institutions make belief in
conspiracy theories viable among voters, conspiracism becomes an effective political tool. In
270

Somer, Murat. “Media Values and Democratization: What Unites and What Divides Religious-Conservative
and Pro-Secular Elites?” Turkish Studies 11, no. 4 (2010): 555-577. P. 560
271
Carkoğlu and Yavuz, “Press-party Parallelism in Turkey,” 619
272
“Press freedom in Turkey: Donʼt cross Erdogan.” The Economist, September 30, 2010.
http://www.economist.com/node/17155758?story_id=17155758.
273
Eğin, Oray. “Büyük planın perde arkası.” Akşam, February 3, 2009.
http://aksam.medyator.com/2009/02/03/yazar/5683/aksam/yazi.html.; “Tarafʼı kim destekliyor? Çongar
anlattı”. Sentez Haber, n.d. http://www.porttakal.com/haberler/gundem/taraf-i-kim-destekliyor-congaranlatti-49838.html. ; “Tarafʼın finansörü Fethullah!” Gerçek Gündem, September 5, 2008.
http://bmajans.blogspot.com/2008/09/tarafin-finansr-fethullah.html.

70

some cases, state and political elites may perceive an actual conspiracy at work against them
or against society. More often, conspiracy theories serve as a diversion to deflect attention
and shift blame to other actors.274 Two examples from Turkey illustrate the state as
conspiracist sponsor and the use of conspiracism as a political tactic: the government’s
response to a PKK attack on a Turkish naval base in Iskenderun in 2010, and the ongoing
Ergenekon investigation.
Iskenderun: Cynical conspiracism
On May 31 2010, a PKK rocket attack killed seven Turkish soldiers on a naval base in
İskenderun, a port city in the south of Turkey. The sophisticated attack was one incident in
an increasing trend of PKK violence that followed the collapse of a ceasefire established
earlier that year.
On any other day, the PKK attack would have been the top headline. But in a separate
incident a few hours later, Israeli commandos raided the Mavi Marmara, a Turkish aid ship
bound for the Gaza strip in an attempt to break an Israeli naval blockade. The raid left nine
Turkish activists dead, and damaged already strained relations between Turkey and Israel.
It was not long before politicians were drawing connections between the two
incidents. Hüseyin Çelik, deputy chairman of the governing AKP, told the press “we do not
think that it is a coincidence that these two attacks took place at the same time.”275Kemal
Kılıçdaroğlu, leader of the opposition CHP, followed suit, calling the timing of the two
events “very intriguing.”276
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The strategy worked. A public opinion poll conducted on June 3 asked “what was the
true aim of Israel’s raid on the aid ships?” 45.2 percent of respondents said the objective was
“to disrupt and erode [Prime Minister] Tayyip Erdoğan in domestic and foreign opinion.”
Just 33.3 percent chose “to prevent the breaking of the Gaza embargo.”277
Turkish politicians and the AKP already knew that blaming Israel was politically
popular. When Erdoğan castigated Israeli President Shimon Peres onstage at the 2009 World
Economic Forum for Israel’s treatment of Palestinians in Gaza, many observers criticized
his comments as an irresponsible outburst that threatened to endanger a longstanding
strategic relationship. But Erdoğan’s approval ratings among Turkish voters shot up twenty
points, to 74% within a few days.278
Prior to the Mavi Marmara incident and the PKK attacks, support for the AKP was
slipping. The party’s “Democratic opening,” a package of policies intended to stop PKK
violence by offering broader political rights and civil liberties to ethnic Kurds in Turkey’s
southeast, had not been a political success and failed to prevent continued PKK
attacks.279The raid offered an opportunity to deflect attention from shortcomings in AKP
policy to an unpopular external actor—and Erdoğan took full advantage of it.
On June 11, Erdoğan implicated the media in a conspiracy against Turkey and the
AKP. Though Turkey was trying “to increase the level of cooperation,” he said, “an
insidious hand gets involved in the matter right away. So far, they have managed to design

277

Sencar, Özer, and Sıtkı Yıldız. Türkiye Gündem Araştırması: İsrail Saldırısı. Ankara: MetroPoll Stratejik ve
Sosyal Araştırmalar Merkezi A.Ş., June 2010. http://www.metropoll.com.tr/report/israil-saldirisi-haziran-2010.
278
Sencar, Özer, and Sıtkı Yıldız. Türkiyeʼde Siyasal Durum Araştırması III: “Davos Zirvesi.” Op. Ankara, Turkey:
MetroPoll Stratejik ve Sosyal Araştırmalar Merkezi A.Ş., 2009. http://www.metropoll.com.tr/report/turkiyedesiyasal-durum-arastirmasi-iii-davos-krizi-ocak-2009.
279
“Turkey and the PKK: A never-ending fight.” The Economist, May 20, 2010.
http://www.economist.com/node/16167846?story_id=E1_TGTGSRQG.

72

world politics, foreign policy, with this black propaganda, with these aggressive headlines.”280
He then suggested that Turkish papers were tools of Israel: “get a hold of those papers
published in Israel and put them on the table, and then put those certain well-known papers
in Turkey next to those, and believe me, you will see no difference between the two,” he
said. “This is because these are subcontractors.” 281
The term “subcontractor” (taşeron) would soon take on a life of its own. Following
another PKK attack on June 20, Erdoğan hinted at a PKK-Israel connection: “We know
whose subcontractor the PKK is,” he said in a public address in the eastern city of Van.282 In
the following weeks, party leaders and politicians continued to blame “subcontractors,” and
the term continues to be used to connect domestic events with external actors.283
There is no evidence that Israel has ever directly supported the PKK. On the contrary,
Turkey’s political leaders know well that most of the arms and military technology used in
Turkey’s counterinsurgency campaign against the PKK were procured from Israeli
subcontractors. But the political advantages of “cynical conspiracism” can be difficult to
resist.
Ergenekon: Naïve conspiracism
In July 2008, public prosecutors in Istanbul issued a 2,455 page indictment charging 86
suspects with membership in a terrorist organization called “Ergenekon,” an alleged Deep
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State network named after a fabled valley in Turkish nationalist mythology. Since 2008, three
more indictments and several associated investigations have accused over 600 suspects in an
ever wider network of coup plotters and conspirators charged with a plot to overthrow the
Turkish government. The detainees are now housed in a maximum-security prison outside
Istanbul, and the trial has grown so large that court hearings are now held in the prison’s
basketball gym.
The Ergenekon trial has been popular among supporters of the current government
and those skeptical of state elites and the security services. But it is a different sort of
political tool than comments from politicians about subcontractors: a conspiracy theory that
the state believes in. Although the Ergenekon trial may have started as an earnest attempt to
investigate the Deep State, over the last four years it has become a case of state conspiracism
run amok.
In his analysis of the trial’s sprawling indictment, Gareth Jenkins concluded that the
documents “produced no evidence that the Ergenekon organization it described even
existed, much less that the accused were all members and engaged in a coordinated terrorist
campaign”284. Instead, the Ergenekon trial is a case of conspiracist reasoning in the hands of
the state: an attempt to prove the unfalsifiable that treats the organic linkages of the Deep
State as a synoptically planned conspiracy. As a result, it has grown ever larger and more
complicated.
Despite the lack of evidence, the Ergenekon indictment makes plenty of accusations—
some which read like the plot of a pulp spy thriller. Among many more plausible charges, the
case maintains that Ergenekon’s organizational structure is modeled on the “Masonic
Bilderberg organization,” accuses the group of collaborating with U.S. Vice President Dick
284
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Cheney to overthrow the AKP government, and claims that the organization planned to
manufacture and sell chemical and biological weapons and use the profits “to finance and
control every terrorist organization not just in Turkey but in the entire world.”285
Instead of employing the careful deductive reasoning typical of legal cases, the
first Ergenekon indictment “appeared to project onto a collection of disparate events and
individuals – not all of whom are necessarily innocent of any wrongdoing – a conspiracy
theorist’s template of a ubiquitous, and almost omnipotent, centrally- controlled
organization” carrying out a haphazard assortment of crimes and violent acts.286 To an
outside observer, the accusations defy logic and the indictment’s bizarre connections
between disparate actors and events seems stretched. But to a conspiracy theorist, they make
perfect sense.
Events since 2008 support the argument that the Ergenekon trials are a case of
state conspiracism run rampant. The allegations against the network now accuse it of secretly
controlling an unlikely web of leftist militants, Kurdish separatists, and Islamist terrorists,
responsible “for virtually every act of politically-motivated violence and terrorism in modern
Turkish history.”287 However, public prosecutors—and the public itself—continue to believe
in the existence of a centrally-controlled Ergenekon plot.
Recently, this “naïve conspiracism” has taken a cynical turn. The widening circle
of defendants now includes a number of journalists who covered alleged Ergenekon
linkages, and whose reporting was a key component of the earlier indictments.288And as the
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trial has dragged on, more and more opponents of the current government have found
themselves accused.289
Exaggerating Ergenekon does not mean that the Deep State links the case seeks
to expose are not real. On the contrary, the evidence suggests that some detainees were
involved in criminal activity, if not as part of a vast and centrally managed conspiracy. But
many more “appear to be guilty of nothing more than holding strong secularist and
ultranationalist views.”290 Unfortunately, allowing the Ergenekon case to spiral into a
conspiracy theory damages the opportunity for Turkish state and society to come to terms
with the Deep State.

Globalization
Trade, technology, and global power coalesced into a conspiracy during an
October 2010 speech by Dr. Yusuf Ziya Özcan, head of Turkey’s Higher Education Board.
In an address outlining his plan to expand research in Turkish universities, Özcan turned to
imports. “Because we don’t have enough seeds of our own, the seeds of the tomatoes and
wheat grown in our country mostly come from abroad,” he said.291 “They come from the US
and Israel.” Then came the conspiracy:
“What the consequences will be is unclear—you’re buying these tomato seeds. There
is something called ‘genetic programming.’ They can implant a genetic mechanism
inside and without noticing, we eat it. We can be infected with diseases we don’t
know anything about. Meanwhile, you can destroy a whole nation.”
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Özcan’s facts were wrong. Turkey actually imports less than 6 percent of its
seeds from abroad.292 But the content of his conspiracy theory was a response to the
anxieties of a connected world. Globalization creates conspiracy theories related to the
global economy and the international system, and disseminates them through information
and communication technology.
Trade
Globalization has not always been kind to Turkey. Under the eye of the NSC
military government and the later leadership of prime minister Türgüt Özal, the state
liberalized the economy and opened up to global trade during the 1980s. First came
privatization of state owned enterprises and deregulation of domestic markets. Next, the
state opened Turkish markets to international trade, subjected the Turkish lira to a managed
float on international currency markets, and lifted regulations and capital controls on
domestic financial markets.293 Along the way, the state received significant support in the
form of loans and technical aid from the international development community, who saw
Turkey’s reforms as a model effort at economic liberalization. As the last push in the
liberalization process, the capital account was fully liberalized in 1989: the Turkish lira traded
openly on international markets, and domestic financial markets were open to foreign
capital.
Though Turkey was hailed as a model for liberalization, its experience was
hardly a success. A domestic financial crisis occurred in 1982, when a number of fraudulent
banks financed by Ponzi schemes collapsed and took much of the banking system with
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them.294 Capital account liberalization led to speculative currency and capital investments,
which contributed to banking and currency crises in 1994, 1998-1999, and 2001. Each
economic collapse was accompanied by rescue loans and policy prescriptions from the
International Monetary Fund, which offered $20.4 billion in financial assistance between
1998 and 2003.295Turkey’s economic policy was subject to external oversight until 2008,
when the government concluded its last standby agreement with the IMF.
Turkey’s long decade of economic turmoil and IMF intervention have
contributed to conspiracism. When externally imposed economic policies fail, as Turkey’s
first few structural adjustment packages did, the public blames both the external power that
imposed the policy and the political leadership that appear to be acting in the interests of
outsiders and against society at large. As Gray argues, “it is only a further step—perhaps by
assuming a deliberate attempt to harm the country or people, or presupposing that a secret
and nasty agenda underlies the policy—for genuine concerns about reform to develop into a
conspiracy theory.”296 It does not help that IMF policy is complicated and opaque, or that
lending agreements with the IMF echo 19th and 20th century loan and debt service deals
with European powers.
The Turkish economy is on track once more, but the legacy of IMF intervention
remains. More broadly, those marginalized or harmed by a globalized economy—or those
who merely perceive themselves as disadvantaged or exploited by international trade—may
seek the personalized explanations of conspiracy theorizing to explain the impersonal forces
of the global economy.
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Technology
Global communication technologies augment and encourage conspiracism in
several ways. The online world enables new, rapid, and widespread methods for
disseminating conspiracy theories. It fragments the power of traditional media and reduces
the strength of state-sponsored narratives and mainstream media. Governments have little
control over online communication and content, “which undermines hierarchical power.”297
The Internet also enables conspiracism on the part of “non-state or meta-state actors that
either crosses state boundaries or operates outside or beyond them,”298 like transnational
Islamist movements and pan-Turkish political groups.
Internet penetration is relatively high in Turkey, and access to the web is rapidly
expanding. Turkey is already the 12th largest Internet market in the world, and the 6th
largest in Europe. And beyond mere access to the Internet, Turks are engaged in the social
web: Turkey is the third largest country on Facebook, after the United States and Britain,
and Turkish internet users spend more time online than any other country after the U.S. and
Canada.299
The same networks of trust and social incentives that create information
cascades and biased evaluations in the offline world are magnified on the Web. And though
the Internet enables rapid fact checking, it also decentralizes information and undermines
authority: on the Internet, there is much more information available to spin into fact-hungry
conspiracy theories, and much less certainty about its validity.
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Global power
A good conspiracy theory requires belief in an all-powerful conspirator. As such,
conspiracy theories often express concerns about the global balance of power. In today’s
unipolar international system, the concerns are usually focused on the United States.
Sometimes, conspiracy theories intersect with US foreign policy. Following a
2004 tsunami in the Indian Ocean, the US embassy in Ankara issued a public statement300to
rebut claims that the natural disaster was the result of an underground nuclear test.301 Others
merely make reference to American power: when the Wikileaks website published thousands
of US diplomatic cables in November 2010, Turkish politicians looked for a conspiracy,
arguing that a country as powerful as the US would never let its secrets spill. 302
The phenomenon of anti-Americanism in Turkey is closely related to
conspiracism. Türkmen describes anti-Americanism in Turkey as a “default ideology of
opposition” in a global system dominated by the United States.303 Gray cites
“disenchantment with US dominance and the unipolarity of contemporary international
affairs” as a common theme of conspiracy theories.
The actions of the United States have occasionally provoked anti-Americanism
among the Turkish public. When US president Lyndon Johnson failed to intervene in the
1964 Cyprus crisis and instead sent a stern letter of reprimand to the Turkish government,
anti-American sentiment flared.304 Throughout the Cold War, the radical left opposed
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“American imperialism” in the form of NATO, military cooperation and personnel stationed
in Turkey, and the economic influence of the US. Until recently, however, popular
dissatisfaction with the US rarely spread to state elites, who prioritized good relations with
the US as a security guarantee and connection with the “West.”305 But the current climate of
opposition to the US is far deeper.
In the 2007 Pew Global Attitudes survey, the United States received a lower
favorability rating in Turkey than any of the 47 other countries included in the poll.306 Just 9
percent of Turkish respondents had a positive view of the United States, the lowest rating in
a continued slide from 52% approval in 2000. Turkish respondents also had the most
negative views of Americans themselves and “Westerners generally.” In another survey that
year, 64% of respondents named the United States as the “greatest threat” to Turkey.307
America’s image has been slightly rehabilitated since 2007: in the 2010 survey, 17% of Turks
expressed a favorable view of the US.308 In a similar survey conducted by the BBC in 2011,
35% of respondents indicated a positive view of the US. 309
The proximate cause of this sudden drop in popularity is clear: the 2003 US
invasion of Iraq, and the bungled relations with Turkey that followed, including the arrest of
Turkish special forces officers in northern Iraq, US support for the Kurdish regional
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government in Iraq, and perceived lack of action against the PKK310. But opposition to
specific actions is compounded by fears about American unilateralism and concern about
foreign powers in general, “and may have turned into endemic bias and distrust” rather than
opposition to bad policy.311
Anti-Americanism is a theme among radical nationalist and Islamist parties. The
nationalist Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi (Nationalist Action Party) and Islamist Saadet Partisi
(Felicity Party), both make frequent use of anti-American rhetoric and position themselves
against US dominance. In the latest round of national elections, MHP won just over 14% of
the national vote—the third most popular in Turkey, while Saadet earned just over 2%.312
In the same way that conspiracy theorizing can be a side effect of
democratization, Grigoriadis argues that “anti-Americanism has become more pronounced
as a result of Turkey’s democratization process.”313 As state elites lose influence to
democratic processes, the US may lose its privileged relationship with the military and
bureaucracy. Promoting democracy may sometimes mean accepting political backlash against
the US.
Underneath the immediate response to US policy, a baseline level of “nostalgia
for the pre-1990 bipolar world” and more general concerns about territorial unity contribute
to anti-Americanism.314
In a survey by the German Marshall Fund, just 2 percent supported the US as a
superpower, and 40 percent “spontaneously said that no country should be a superpower.”315
310
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Meanwhile, just 16 percent supported US leadership in global affairs, and in a similar Pew
survey most agreed that US policymakers do not take Turkey’s interests into account.316
Anti-Americanism and conspiracism are likely simultaneously determined:
conspiracy theories encourage anti-Americanism and anti-Americanism feeds conspiracy
theories. The theories that emerged following the Iraq war, from newspaper reports that US
bombing caused earthquakes317 to speculation that the US tried to keep Turkey out of Iraq to
prevent access to oil deposits318 to claims that American soldiers harvested organs from Iraqi
civilians for sale on international markets319, contributed to anti-American opinion while
being shaped by existing biases. Underlying them all are deep anxieties about global power
and the structure of the modern international system.

Conclusion
Although the “conspiracy theories of society” that dominate contemporary
Turkish politics may look like paranoid pathologies to an outside observer, they are products
of history, interpretation, and politics. The fear of the state elite that Islamist politicians are a
secret threat to Turkish secularism are based in the history of religious networks and their
role in politics, augmented and interpreted by categories of national identity that are
ambivalent regarding the role of religion in public life, and propagated through politics,
where political and state elites use them to legitimate their own authority and attack
315
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opponents, and where rationally ignorant voters use them to signal political affiliation and
group belonging. The story of antidemocratic Ergenekon plot supported by the ruling AKP
is rooted in truths about Turkey’s clandestine security networks, mediated by the mythic role
of the deep state in popular culture, and used in politics as a means to consolidate power and
oppose state elites. Both stories are reinforced by the politics of mass media, the background
state of institutions, and the accelerating forces of globalization.
Neither story is the result of a flawed form of thinking or political disease unique to
Turkey. History, identity, and political culture shape conspiracy theories in Turkey, but no
more than in other political systems. Far from being signs of political sickness, they may be
indicators of health: byproducts of Turkey’s process of democratic transition. Conspiracy
theorizing may seem crazy, but it is a rational response to institutions and political incentives
on the part of political actors and voters alike.
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