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T

he Internet, especially social media, has
gradually become a defining force in
modern-day politics in Turkey. Beginning to
realize the oppositional power of the Internet
a decade ago, the political establishment, the
AKP (Justice and Development Party) government – to be precise – has enacted the Internet
Law No. 56511 in May 2007. This controversial law left a damaging mark in the Turkish
blogosphere. However, in terms of the country’s Internet censorship history, websites
were taken down or blocked as early as in
2000 in Turkey and, between 2000 and 2007,
several blocking orders were issued by courts
and enforced by the then dial-up Internet Service Providers (ISPs).2
An Interesting Phenomenon in the Turkish
Blogosphere
Before discussing the analysis of the Internet
Law and the Internet censorship in detail, let
us first look at the general overview of the Internet scene in the country. The number of Internet users exceeds 35 million. Social media
are widely popular, with 31 million Facebook
and six million Twitter users as of December
2011.3 While social media is extensively used
among young people, political news blogging
is neither developed nor influential in Turkey,
partly because of the wide variety of opinion
1
Law No. 5651: Regulation of Publications
on the Internet and Suppression of Crimes
Committed by means of Such Publication.
2
Report of the OSCE Representative on
Freedom of the Media on Turkey and Internet
Censorship, by Yaman Akdeniz, available at http://
www.osce.org/fom/41091 (accessed 11 April 2012).
3
Internet World Stats, Turkey Internet
Usage and Telecommunications Report, available
at: http://www.internetworldstats.com/eu/tr.htm
(accessed 11 April 2012).
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available via newspaper and magazine websites, and partly because of the unusual role
played by interactive hypertext dictionary sites
such as Ekşi Sözlük (Sour Dictionary, eksisozluk.com) (fig. 1,2). This unique phenomenon is
a platform where explanations and definitions
of almost any concept, person or act can be
posted and shared anonymously. Ekşi Sözlük
and many other similar forums such as Santral
Sözlük (www.santralsozluk.com), İnci Sözlük
(inci.sozlukspot.com), Uludağ Sözlük (www.
uludagsozluk.com), and ITU Sözlük (www.
itusozluk.com) have become a major arena for
covering delicate social and political issues,
such as conscientious objection, homosexuality, and ethnicity, including the Kurdish issue
and the internationally recognized Armenian
genocide. Since the contributors’ anonymity
frequently causes libel suits, the administrations of all hypertext dictionaries keep legal
experts on staff. Ekşi Sözlük draws approximately 3 million visitors per month, and hosts
roughly 40 thousand writers contributing to
its content on a voluntary basis.

Fig. 1: Ekşi Sözlük (Sour Dictionary)
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Fig. 2: Ekşi Sözlük (Sour Dictionary)

The Turkish blogosphere is extremely vibrant
and diverse while average Internet use in Turkey exceeds one hour per day. The information
society branch of the Ministry of Development
reported that 73 percent of users logged on to
check e-mail; 64 percent visited chat rooms,
online forums and interactive news sites; 59
percent read news; 56 percent searched for
information about goods and services; and 51
percent downloaded games, music and films.4
Unfortunately, however, Turkish political
leaders often underestimate the power of
young Internet users with high digital literacy and their skills in getting organized in the
cyberspace. In 2008, the government blocked
YouTube after a court in Ankara ruled that
4
Ministry of Development, “Bilgi Toplumu
Raporu” (Information Society Report), 2011, at
http://www.dpt.gov.tr/DocObjects/View/12808/
Bilgi_Toplumu_Istatistikleri_2011.pdf
(accessed
April 12, 2012).
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various videos posted on the site were “insulting and humiliating to the legacy of Turkey’s
founding father, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk”.
Additionally, the Ministry of Finance sought
taxes amounting to €15.1 million, and YouTube refused to pay. Between May 2008 and
November 2010, YouTube was inaccessible in
Turkey. According to the Ministry of Transport and Communications, the ban was lifted
when the offending videos were removed
from the site. YouTube claimed that it had
nothing to do with the removal of the offending videos. As a result of the YouTube ban,
three separate applications were made to the
European Court of Human Rights from Turkey alleging an infringement of Article 10 of
the European Convention on Human Rights.5
5
Mapping Digital Media, Turkey Report
by Asli Tunç and Vehbi Görgülü, March 18, 2012.

15

Asli Tunç
Turkish Internet Users: Unite!

ISPs are compelled to offer the filtering service
to their customers, and the filtering database
The first signs of protests came just after the
and profiles are controlled and maintained by
YouTube ban with the aid of influential activthe government.
ism sites such as the Internet Without CensorThe government introduced the “Child and
ship Movement (Sansursuz İnternet, sansursuFamily Profiles Criteria Working Committee”
zinternet.org.tr), the Cyber Rights Movement
to address concerns regarding the establish(cyber-rights.org.tr), and the Censor the Cenment of filtering criteria. However, Internet
sorship Movement (sansuresansur.org).
users should have the freedom to make an inMore recent public outrage related to the Independent decision about using content filters
ternet censorship was followed by the Inforor families should have the liberty to purchase
mation Technologies and Communication
and download optional filtering software to
Authority’s (BTK) decision on February 22,
protect their children instead of accepting
2011. Acthe moral valcording to
ues imposed by
this initial
state authorities.
proposal,
According
to
I n t e r the AKP governnet users
ment, the filterw o u l d
ing system would
have
to
protect the Turkchoose beish youth from
tween one
“objectionable
of
four
content” includInternet
ing the separatist
filtering
propaganda of
options:
terrorist groups,
f a m i l y , Fig. 3: Scenes from the protests against Internet censorship
such as the PKK,
children,
on the Internet.
domestic,
In a further ator standard. Although this regulation was
tempt to control the Internet, the Telecomdue to go into effect on August 22, 2011, it
munications Communication Presidency
was modified upon the recommendations of
(TIB) announced a plan to ban 138 English
the Internet Council, a branch of the Transand Turkish words from Internet domain
portation and Communications Ministry, and
names including ‘beat’, ‘escort’, ‘homemade’,
postponed to November 22. After the revised
‘hot’, ‘nubile’, ‘free’ and ‘teen’. Some English
system, the number of filters has been reduced
words would also be banned because of their
to two – “family” and “children”.6 However,
meanings in Turkish: ‘pic’, short for picture, is
banned because it means ‘bastard’ in Turkish.
6
“Turkey Backtracks on Controversial
The past tense of the verb ‘get’ is also banned
Internet Filtering Plans,” Today’s Zaman, August 5,
2011,
http://www.todayszaman.com/news-252787-
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turkey-backtracks-on-controversial-internetfiltering-plans.html
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Fig. 4: Scenes from the protests against Internet censorship

because ‘got’ means ‘butt’ in Turkish. Haydar, a very common Alevi name for men, is
also banned because it is the slang word for
‘penis’. ‘Gay’ and its Turkish pronunciation
‘gey’; ‘çıplak’ (naked); ‘itiraf’ (confession);
‘liseli’ (high school student); ‘nefes’ (breath);
and ‘yasak’ (forbidden) are some of the other
banned words. Also, the restriction was allegedly designed to protect children from harmful content on the Internet. 7
The online censorship once again caused an
uproar and triggered protests around the
country. The campaigns against Internet censorship launched in 2010 achieved various
7
Tunç, Asli. “Turkey’s Bumpy Road to
Democracy: The Current Issues, Challenges Ahead
in Freedom of Expression,” EuroDialogue, Journal of
International Relations, Economic and Social Studies,
V.1, 2012, pp. 15-32.
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degrees of success, such as the one initiated
by yeter.neonebu.com (“Stop Internet Censorship in Turkey!”) or the one entitled “İnternet
Sansür değil, Hız İster” (“The Internet needs

Fig. 5: Logo of “Don’t Touch My Internet” movement

speed, not censorship”). These campaigns,
among others, were well covered online. Online protests have been backed by several real-
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life demonstrations. In July 2010, for the first
time, over 2,000 people paraded down Istanbul’s İstiklal Avenue, answering a call by sites
campaigning for freedom of expression on
the Internet (fig. 4). They called for the end of
online censorship and denounced the authorities’ lack of response to calls for amending
Law No. 5651 on Internet-related offences.

Legal provisions and practices related to freedom of expression, the free flow of information and media pluralism on the Internet are
crucial topics that need to be discussed in the
framework of freedom of expression in Turkey.8 According to Law No. 5651, which was
passed in 2007 and mentioned at the beginning of this article, the provider is responsible
for the location, access and the content of the
news presented online, while the locator is
not required to have control over the content
whether an unlawful activity is taking place
by content providers. The definition of criminal activities were quoted from the Law 5237,
and include the sexual abuse of children (Article 103), encouraging the reader to suicidal
activity (Article 84), facilitating the use of narcotic or stimulant substances (Article 190), obscenity (Article 226), prostitution (Article 227),
providing a platform for gambling activities
(Article 228), and supplying dangerous substances imperiling health (Article 194).9
The enactment of this law followed concerns

for the availability of offensive videos involving the founder of the Turkish Republic Mustafa Kemal Atatürk on YouTube, combined
with increasing concerns about the availability of child pornography, obscene, and Satanist
content on the Internet, and websites which
provide information about suicide, or about illegal substances deemed harmful or inappropriate for children.10 The Telecommunications
Communication Presidency (TIB) was chosen
as the organization responsible for executing
blocking orders issued by the courts, and has
been given authority to issue administrative
blocking orders with regard to certain Internet
content hosted in Turkey. Article 8 of this Law
authorizes blocking access to certain websites
if there is even an “adequate suspicion” that
any of the following eight offences are committed: encouraging suicide, sexual exploitation or abuse of children, facilitating the use of
narcotics, supply of unhealthy substances, obscenity, online betting; or anti-Atatürk crimes.
Law No. 5651 is widely used for the mass
blocking of websites and in its current form
it not only limits freedom of expression, but
severely restricts the citizens’ right to access
information. In January 2010, an OSCE report
on Internet censorship documented that 3,700
Internet websites were blocked in Turkey. As
of July 2011, that number was estimated to be
around 15,000.11 Certain leftist and pro-Kurdish news websites are consistently blocked,
especially those dealing with southeastern
Turkey, home to most of the country’s Kurd-

8
The OSCE Report on Freedom of the Media
on Turkey and Internet Censorship by Prof. Yaman
Akdeniz, discusses the Internet Law No: 5651 and
offers recommendations on how to bring the law
in line with international standards protecting
freedom of expression: http://www.scribd.com/
doc/25109297/Turkey-Internet-Censorship-andfreedom-of-Media-OSCE
9
ibid.

10
See http://www.scribd.com/doc/25109297/
Turkey-Internet-Censorship-and-freedom-ofMedia-OSCE
11
According to engelliweb.com, some
18,278 Internet websites are currently inaccessible
either as the result of a court decision or at the
initiative of the TIB. (accessed on April 24, 2012)

The Internet Law is Raising Concern
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ish population.12 The Law No. 5651 may have
serious repercussions for a number of fundamental rights protected under the Turkish
Constitution and international human rights
laws. The blocking policy undoubtedly has a
very strong impact on freedom of expression,
which is one of the founding principles of democracy and is a violation of Article 10 of the
ECHR. Based on legal and procedural deficiencies, the Law No. 5651 should be brought
in line with international standards on freedom of expression, or otherwise be abolished.
In Times of Tragedies: Social Media to the
Rescue
Despite the restrictive legal environment, the
Turkish blogosphere is still extremely vibrant while the majority of civil society groups
maintain an online presence,
and social-networking sites such
as Facebook, FriendFeed, and
especially the micro-blogging
platform Twitter, are used for a
variety of functions, including
political campaigns, protests,
and digital activism.13
Facebook has also been widely
used to organize social and political protests. A few of the most
noteworthy groups succeeded in
mobilizing thousands of people
on the first anniversary of the
12
Yaman Akdeniz, Report of the OSCE
Representative on Freedom of the Media on Turkey
and Internet Censorship (Vienna: OSCE, January
2010),
http://www.osce.org/documents/
rfm/2010/01/42294_en.pdf

13

Freedom House Turkey Report, Freedom
on the Net 2011: http://www.freedomhouse.org/
images/File/FotN/Turkey2011.pdf
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murder of Hrant Dink, a prominent TurkishArmenian journalist and editor-in-chief of
the newspaper Agos, who was gunned down
in broad daylight in front of his office on 19
January 2007. His murder triggered protests
against ultranationalists, and every subsequent year on the anniversary of his death
there have been demonstrations in Ankara
and Istanbul to honor Mr. Dink and demand
justice. These groups are primarily mobilized
through events created on Facebook.
Online activism does not usually get full coverage in the mainstream media. The coverage
these cases do receive tends to focus on the
consequences of the activities rather than the
mobilizing role of social media. The frequency
of such forms of mobilization is increasing

Fig. 6

among the young population, since mainstream media often look the other way when
it comes to controversial and oppositional
subjects. The power of organization on Twitter was widely recognized during the rescue
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Fig. 7

efforts after a devastating earthquake in Van, a
city in Southeastern Anatolia in October 2011.
Social media played a major role in locating
victims under the rubble, organizing aid campaigns, and pressuring both delivery companies to send aid packages free of charge and
telecommunication companies to improve
their signals in the area. A journalist, Ahmet

He used “Evim Evindir” (“My home is your
home”) – as a Twitter
hashtag (Fig. 6). The
campaign’s success was
such that the Istanbul
governor’s office set up
a 24-hour hotline where
people could apply both
to stay in guests’ houses
or sublet their own flats.
Hashtags like #van,
#deprem (“earthquake”
in Turkish) trended instantly, and were tweeted hundreds of times per second as people
shared information on how to help and what
to donate. Groups such as the Red Crescent
(the Turkish equivalent of the Red Cross) and
AKUT, a search-and-rescue organization, enabled one-click SMS donation services. Even
the popular pop star, Rihanna, started an

Fig. 8

Tezcan, tweeted to his 22,000 Twitter followers that those willing to offer accommodation
to quake victims could send him an email.
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awareness campaign by tweeting to her millions of followers around the globe by using
the #Pray4Turkey hashtag (Fig. 7).
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Fig. 9: AKUT, the rescue organization, tweeted updated information about the survivors and located
victims

As a result, the impact of social media is still
to be fully seen, but so far it appears to have
given citizens new opportunities for digital
activism and political participation despite the
concerning legal restrictions on the Internet in
Turkey.
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