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INTRODUCTION	
	
Before	 the	 constitutional	 referendum	 on	 April	 2017,	 we	 saw	 that	 the	 word	 ‘giaour’	 was	 used	
frequently	 in	 campaigns	 of	 politicians	 and	 in	 media,	 especially	 in	 columns,	 and	 regenerated	 and	
spread	as	a	propaganda	tool.		

This	 report	 examines	 how	 the	word	 ‘giaour’	 is	 used,	which	 has	 various	 historical,	 sociological	 and	
linguistic	 connotations,	 in	 a	 context	 within	 which	 non-Muslim	 identities	 are	 associated	 with	
mercilessness,	cruelty	and	enmity.		

For	 this	 study,	 all	 news	articles	and	columns	 that	were	published	 in	national	newspapers	between	
December	2016	and	April	2017	and	contained	the	word	‘giaour’	had	been	monitored.	The	beginning	
of	this	period	is	marked	by	a	statement	which	was	made	by	Deputy	Prime	Minister	Numan	Kurtulmuş	
on	December	2,	2016,	during	a	meeting	in	Kastamonu.	Monitoring	is	ended	at	the	end	of	April	2017,	
which	was	 the	 date	 of	 the	 referendum.	 This	 period	 is	 determined	 in	 consideration	 of	 the	 debates	
caused	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 this	 word	 was	 used	 as	 a	 propaganda	 tool	 by	 representatives	 of	 political	
parties,	public	figures	and	social	media	users	especially	before	the	referendum.		

The	 report	 is	 opened	 by	 sociologist	 Arus	 Yumul’s	 article	 in	 which	 she	 discusses	 the	 historical	 and	
social	background	of	the	‘giaour’	discourse	and	etymology	of	the	word.	This	article	is	followed	by	an	
analysis	 regarding	 how	 this	 discourse	 is	 constructed	 in	 print	 media	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 religious	
references	 and	 perception	 of	 enmity	 coming	 from	 the	 past.	 This	 analysis,	 which	 discusses	 news	
articles	and	columns	targeting	non-Muslims	in	Turkey	and	Western	states,	ends	with	a	discussion	on	
the	expression	 ‘giaour	 Izmir.’	 In	 the	 second	chapter,	 the	usage	of	 the	word	 ‘giaour’	 is	discussed	 in	
terms	of	how	and	in	which	context	it	was	used	as	a	political	propaganda	tool	in	the	process	leading	to	
the	referendum.	After	the	third	chapter,	which	focuses	on	the	article	criticizing	the	‘giaour’	discourse,	
the	report	ends	with	the	conclusion	summarizing	the	report.	
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To	call	or	not	to	call	the	giaour	‘giaour’,	that	is	the	question		

	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Arus	Yumul	

	

“The swear word ‘giaour’ never gets old both in the gardens [of public schools] 
decorated with a Turkish flag and Ataturk bust and in the yards of Quran courses.” 1  

	

	 “…We were never on good terms with these children who always outnumber us. Do 
you wonder why? Because of you, dear Lord! Yes! Whenever they had the chance, each time 
they caught us alone, they invited us to Islam, your ‘rightful religion’, pressuring ‘say salavat, 
you son of a giaour!’ And this invitation was always accompanied by slaps, kicks, sticks and 
stones. Since we knew that repeating those words [salavat] makes the giaours Muslim, we 
never said ‘la ilahe illalallah…’ at the cost of being beaten up. Yes, my Lord, they were 
swooping down on us in the name of you and we were enduring this torment again in the name 
of you.”2 

	

Turkish	Linguistic	Society’s	dictionary	defines	the	word	‘giaour’	as	the	following:	“1.	Non-believer;	2.	
A	 non-Muslim	person;	 3.	Merciless,	 cruel;	 4.	 Stubborn.”3	According	 to	 etymological	 dictionary,	 the	
origin	 of	 the	word	 ‘giaour’	 is	 Persian	word	 ‘gebr,’	meaning	 a	worshipper	 of	 fire.	 According	 to	 the	
same	 source,	 the	 oldest	 source	 referring	 to	 this	word	 is	 Filippo	Argenti’s	Regola	 del	 Parlare	 Turco	
published	in	1533;	according	to	Argenti,	the	word	‘giaour’	means	“idolater,	a	person	not	adhering	to	
a	scriptural	religion.”4	The	word	is	 lent	by	Western	 languages	and	added	to	dictionaries.	An	English	
encyclopedic	 dictionary	 published	 in	 1902	 defines	 the	word	 ‘giaour’	 as	 “a	 name	 given	 by	 Turks	 to	
people,	especially	Christians,	who	do	not	follow	Muhammad.”5	

Naim	Taşbaşı	from	the	newspaper	Yeni	Akit,	commenting	on	the	regulation	on	hate	speech	in	“Draft	
Law	 regarding	 Changes	 in	 Various	 Laws	 with	 the	 Purpose	 of	 Improving	 Fundamental	 Rights	 and	
Freedoms”	 known	 as	 Package	 for	 Democratization	 in	 Public,	 was	 asking	 “Is	 it	 a	 crime	 to	 call	 the	
Giaour	 ‘Giaour’	 like	 in	 the	 Edict	 of	 Gülhane?”	 (07.10.2013).	 The	 same	 newspaper	 announced	 the	
passing	of	the	draft	with	this	title:	“Calling	the	Giaour	‘Giaour’	is	a	crime	now.”6	

The	 attempt	 to	 equating	non-Muslims	 and	Muslims	 in	 the	 Edict	 of	Gülhane	 [Tanzimat]	 (1839)	 and	
Reform	Edict	 (1856)	and	especially	Reform	Edict’s	article	 forbidding	 insult	on	 the	basis	of	 sect	and	

																																																													
1	Laure	Marchand	&	Guillaume	Perrier,	Türkiye	ve	Ermeni	Hayaleti:	Soykırımın	İzinde	Adımlar,	çev.	Renan	
Akman,	İstanbul:	İletişim,	2014,	s.	87.	
2	Mıgırdiç	Margosyan,	Biletimiz	İstanbul’a	Kesildi,	İstanbul:	Aras	Yayıncılık,	1998,	s.	18.	
3http://www.tdk.gov.tr/index.php?option=com_gts&arama=gts&kelime=g%C3%A2vur&uid=18955&guid=TDK.
GTS.530b6a.	
4	https://www.etimolojiturkce.com/kelime/gavur.	
5	Encyclopaedic	Dictionary,	an	Original	Work	of	Reference	to	the	Words	in	the	English	Language,	Londra:	Cassel	
&	Company,	1902,	Cilt	III.	
6	http://www.yeniakit.com.tr/haber/gavura-gavur-demek-artik-suc-12376.html.	
	



7	
	

religion	(“Every	distinction	or	designation	tending	to	make	any	class	whatever	of	the	subjects	of	my	
Empire	 inferior	 to	 another	 class,	 on	 account	 of	 their	 religion,	 language,	 or	 race,	 shall	 be	 forever	
effaced	 from	 the	 Administrative	 Protocol.	 The	 laws	 shall	 be	 put	 in	 force	 against	 the	 use	 of	 any	
injurious	or	offensive	term,	either	among	private	individuals	or	on	the	part	of	the	authorities”)7	was	
interpreted	by	the	people	as	the	following:	“From	now	on,	the	giaour	won’t	be	called	giaour.”	In	the	
website	 Dünya	 Sözlük,	 there	 is	 an	 entry	 which	 says,	 “The	moment	 we	 stopped	 calling	 the	 giaour	
giaour,	we	became	 second-class	 citizens.	 Tanzimat	Reform	Era	was	 the	prep	 class	 for	 second-class	
citizenship.”8	According	 to	 this	mentality,	Tanzimat,	which	was	a	step	 for	eliminating	 the	duality	of	
the	 dominant	 nation	 (Millet-i	 Hakime)	 and	 the	 dominated	 nation	 (Millet-i	 Mahkume),	 was	 like	 a	
“misplaced	 button”.	 And	 the	 Reform	 Edict,	which	 took	 this	 attempt	 of	 equating	 further,	was	 “the	
second	blow,”	“for	making	the	giaour	more	equal.”9	However,	the	word	 ‘giaour’	was	forbidden	but	
not	forgotten,	since	“our	people	said	their	piece.”10	And	the	recent	democratization	package	doesn’t	
forbid	“calling	 the	giaour	giaour”	either;	so,	 the	 fear	hasn’t	come	true	or	“hate	crime	remained	on	
paper.”11	

The	goal	of	 injurious	speech	is	not	only	to	humiliate	the	other,	to	assign	a	subordinate	place	to	the	
person	being	 verbally	 attacked;	 it	 also	 seeks	 to	make	 the	other	 to	 acknowledge	 their	 authority	 by	
“assigning	a	special	place	to	the	one	who	speaks	in	social-symbolic	structure”12:	

“Young	 people	 don’t	 know	 this:	 Before	 the	 Edict	 of	 Gülhane,	 non-Muslims	 weren’t	
considered	equal	before	kadi	(muslim	judge).		The	giaour	had	to	dress	in	a	certain	way.	The	
headgear	 and	 shoes	of	 the	giaour	had	 to	be	different	 from	 those	of	ours,	 they	 could	have	
never	ever	disguised	as	a	Muslim	and	 if	they	did,	they	would	have	punished	gravely.	 It	was	
impossible	for	a	non-Muslim	to	cross	a	Muslim’s	path.”13	

These	remarks	are	the	reflection	of	the	longing	for	a	period	of	a	strict	stratification	where	everyone	
knew	 their	 place	 or	 of	 a	 post-imperial	 nostalgia.	 The	 notion	 ‘giaour’	 is	 one	 of	 the	most	 cherished	
symbols	 of	 this	 nostalgia	 in	 everywhere	 from	 popular	 culture	 to	 political	 discourse.	 Nostalgia	 is	 a	
reaction	 to	 the	 experience	 of	 discontinuity	 and	 the	 feeling	 that	 the	 identity	 is	 hindered	 and	 torn	
apart	from	the	past	built	as	“the	golden	age”	or	threatened.14	Nostalgia	seeks	to	provide	continuity	
by	 reestablishing	 the	 things	 that	 are	 thought	 to	be	 lost	with	break	 from	 the	past.	 That	 is	why	 the	
word	‘giaour’	is	not	given	up,	because	this	word	“makes	us	feel	like	we	are	linked	to	an	ancient	past”	
and	“reminds	us	our	social	togetherness.”15	

Sometimes	 it	 is	 said	 that	 the	word	 “giaour”	 is	 not	 an	 insult,	 but	 refers	 to	 a	 classification:	 “I,	 as	 a	
Muslim,	don’t	insult	non-Muslims	when	I	call	them	‘Giaour’,	I	manifest	‘my	difference’.	I	am	doing	

																																																													
7	Enver	Ziya	Karal,	Osmanlı	Tarihi,	Ankara:	Türk	Tarih	Kurumu,	1983,	Cilt	VI,	s.	2.	
8	http://www.dunyasozluk.com/entry/1627080.	
9	http://mehmetmaksudoglu.com/makale/yanlis-iliklenen-dugme-tanz-m-t.	
10	http://www.haksozhaber.net/gavurda-akil-olsa-musluman-olurdu-29157yy.htm.		
11	http://www.agos.com.tr/tr/yazi/17260/tck-122-hayal-kirikligi-nefret-sucu-kagit-ustunde-kaldi.	
12	Renata	Salecl	“See	No	Evil,	Speak	No	Evil:	Hate	Speech	and	Human	Rights,”	der.	Joan	Copjec,	Radical	Evil,	
Londra:	Verso,	1996,	s.	152.	
13	Alıntı	Muharrem	Cezbe’nin	Osmanlı	Tokadı	Nasıl	Atılır,(	İstanbul:	Mostar,	2017)	kitabının	“Gavura	Gavur	
Demeyince	Ne	Oldu”	yazısından.	Alıntıyı	yapan	http://www.habervaktim.com/yazar/80425/osmanli-tokadi-
nasil-atilir.html.	
14	Stuart	Tannock,	“Nostaligia	Critique,”	Cultural	Studies,	9(3),	1995,	s.	453-64.	
15	http://dusuncemektebi.com/y/22959/neden-bir-devlet-oluyoruz-da-millet-olamiyoruz-/.		
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this	 to	 prevent	 ‘my	 identity’	 from	 ‘being	 confused	 with’	 other	 identities,	 to	 make	 sure	 that	 it	 is	
‘distinguished’	 from	 others.”16	 However,	 the	 word	 ‘giaour’	 is	 not	 used	 only	 as	 a	 descriptive	 or	
classifying	notion.	It	subjects	the	world	to	a	moral	evaluation	based	on	believer/nonbeliever.	In	the	
social	 imagination,	 non-Muslims	 represent	 the	 lack	 of	 moral,	 humane	 values	 and	 so	 on.	 These	
perceived	deficiencies	are	balanced	by	the	excess	of	other	characteristics	like	greed,	treason,	cruelty,	
immorality	and	improbity.	This	is	why	the	expression	“We	are	Muslims	too,	but	why	are	we	treated	
like	giaour?”	 [“onlar	Müslüman	da	biz	gâvur	muyuz?”]	 is	used	by	people	 to	express	 their	“rightful”	
reaction	 against	 the	 injustices	 to	 which	 they	 are	 subjected.	 The	 perception	 of	 non-Muslims	 is	
probably	 best	 expressed	 by	 this	 saying:	 “Hit	 like	 you	 hit	 the	 giaour”.	 Since	 the	 one	who	 uses	 this	
saying	sees	oneself	as	the	“norm”	or	“normal”,	as	well	the	“valuable”	and	“right”	one;	the	ones	who	
are	positioned	against	the	dominant	are	compared	and	classified.	This	comparison	inevitably	results	
in	 regarding	 and	 labeling	 the	 difference	 as	 deficiency	 and	 even	 as	 fault.	 Idioms	 and	 sayings	 like	
“Fidelity	of	giaour,	remedy	of	poison”;	“you	cannot	make	fur	out	of	pigs/bear	and	you	cannot	make	a	
giaour	 your	 friend”;	 “the	giaour	would	act	 like	 giaour”;	 the	one	who	 shares	bread	with	 the	giaour	
steals	 the	 sword	 of	 the	 giaour”;	 “turning	 into	 giaour”;	 “giaour	 stubbornness”;	 “giaour	 atrocity”;	
“giaour	 property”;	 “corpse	 of	 giaour”	 clearly	 reflect	 this	 understanding.	 The	 expression	 “corpse	 of	
giaour”	 is	 used	 to	mean	 “too	 heavy”,	 referring	 to	 innumerable	 sins	 of	 non-Muslims;	 according	 an	
entry	 in	Uludağ	 Sözlük,	 “it	 is	 insulting	 non-Muslims	 even	when	 they	 are	 dead	 by	 still	 calling	 them	
giaour”17	 or	 attributing	 an	 anatomical	 quality	 to	 the	 sins	 that	 “the	 bodies	 deserving	 of	 hell	 who	
hadn’t	got	religion	before	they	died”	have	inherently.	Once	upon	a	time	in	Anatolia,	children	running	
after	 “the	 corpse	 of	 giaour”	 were	 “showering	 funeral	 procession	 with	 stones”18	 like	 they	 were	
stoning	the	devil;	this	is	an	expression	of	this	understanding.	They	are	treated	as	if	they	are	children	
of	 a	 different	 god:	 Thinking	 that	 “the	 God	 of	Muslims	 is	 the	 same	with	what	 Christians	 and	 Jews	
define	 as	 God”,	 “talking	 about	 ‘MONOTHEISM’	 by	 equating	 the	 God	 Almighty	 with	 blasphemous	
understanding	of	god	of	Christians	and	Jews”,	 is	the	greatest	“lie”	and	“aspersion”	concerning	“the	
God	Almighty.”19		

“Being	giaour	 is	 really	 tough”,	 says	Gila	Benmayar.	“When	someone	says	 ‘See	what	 this	giaour	has	
done’	while	you	are	 talking	 to	your	 loved	ones,	 you	have	 to	pretend	not	 to	have	heard	what	 they	
said.”20	 For	 what	 is	 expected	 from	 them	 is	 a	 behaved	 and	 polite	 silence,	 even	 if	 they	 are	 full	 of	
objection	and	uprising.	

	 	

																																																													
16	http://www.ahmetmusaoglu.org/makaleler/215/Diyanet-Isleri-Baskani-Hiristiyan-lar-la-ayni-safta-namaz---a-
...html.		
17 http://www.uludagsozluk.com/e/21174769/. 
18	Mıgırdiç	Margosyan,	“Pezevenk,”	Öküz,	1997,	41.	
19	https://ucbuyuktehlike.wordpress.com/page/25/.	
20	http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/su-gavur-meselesi-3698385.	
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PRINT	MEDIA	ANALYSIS	
	

“What	does	 the	new	Turkey	 see,	when	 it	 reconciles	with	 its	history,	 its	 culture?	You	cannot	
find	 imperialism	or	 exploitation	 there.	 But	 there	 is	 something.	When	we	 reconcile	with	 our	
history,	our	culture,	there	is	no	obedience	to	imperialist	countries	against	others.	There	is	no	
living	under	their	shadow.	One	of	the	main	characteristics	of	this	great	civilization,	which	still	
exists	 and	 we	 call	 ‘Muslimism	 of	 Turkey’,	 is	 to	 stand	 against	 the	 giaour	 by	 calling	 them	
‘giaour’.	 That	 is	 why	 we	 resisted	 in	 Çanakkale.	 That	 is	 why	 we	 triumphed	 in	 the	 War	 of	
Independence.	

We,	this	nation,	think	like	Muslims	of	these	lands.	We	should	take	this	issue	of	independence	
seriously.	For	us,	 independence	means	standing	against	 the	giaour	by	calling	them	‘giaour’.	
Otherwise	we	 couldn’t	 have	 resisted	 in	 Çanakkale.	 In	 our	 dictionary,	 giaour	 is	 not	 a	 name	
given	to	non-Muslims.	It	is	the	name	of	the	tyrant,	the	cruel,	the	ones	tormenting	people,	the	
imperialist.”	

This	is	the	statement	of	Deputy	Prime	Minister	Numan	Kurtulmuş,	said	on	December	2,	2016,	during	
a	meeting	in	Kastamonu.	Human	Rights	Association	(İHD)	Istanbul	Branch	Committee	against	Racism	
and	 Discrimination	 filed	 a	 criminal	 complaint	 against	 Kurtulmuş.	 In	 İHD’s	 petitions	 submitted	 to	
Istanbul	 Public	 Prosecutor’s	 Office,	 it	 is	 said	 that	 this	 statement	 incites	 discrimination,	
marginalization	 and	 enmity	 against	 non-Muslims	 citizens	 of	 Turkey	 and	 triggers	 hatred	 against	 a	
certain	group	in	society.21		

Similarly,	 social	 media	 users,	 politicians	 and	 public	
figures	 used	 the	 giaour	 discourse	 as	 a	 propaganda	
tool	before	the	constitutional	referendum	on	April	16,	
2017	and	a	debate	was	started	around	this	issue.		AKP	
Bursa	MP	Hayrettin	 Çakmak	 shared	 an	 image	 via	 his	
social	 media	 account,	 which	 features	 a	 “yes”	 stamp	
and	 reads:	 “Cast	 your	 votes	 like	 you	 hit	 the	 giaour”.	
This	 image	 was	 criticized	 and	 discussed	 in	 social	
media.	 After	 Archpriest	 Tatul	 Anuşyan	 criticized	 this	
image,	 Çakmak	 deleted	 it	 and	 released	 a	 statement.	
Like	Numan	Kurtulmuş,	he	said	that	he	didn’t	use	the	
word	‘giaour’	to	mean	‘non-Muslims’	and	he	referred	
to	 the	connotations	of	 the	word	with	 the	purpose	of	
criticizing	 ‘hostile	 attitude	 of	 Germany,	 the	
Netherlands	and	Europe	against	Turkey.’22		

According	to	the	dictionary	of	Turkish	Linguistic	Society	referred	by	Numan	Kurtulmuş	and	Hayrettin	
Çakmak,	 the	 word	 ‘giaour’,	 originated	 from	 the	 Persian	 word	 ‘gebr’,	 has	 four	 meanings:	 1.	 Non-
believer;	2.	A	non-Muslim	person;	3.	Merciless,	cruel;	4.	Stubborn.	As	we	see	 in	these	examples,	 in	
																																																													
21	
http://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/turkiye/639764/Kurtulmus__Bagimsizlik_gavura__gavur__diyebilmektir.
html		
22	http://www.agos.com.tr/tr/yazi/18080/gvura-vurur-gibi-basin-polemigi		

Figure	1	
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discussions	 about	 the	 word	 ‘giaour’,	 it	 is	 argued	 that	 non-Muslim	 identities	 are	 not	 targeted	 by	
claiming	 that	 these	meanings	 are	 not	 related	 to	 each	 other	 and	 the	word	 is	 used	 to	mean	 ‘cruel,	
merciless.’	However,	when	we	regard	the	meaning	of	the	word	in	the	social	memory,	it	is	seen	that	
different	meanings	 attributed	 to	 the	word	 ‘giaour’	 are	 intertwined,	 constructed	 by	 affecting	 each	
other	in	a	historical	and	social	process	and	generally	used	in	a	way	to	contain	all	the	meanings.	

	

	

Figure	2:	Diriliş	Postası,	Muzaffer	Doğan,	26	December	2016	

	
Muzaffer	Doğan,	in	his	column	titled	“You	cannot	make	fur	out	of	pigs	and	you	cannot	make	a	giaour	
your	friend”	published	in	Diriliş	Postası	on	December	16,	2016,	points	to	non-Muslims	as	the	agents	
of	political	and	social	developments	in	today’s	Middle	East,	after	he	presented	an	etymological	and	
social	account	concerning	the	word	‘giaour.’	In	this	article	with	a	polarizing	discourse,	he	legitimizes	
the	 perception	 of	 enmity	 etched	 in	 social	 memory	 in	 reference	 to	 historical,	 religious	 and	 social	
sources.	Throughout	the	column,	he	identifies	the	word	‘giaour’	with	the	following:	“people	who	are	
not	 Muslims”,	 “non-Muslims”,	 “Greeks	 in	 Turkey”,	 “blasphemer”,	 “Frank”,	 “Jew”,	 “Nasara	
(Christians),	 “slave	 of	 the	 flesh,	 soldier	 of	 the	 devil”,	 and	 many	 times	 “enemy”.	 In	 this	 way,	 he	
portrays	non-Muslim	identities	as	nemesis	of	Muslims,	as	can	be	seen	in	these	remarks:	“Anatolian	
Muslims	 use	 the	words	 like	 giaour,	 Frank,	 heathen	 to	mean	 ‘enemy’.	 They	 know	 that	 you	 cannot	
make	a	giaour	 (non-Muslim)	your	 friend”	and	“Can	we	mix	poison	and	honey	and	then	eat	 it?	 Is	 it	
possible?	No	way!	 You	 cannot	 expect	 a	 giaour	 to	 act	 friendly.”	 	 It	 is	 seen	 that,	 unlike	what	 some	
people	claim	referring	to	the	dictionary	of	Turkish	Linguistic	Society,	the	meanings	‘merciless,	cruel’	
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and	‘non-Muslim’	attributed	to	the	word	‘giaour’	are	not	used	independently	of	each	other;	on	the	
contrary,	they	are	often	used	as	a	body	of	meaning	that	are	intertwined	and	referring	to	each	other.	

A	 similar	 usage	 is	 seen	 Ercan	 Yıldırım’s	 column	 titled	 “Conceptualizing	 the	 Anatolian	 wisdom	
properly”,	which	was	published	in	Yeni	Şafak	on	December	12,	2016.	He	writes:	“We	base	the	life	on	
the	distinction	between	the	giaour	and	Muslim;	we	say	to	the	ones	who	don’t	fight	fairly	‘he	tortures	
like	a	giaour,	he	fights	like	a	giaour’.	When	we	call	a	cruel,	heartless	person	‘giaour’,	we	mostly	mean	
‘traitor’.”	 With	 these	 remarks,	 he	 attributes	 to	 the	 word	 ‘giaour’	 both	 ‘non-Muslim’	 and	 ‘traitor,	
cruel,	merciless,	heartless’	meanings	and	portrays	non-Muslims	as	the	enemy	of	the	Muslims.	

As	we	have	seen	in	these	examples,	these	meanings	that	are	found	in	the	dictionary	and	claimed	to	
be	different	are	often	used	as	a	body	of	meanings	that	are	 intertwined,	affected	each	other	 in	 the	
historical	process	and	had	their	place	in	contemporary	Turkish.	In	other	words,	the	fact	that	the	word	
‘giaour’	 took	on	the	meanings	 ‘non-Muslim’	and	 ‘merciless,	cruel’	 is	a	result	of	a	sociological	and	a	
historical	process	that	cannot	be	regarded	separately.	Even	though	these	meanings	can	be	regarded	
separately	 like	 in	 the	 dictionary,	 a	word	means	 both	 ‘non-Muslim’	 and	 ‘merciless,	 cruel’	 creates	 a	
problematic	discourse.	

	

1. Construction	of	context	through	religious	references	and	historical	
enmity	

Especially	 in	articles	 in	which	hatred	and	enmity	between	different	communities	are	 legitimized	on	
the	basis	of	 religious	 references	 and	 verses	 from	Quran,	 the	giaour	 discourse	 is	 used	as	 a	 tool	 for	
provoking	the	reader	against	non-Muslim	identities.	Firstly,	the	word	‘giaour’	is	used	as	an	expression	
of	 insult	 and	 enmity	 against	 non-Muslims	 with	 the	 connotations	 in	 the	 social	 memory.	 In	 such	
articles,	the	context	of	‘enemies	among	us’	who	are	‘the	puppets	of	the	West’	is	created	by	referring	
to	historical	events.	Secondly,	it	is	used	as	a	political	tool	in	articles	targeting	‘Western’	or	European	
states	and	the	alleged	enmity	is	associated	with	the	fact	that	the	West	is	not	Muslim;	the	duality	of	
‘Muslim	Turkey’	 versus	 ‘Christian/Jewish	West’	 is	pointed	out.	 Lastly,	when	 the	giaour	 discourse	 is	
used	for	insulting	like	in	the	example	of	‘giaour	Izmir,’	the	criticisms	against	such	usages	regenerates	
the	marginalizing	perception,	since	they	also	contain	discriminatory	reflexes.	

1.1. ‘Giaours	among	us’:	Giaour	as	the	antithesis	of	Islam	

In	 articles	 where	 non-Muslims	 living	 in	 Turkey	 are	 directly	 targeted,	 ‘enemies	 among	 us’	 serving	
‘external	enemies’	is	emphasized.	In	this	sense,	the	context	of	the	giaour	discourse	that	labels	non-
Muslims	 as	 ‘traitor’	 and	 ‘enemy’	 in	 the	 social	 memory	 is	 regenerated.	 Thus,	 non-Muslims	 are	
regarded	 as	 responsible	 for	 current	 political	 and	 social	 developments	 through	 a	 reference	 to	 a	
historical	‘enmity.’	

For	instance,	in	the	column	by	Fahrettin	Altun	titled	“Our	struggle	will	always	continue”,	which	was	
published	on	January	7,	2017	in	the	newspaper	Sabah	after	the	car	bomb	attack	to	Izmir	courthouse	
on	January	5,	the	word	 ‘giaour’	 is	used	directly	to	mean	non-Muslims.	Altun	writes:	“Of	course	the	
terrorist	organizations	are	losing	and	they	will	experience	even	more	losses.	Of	course	their	owners	
are	losing	and	they	will	experience	even	more	losses.	However,	there	are	also	non-national	elements	
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that	are	waiting	 for	benefiting	 from	 these	 terrorist	organizations	and	 fighting	 for	power	 in	Turkey.	
Giaours	of	old	Turkey	who	have	survived	to	this	day	by	serving	for	their	Western	masters	who	deem	
contempt	proper	for	this	nation	are	losing.”	With	this	statement,	he	generates	a	dangerous	discourse	
that	portrays	non-Muslims	as	a	threat	to	the	country,	reflecting	the	dominant	ideology	claiming	that	
what	 is	 ‘national’	 is	 ‘Muslim.’	The	author	 labels	non-Muslims	as	 ‘non-national’	elements	serving	for	
‘their	Western	masters’;	 in	 this	way,	he	uses	 the	historical	 contexts	of	 the	word	 ‘giaour’	etched	 in	
social	memory.	

Also,	people	or	groups	who	are	thought	to	threaten	‘the	national	unity	and	integrity,’	especially	the	
ones	who	are	called	‘terrorists’	and	‘traitors,’	are	defined	with	the	word	‘giaour.’	In	such	examples,	it	
is	implied	that	only	non-Muslims	can	be	‘traitors’	and	‘enemies.’	

	

	

Figure	3:	Diriliş	Postası,	11	January	2017	

	
The	 article	 published	 in	Diriliş	 Postası	 on	 January	 11,	 2017	 is	 an	 example	 to	 such	 usage.	 Titled	 as	
“Gaziantep	waged	gaza,	killed	one	of	 the	giaours	and	brought	the	other	one	 in”,	 this	article	covers	
the	clash	between	police	forces	and	an	armed	group	 in	Gaziantep.	The	people	who	are	referred	as	
“terrorist	 targeting	 the	 peace	 of	 Turkey”,	 “traitor”	 and	 “vile	 terrorists”	 in	 the	 text	 are	 defined	 as	
‘giaour’	 in	the	title.	Moreover,	the	word	‘gaza’	 in	the	title	is	defined	by	Turkish	Linguistic	Society	as	
the	 holy	 war	 against	 Christians	 in	 order	 to	 preserve	 or	 spread	 Islam.	 The	 newspaper	 defines	 this	
group,	which	 is	 claimed	 to	 be	 a	 threat	 against	 Turkey,	 as	 ‘giaour’	 and	 position	 it	 in	 opposition	 to	
Muslims.	While	non-Muslims	are	 labeled	as	 ‘terrorists’	and	‘traitors,’	Muslims	are	provoked	against	
these	identities.	Thus,	the	reader	who	goes	on	to	read	the	article	after	having	seen	the	title	cannot	
read	it	independently	of	this	context	that	portrays	non-Muslims	as	enemies.		
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Figure	4:	Diriliş	Postası,	Ali	Sali,	15	December	2016	

	
A	similar	approach	can	be	seen	in	articles	about	the	July	15	coup	attempt.	In	his	column	published	in	
Diriliş	Postası	on	December	15,	2016,	Ali	Sali	uses	a	similar	discourse:	“At	the	beginning,	probably	no	
one	thought	that	the	formation	called	FETÖ	could	attempt	to	act	such	a	treacherous	way	and	could	
dare	such	an	action.	More	precisely,	no	one	thought	that	this	 formation	could	act	 just	 like	giaours.	
After	all,	they	were	seen	as	devoted	Muslims!	A	devoted	Muslim	cannot	be	an	enemy	of	Turks	and	
become	giaours	by	attacking	the	values	of	this	nation,	they	thought.”	Sali	claims	that	Muslims	cannot	
be	 a	 threat	 and	 targets	 non-Muslims	 as	 the	 ‘real	 danger.’	 In	 this	 article,	 the	 one	who	 crosses	 the	
acceptable	boundaries	of	 Islam	are	 ‘accused	of’	not	being	Muslim;	being	giaour	 amounts	 to	be	an	
enemy	and	it	connotes	insult	and	defamation.			
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1.2. ‘Giaour	West’	as	a	threat	against	‘Muslim	Turkey’	

Arguing	 that	 the	 power	 does	 not	 control	 only	 the	 actions	 and	 freedoms	 of	 people,	 but	 also	 their	
minds,	thought,	attitude	and	ideologies,	Van	Dijk	states	that	discourse	should	be	controlled	in	order	
to	achieve	this	mind	control.23	Thus,	if	a	power	mechanism	is	able	to	control	the	discourse,	then	it	is	
also	able	 to	control	 individuals’	knowledge	and	 ideologies.	 In	 terms	of	media,	controlling	discourse	
does	not	only	affect	media	outlets,	but	also	the	minds	of	the	readers	directly	or	indirectly.	Moreover,	
Van	 Dijk	 argues	 that	 discourse	 does	 not	 consist	 of	 only	 text	 and	 words	 and	 cannot	 be	 regarded	
independently	of	the	context;	he	states	that	the	context	should	be	controlled	first	in	order	to	control	
the	discourse.	

As	Van	Dijk	states,	when	politicians	and	public	figures	want	to	control	the	discourse	 in	order	to	set	
the	 agenda,	 they	 have	 to	 control	 the	 context	 first.	 In	 this	 regard,	 before	 the	 constitutional	
referendum	on	April	16,	the	context	was	created	on	the	basis	of	‘hostile’	attitudes	of	‘Western’	states	
against	Turkey.	While	the	values	pertaining	to	Islam	were	highlighted,	parties	who	were	regarded	as	
‘enemies’	were	presented	as	‘non-Muslims.’	

																																																													
23	Teun	A.	Van	Dijk,	Söylem	ve	İktidar,	Nefret	Suçları	ve	Nefret	Söylemi,	İstanbul:	Hrant	Dink	Vakfı	Yayınları,	
2010,	sf:	10-41.	
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Figure	5:	Habertürk,	Murat	Bardakçı,	13	March	2017	

	

Murat	Bardakçı’s	column	titled	“Giaour	is	just	being	giaour!”	that	was	published	on	March	13,	2017	
in	 the	newspaper	Habertürk	 is	 an	example	 to	articles	 claiming	 that	Western	 states	are	enemies	of	
Turkey	considering	the	diplomatic	crises.	The	article	opens	with	these	remarks:	“You	may	think	that	
the	title	is	a	bit	harsh,	but	unfortunately	the	kernel	of	this	matter	is	this:	Giaour	is	just	being	giaour!	
And	it	is	not	even	something	new;	this	is	their	centuries-old	tradition!”	Referring	to	diplomatic	crises	
with	Germany	and	the	Netherlands,	Bardakçı	claims	that	these	are	not	about	“democracy,	security,	
domestic	issues”,	but	related	to	“historical,	centuries-old	antipathy”	towards	Turkey.	Reminding	the	
celebrations	 in	 front	 of	 the	 German	 parliament	 after	 Armenian	 Genocide	 bill	 was	 passed	 on	 July	
2016,	he	writes:	“While	Armenians	were	dancing	with	 joy	carrying	 their	 red,	blue	and	orange	 flags	



16	
	

and	 chanting,	 Greeks	 came	 with	 great	 eagerness	 with	 their	 blue-white	 flags	 with	 a	 cross	 on	 left	
corner	and	started	to	dance	as	well!	Apostol	and	Helen	joined	Agop	and	Takuhi	in	this	happy	day	and	
confirmed	 the	 saying	 ‘Infidels	 constitutes	 a	 single	 nation’.”	 Bardakçı	 doesn’t	 point	 to	 a	 religious	
identity	while	writing	about	Germany	and	the	Netherlands.	However,	he	uses	the	word	‘giaour’	in	his	
statements	 targeting	 Armenians	 and	 Greeks	 and	 highlights	 Christian	 identity	 of	 the	 states	 and	
nations	 in	question.	Thus,	 the	author	 creates	 the	 impression	 that	 the	enmity	 is	 caused	by	 the	 fact	
that	these	states	are	not	Muslim.		

	

	

Figure	6:	Yeni	Mesaj,	Akın	Aydın,	15	March	2017	

	
Akın	Aydın,	 in	his	 column	 titled	“Is	 there	anything	 surprising	 in	 the	attitude	of	 the	West”	 that	was	
published	in	Yeni	Mesaj	on	March	15,	2017,	writes:	“Nowadays,	Germany,	the	Netherlands,	Sweden	
and	Denmark	aligned	themselves	with	Greek	Cypriot,	Greece	and	Armenia.”	With	this	statement,	he	
claims	that	Turkey	 is	 faced	with	many	states	 in	global	context	and	suggests	some	sanctions	against	
them.	At	the	end	of	the	column,	Aydın	writes:	“On	the	other	hand,	should	we	feel	surprised	by	this	
attitude	 of	 Europe?	 Is	 not	 the	 West	 always	 the	 same?	 Aren’t	 they	 eternal	 enemies	 of	 Islam-
Muslims?”	With	 these	 remarks,	 he	 portrays	Western	 states	 as	 nemesis	 of	 Turkey.	 Then,	 he	 asks:	
“Wasn’t	 the	West	and	all	of	 its	politicians,	artists,	Pope,	priests	and	bishops	 the	ones	who	made	a	
vow	to	destroy	Turks	and	call	Turks	barbaric	and	murderer	since	1071?”	In	this	way,	he	claims	that	
not	only	politicians	and	public	figures	but	also	Christian	men	of	the	cloth	are	part	of	this	enmity.	He	
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ends	the	column	with	this	remark:	“Because	giaour	is	acting	like	giaour.	The	question	is	what	you	are	
doing!”	

Even	 if	Aydın	uses	 the	word	 ‘giaour’	 to	mean	 ‘cruel,	merciless,’	he	associates	 these	meanings	with	
non-Muslims	by	making	references	to	Christianity.	In	this	way,	as	we	have	seen	in	previous	examples,	
the	perception	of	enmity	is	constructed	on	the	basis	of	non-Muslim	identity	of	Western	states.	Like	in	
Bardakçı’s	 article,	 while	 the	 emphasis	 on	 being	 non-Muslim	 is	 felt	 implicitly,	 social	 memory	
containing	 the	 enmity	 from	 the	 past	 is	 revealed	 in	 this	 article	 discussing	 political	 and	 diplomatic	
crises	between	countries.	Thus,	it	is	seen	that	contemporary	context	of	the	word	‘giaour’	cannot	be	
thought	independently	of	its	old	context	referring	to	historical	and	eternal	enmity.		

Furthermore,	 in	many	articles	 in	 this	 category,	Western	 states	 targeted	with	 the	word	 ‘giaour’	 are	
portrayed	 as	 enemies	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 Christian	 and	 Jewish	 identities	 by	 referring	 to	 verses	 from	
Quran.	The	word	 ‘giaour’,	which	have	the	meanings	of	 ‘non-Muslim’	and	 ‘merciless,	cruel’	 in	social	
memory	in	an	intertwined	fashion,	reinforces	the	idea	that	a	merciless	and	cruel	person	cannot	be	a	
Muslim	 with	 the	 help	 of	 verses	 from	 Quran	 in	 its	 contemporary	 context.	 In	 this	 way,	 the	 body	
meanings	of	the	word	are	used	once	again,	reinforcing	the	connotations	revealing	enmity	and	hatred	
in	reader’s	mind.	
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Figure	7:	Milat,	Muhammed	Özkılınç,	13	March	2017	

	
A	 striking	 example	 to	 such	 articles	 is	Muhammed	Özkılınç’s	 column	 titled	 “See,	 you	 cannot	make	
friends	with	the	giaour”,	which	was	published	in	Milat	on	March	13,	2017.	In	this	article,	the	attitude	
of	Western	countries	like	the	Netherlands	and	Germany	before	the	referendum	is	criticized.	Özkılınç	
writes:	 “However,	 Allah,	 owner	 of	 the	 universe,	 warned	 us	 against	 these	 infidels	 1450	 years	 ago.	
Quran	repeatedly	stated	that	an	alliance	between	Crusade	Zionist	alliance	and	 Islam	ummah	 is	not	
possible.”	Then	he	features	the	following	verses:	“O	you	who	believe!	Do	not	take	the	Jews	and	the	
Christians	as	allies;	some	of	them	are	allies	of	one	another.	Whoever	of	you	allies	himself	with	them	
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is	one	of	 them.	Allah	does	not	guide	the	wrongdoing	people”	 (Maide	5/51)	and	“The	Jews	and	the	
Christians	will	not	approve	of	you,	unless	you	follow	their	creed”	(Bakara	2/120).	 	Thus,	the	reader	
first	 understands	 that	 ‘giaour’	 referred	 in	 the	 title	 is	 Western	 states	 like	 Germany	 and	 the	
Netherlands	 and	 then	 understands	 that	 the	 reason	why	 they	 are	 ‘giaour’	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 they	 are	
Jewish	and	Christian.	

At	the	end	of	the	column,	he	writes:	“But	we	should	keep	in	mind	that	enemies	will	act	like	enemies.	
The	saying	‘you	cannot	make	fur	out	of	bear	and	you	cannot	make	a	giaour	your	friend’	is	not	said	in	
vain.	 Asking	 ‘why	 do	 you	 inflict	 so	much	 cruelty?’	 to	 them	 is	 like	 asking	 a	 scorpion	why	 it	 stings.	
Stinging	 is	 in	the	nature	of	the	scorpion…	Savaging	and	killing	are	 in	the	nature	of	wild	animals.	As	
Quran	says,	they	are	even	below	the	animals.”	With	these	remarks,	the	author	equates	the	Western	
states	that	he	declared	‘giaour’	throughout	the	column	with	animals	which	he	regards	hierarchically	
inferior	to	humans.	In	this	way,	Western	countries	are	dehumanized	as	nemesis;	while	this	discourse	
is	generated,	connotations	of	the	word	‘giaour’	reinforce	the	perception	of	enmity.	

1.3. Discussion	of	giaour	as	an	insult:	The	example	of	“Giaour	Izmir”	

The	expression	‘giaour	Izmir’,	which	is	used	in	daily	discourse	and	media	as	an	insult	against	people	
of	 Izmir	who	are	thought	to	be	crossing	the	acceptable	boundaries	of	 ‘Muslim	Turk’	norm,	 involves	
the	perception	that	non-Muslims	are	enemies	and	traitors.	Criticisms	against	the	expression	‘giaour	
Izmir’	 reconstruct	 the	 taunting	meaning	 of	 the	 discourse	 instead	 of	 criticizing	 this	 established	 and	
discriminatory	perception.	In	other	words,	the	expression	‘giaour	Izmir’	is	criticized	not	because	the	
word	‘giaour’	is	a	discourse	marginalizing	non-Muslims,	but	because	people	of	Izmir,	who	are	a	part	
of	 ‘Muslim	 Turkey,’	 are	made	 ‘foreign’	 and	 associated	 with	 non-Muslims	 through	 this	 expression.	
Thus,	 the	perception	of	historical	and	eternal	enmity	that	 this	expression	attributes	to	non-Muslim	
identities	is	accepted	by	the	ones	criticizing	this	discourse	and	reconstructed	it	with	a	discriminatory	
reflex.	

After	the	bombing	attack	took	place	 in	 Istanbul	on	December	10,	2016,	a	social	media	user	named	
E.Ş.	 wrote	 “Why	 is	 there	 no	 explosion	 in	 Izmir?”,	 “Is	 it	 because	 giaours	 are	 living	 peacefully	 with	
giaours?”	and	was	severely	criticized	 in	social	media.	 In	print	media,	the	criminal	complaint	against	
E.Ş.	is	covered	on	December	17	in	many	newspapers	with	these	titles:	“The	statement	‘Why	is	there	
no	 explosion	 in	 Izmir?’	 goes	 on	 trial”	 (Birgün),	 “The	 Bar	 Association	 takes	 the	 insult	 to	 the	 court”	
(Evrensel),	“Investigation	against	the	tweet	‘Why	is	there	no	explosion	in	Izmir?’”	(Milliyet),	“Criminal	
complaint	 against	 the	 shameful	 message”	 (Posta),	 “Criminal	 complaint	 against	 the	 tweet	 ‘Why	 is	
there	no	explosion	in	Izmir?’”	(Sözcü),	“Criminal	complaint	against	the	Izmir	tweet”	(Vatan).		
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Figure	8:	Yeni	Mesaj,	17	December	2016	

	
Istanbul	Bar	Association	Chair	Aydın	Özcan	made	a	statement:	“We	cannot	accept	this	insult	against	
Izmir	and	people	of	 Izmir.	The	people	of	beautiful	 Izmir,	where	the	first	bullet	was	fired	and	which	
Mustafa	Kemal	Atatürk	honored	by	 saying	 ‘The	entire	world	 should	 know	 that	 Izmir	 is	 now	a	holy	
land	on	which	filthy	ones	cannot	set	a	foot!’	feel	all	the	suffering	across	the	country	in	their	hearts.	
This	 discriminatory	 statement	 against	 the	 people	 of	 a	 city	 that	 feels	 the	 pain	 of	 each	 explosion	 in	
Anatolia	and	every	person	killed	without	making	a	distinction	hurt	us	deeply.”	

In	 his	 statement,	 Özcan	 uses	 a	 nationalism	 narration	 informed	 by	 official	 history	 in	 order	 to	
emphasize	 people	 of	 Izmir	 are	 ‘patriotic’	 and	 ‘compassionate’;	 he	 positions	 people	 of	 Izmir	 in	
opposition	 to	 intertwined	 meanings	 of	 the	 word	 ‘giaour’	 that	 labels	 non-Muslim	 identities	 as	
‘merciless’	 and	 ‘enemy’.	 Thus,	 the	 dichotomy	 between	Muslims	 and	 non-Muslims	 on	 the	 basis	 of	
‘national’	 feelings,	 compassion,	 conscience	 and	 patriotism	 is	 regenerated;	 and	 this	 dichotomy	
represents	non-Muslims	as	morally	deficient.	
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Figure	9:	Sözcü,	Yılmaz	Özdil,	9	April	2017	

	
Like	in	the	statement	by	Bar	Association,	other	articles	discussing	this	issue	regarded	this	tweet	only	
as	an	insult	against	the	people	of	Izmir.	For	instance,	Yılmaz	Özdil,	in	this	column	published	in	Sözcü	
on	April	9,	2017,	criticized	the	expression	‘giaour	Izmir’	by	saying,	“The	expression	giaour	Izmir	is	not	
an	 insult,	 but	 a	 compliment	 for	 us.	 They	 should	be	 as	Muslim	as	 giaour	 Izmir.”	Özdil	 criticizes	 this	
expression	because	 it	 is	 used	 for	 the	people	 of	 Izmir;	 he	does	 not	 say	 anything	 about	 the	 general	
usage	of	this	word	which	regarded	as	an	insult.	
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2. Giaour	as	a	political	propaganda	tool	

On	 March	 2017,	 before	 the	 constitutional	 referendum	 in	 Turkey,	 diplomatic	 crises	 erupted	 after	
Germany	and	the	Netherlands	declared	that	they	won’t	allow	carrying	out	campaigns	for	referendum	
in	 their	 countries.	 Statements	 by	 representatives	 of	 German,	 Dutch	 and	 Turkish	 governments	
occupied	the	political	agenda	for	almost	a	month.	During	this	period,	where	old	discourses	of	enmity	
reappeared,	 controversial	 remarks	 of	 politicians	 were	 frequently	 covered	 by	 media	 and	 repeated	
especially	by	columnists.	

Also,	 dispute	 between	 Turkey	 and	 Greece	 over	 the	 extradition	 of	 soldiers	 who	 found	 asylum	 in	
Greece	 after	 the	 coup	 attempt	 on	 July	 15	 and	 President	 Erdoğan’s	 comments	 on	 what	 he	 went	
through	during	the	coup	attempt	were	also	items	on	print	media’s	agenda.	

	

	

Figure	10:	Sabah,	4	March	2017	



23	
	

	

Figure	11:	Takvim,	4	March	2017	

	
President	Erdoğan’s	statement	“I	rather	die	in	my	country	than	to	live	in	captivity	in	the	lands	of	the	
giaour”	 are	 used	 in	 titles	 in	 some	 newspaper	without	 quotation	marks	 and	with	 large	 fonts	 in	 an	
affirming	 way.	 As	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 this	 statement,	 the	 giaour	 discourse,	 which	 is	 loaded	 with	
intertwined	meanings	 like	 ‘non-Muslim’,	 ‘enemy’,	 ‘traitor’	 and	 ‘cruel’	 in	 social	memory,	 became	 a	
propaganda	tool	during	pre-referendum	period.		

While	 already	 loaded	 giaour	 discourse	 was	 used	 as	 a	 political	 tool,	 it	 is	 seen	 that	 non-Muslim	
identities	 were	 not	 targeted	 directly	 or	 indirectly	 and	 politicians	 used	 the	 word	 to	 mean	 ‘cruel’,	
‘merciless’	 in	 their	 criticisms	 against	 Western	 states.	 However,	 it	 can	 be	 said	 that	 this	 situation	
reinforced	the	meaning	of	the	word	that	is	used	to	marginalize	non-Muslims.	When	this	word	is	used	
for	Western	 states,	 its	 historical	 background	 and	 connotations	 in	 social	memory	 are	 also	 evoked.	
Thus,	 the	 word	 ‘giaour’	 becomes	 more	 functional	 and	 its	 area	 of	 use	 is	 broadened	 without	
completely	separating	it	from	its	context	in	daily	life.	
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Figure	12:	Milat,	Ahmet	Zeki	Gayberi,	31	March	2017	

	
An	example	to	this	is	AKP	MPs	Hüseyin	Çakmak’s	expression	“like	hitting	the	giaour”	which	he	wrote	
on	social	media.	In	a	short	time,	this	expression	became	widely	used	in	referendum	propagandas	and	
it	was	also	used	in	print	media.	Ahmet	Zeki	Gayberi,	in	his	column	titled	“Like	hitting	the	giaour”	that	
was	published	in	the	newspaper	Milat	on	March	31,	2017,	refers	to	the	photograph	taken	with	the	
Pope	in	Vatican	on	the	occasion	of	60th	anniversary	of	the	EU	and	claims:	“Europe	rushed	the	Pope	
because	it	realized	that	it	is	decaying	rapidly.	Because	they	saw	that	they	cannot	sell	hope	to	people	
without	covering	these	civilization	crises,	human	decay	with	religion.”	He	also	claims	that	European	
countries	are	supporting	the	ones	that	attempt	a	coup.	Gayberi	ends	his	column	with	the	following	
statement:	“A	gastarbeiter	shared	a	photo	of	him	stamping	yes	on	the	ballot	and	wrote:	‘I	stamped	it	
like	I	hit	the	giaour!’	So,	what	we	should	do	is	to	stamp	‘yes’	like	we	are	hitting	the	giaour…”	

While	 Gayberi	 is	 using	 the	 expression	 ‘like	 hitting	 the	 giaour’	 for	 the	 EU	 countries	 as	 a	 political	
propaganda	tool,	he	doesn’t	create	a	context	that	might	directly	target	non-Muslims	in	Turkey	or	he	
doesn’t	present	Western	countries	as	a	threat	to	Islam.	Thus,	it	can	be	thought	that	he	uses	the	word	
‘giaour’	 to	 mean	 ‘merciless,	 cruel.’	 However,	 this	 discourse	 used	 as	 a	 tool	 in	 construction	 of	
ideologies	cannot	be	thought	independently	of	its	context	and	this	context	cannot	be	separated	from	
its	historical	and	social	background.	As	already	pointed	out,	the	word	‘giaour’	is	a	discourse	referring	
to	various	historical	and	social	relationships	and	it	evokes	several	connotations	regardless	of	how	and	
why	it	is	used.	

Thus,	even	if	the	word	‘giaour’	is	used	as	an	adjective	in	relation	to	political	and	diplomatic	relations	
between	 countries,	 its	 usage	 gives	 way	 to	 reappearance	 and	 spread	 of	 a	 word	 that	 cannot	 be	
separated	from	its	connotations	 in	social	memory.	As	revealed	by	a	 finding	of	 this	report,	usage	of	
this	 discourse	 as	 a	 propaganda	 tool	 during	 pre-referendum	period	 caused	 an	 increase	 in	 its	 usage	
both	in	social	media	and	print	media	and	prepared	the	ground	for	reappearance	of	other	meanings	in	
unconscious.		
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3. Criticisms	against	the	giaour	discourse	

During	 the	period	 analyzed,	 in	 articles	 and	 columns	using	 a	 critical	 discourse	 concerning	 the	word	
giaour,	the	usage	of	this	discourse	is	discussed	mainly	on	the	basis	of	two	items	on	agenda:	Numan	
Kurtulmuş’s	statement	that	he	made	on	December	2,	2016	 in	Kastamonu	and	polarizing	discourses	
before	the	constitutional	referendum	on	April	16,	2017.	

	

	

Figure	13:	Hürriyet,	Ahmet	Hakan,	5	December	2016	

	
Ahmet	Hakan,	in	this	column	titled	“This	is	hate	crime,	Mr.	Numan”	that	was	published	in	Hürriyet	on	
December	 5,	 2016,	 criticizes	 Numan	 Kurtulmuş’s	 statement	 that	 was	 discussed	 for	 a	 while	 and	
caused	reaction	 in	public:	“You	can	call	a	despot	despot.	You	can	call	a	cruel	person	cruel.	You	can	
call	 an	 imperialist	 imperialist.”	 Thus,	 he	 draws	 attention	 to	 an	 important	 point	which	 this	 reports	
seeks	to	address.	He	also	writes:	“Why	do	you	try	to	insult	a	handful	of	non-Muslim	minority	among	
us,	 to	demonize	 the	ones	who	are	 regarded	as	 “the	other”,	 to	become	so	unconscientious	 toward	
people	 with	 other	 beliefs,	 to	 provoke	 people	 against	 the	 foreign	 and	 commit	 hate	 crimes	 by	
distorting	 populist	 discourse?”	 With	 these	 remarks,	 he	 criticizes	 the	 usage	 of	 the	 word	 ‘giaour’	
because	it	marginalizes	non-Muslims	and	incites	hatred	and	prejudice	against	them.	
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Figure	14:	Posta,	Oral	Çalışlar,	6	December	2016	

	
Oral	Çalışlar,	in	his	column	titled	“Our	‘ancestors’	outlawed	the	word	‘giaour’”	that	was	published	in	
Posta	 on	December	 6,	 2016,	 states	 that	 the	word	 ‘giaour’	 cannot	 be	 thought	 independently	 of	 its	
social	and	historical	background	by	pointing	out	that	background:	“Like	Numan	Kurtulmuş	said,	not	
‘the	ones	who	 torment	people’,	 but	 non-Muslims,	 ‘the	marginalized	ones’	 are	 called	 giaour	 in	 our	
discourse.	 That	 is	 why	 Ottoman	 Empire	 outlawed	 the	 word	 ‘giaour’	 with	 an	 edict	 (Reform	 Edict	
1856),	because	it	was	used	with	the	purpose	of	insulting	citizens	with	different	beliefs.”	Furthermore,	
in	the	subsection	titled	“Explaining	the	problem	with	religion”,	he	writes:	“The	problem	here	is	to	try	
to	explain	 imperialist	policies	of	West	over	Turkey	with	religion	and	to	understand	the	conflict	as	a	
conflict	 between	 religions.”	 With	 this	 statement,	 he	 points	 out	 social	 polarization	 that	 might	 be	
caused	by	using	religion	as	a	tool	in	criticizing	Western	states	and	the	risks	that	this	discourse	might	
bring	about.	
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Figure	15:	Birgün,	Fatih	Yaşlı,	29	March	2017	



28	
	

Lastly,	columns	criticizing	the	accusation	of	being	“giaour,	infidel,	terrorist”	toward	the	ones	who	will	
vote	 “no”	 in	 referendum	 were	 featured	 in	 print	 media.	 For	 instance,	 Fatih	 Yaşlı,	 in	 his	 column	
published	 in	Birgün	on	March	29,	2017,	criticizes	Yeni	Şafak	writer	Hayrettin	Karaman:	“First	of	all,	
we	have	to	say	that	our	author	reveals	his	subconscious	–his	conscious	in	fact-	very	clearly	and	makes	
an	analogy	between	‘giaours’	who	lived	under	Ottoman	Empire	and	saved	their	 lives	by	paying	poll	
tax	called	 ‘cizye’	and	the	ones	who	say	 ‘no’	 to	constitutional	amendments.	So,	 the	ones	who	don’t	
say	 ‘yes’	 are	not	 considered	Muslim;	being	Muslims	 is	 conditioned	by	approving	 the	 constitutional	
amendments	made	 by	 a	 political	 party;	 so,	 in	 this	 country,	 a	 party	 and	 its	 fatwa	 issuing	 circle,	 its	
ulema	circle,	 its	writers	and	 its	 crew	have	 the	authority	 to	decide	who	 is	Muslim	and	who	 is	not.”	
Yaşlı	states	that	this	discourse,	which	doesn’t	adopt	the	understanding	of	equal	citizenship	and	was	
commonly	used	in	pre-referendum	period,	excludes	a	section	of	the	society	from	the	political	sphere	
by	categorizing	them	as	“the	ones	who	are	tolerated”	or	“the	enemy.”	 	
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CONCLUSION	

In	 this	 report,	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 meanings	 attributed	 to	 the	 word	 ‘giaour’	 cannot	 be	 thought	
separately	is	pointed	out	and	how	this	discourse	is	used	in	print	media	in	a	context	which	associates	
non-Muslim	 identities	with	mercilessness,	 cruelty	 and	enmity	 is	 discussed.	We	 tried	 to	 reveal	 how	
the	usage	of	the	word	‘giaour’,	in	daily	life	and	media	alike,	isolates	non-Muslims	living	in	Turkey	and	
put	them	in	a	fragile	position	by	alienating	them.	

As	often	 seen	 in	discussions	over	 the	giaour	 discourse,	 the	politicians	and	public	 figures	using	 this	
word	 claim	 that	 the	 meanings	 ‘merciless,	 cruel’	 and	 ‘non-Muslim’	 in	 Turkish	 Linguistic	 Society’s	
dictionary	 are	 not	 related	 to	 each	 other	 and	 they	 don’t	 target	 non-Muslim	 identities.	 However,	
considering	 the	connotations	 in	social	memory,	 it	 is	 seen	that	different	meanings	attributed	to	 the	
word	‘giaour’	are	 intertwined,	constructed	by	affecting	each	other	 in	a	historical	and	social	process	
and	often	used	in	a	way	to	contain	all	of	its	meanings.		

In	 this	 regard,	 examining	 the	 historical	 and	 social	 background	 and	 etymological	 meanings	 of	 the	
word,	Arus	Yumul	states	that	the	word	‘giaour’	cannot	be	used	as	a	descriptive	term,	the	word	itself	
creates	a	moral	opposition	between	Muslims	and	non-Muslims	and	in	this	opposition,	non-Muslims	
represent	absence	of	moral	and	humane	values.		

In	 the	 first	 part	 of	 report’s	 print	 media	 analysis,	 the	 context	 in	 which	 the	 giaour	 discourse	 is	
constructed	on	the	basis	of	religious	references	and	perception	of	enmity	from	the	past	regardless	of	
the	agenda	is	analyzed.	Firstly,	non-Muslims	are	directly	portrayed	as	enemies	by	using	connotations	
of	the	word	‘giaour’	in	social	memory;	referring	to	historical	events,	they	are	presented	as	‘pawn	of	
the	 West’	 and	 ‘enemies	 among	 us’.	 Also,	 in	 articles	 targeting	 ‘Western’	 or	 European	 states,	
diplomatic	and	political	crises	are	associated	with	the	fact	that	the	West	is	not	Muslim;	the	duality	of	
‘Muslim	Turkey’	versus	 ‘Christian/Jewish	West’	 is	created.	Lastly,	as	seen	 in	 ‘giaour	 Izmir’	example,	
when	the	discourse	is	used	for	insulting,	criticisms	regenerates	the	perception	that	marginalizes	non-
Muslims	and	portrays	them	enemies,	since	the	criticisms	also	contains	discriminatory	reflexes.		

In	the	second	part,	the	context	in	which	the	word	‘giaour’	is	used	in	the	process	of	referendum	as	a	
political	 propaganda	 tool	 is	 analyzed.	While	 the	giaour	 discourse	 is	 used	 by	 politicians	 and	 public	
figures	 as	 a	 political	 tool,	 it	 is	 seen	 that	 it	 is	 used	 to	mean	 ‘cruel’,	 ‘merciless’	 in	 criticisms	 against	
Western	 states.	 However,	 this	 usage	 reinforces	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	 word	 that	 marginalizes	 non-
Muslims.	 Even	 if	 the	word	 ‘giaour’	 is	 used	 as	 an	 adjective	 for	Western	 states,	 its	 connotations	 in	
social	memory	and	historical	background	is	also	evoked.	

This	report	focused	on	the	way	giaour	discourse	is	featured	in	print	media,	but	we	also	realize	that	
negative	references	and	connotations	that	this	discourse	attributes	to	non-Muslims	are	taken	as	read	
and	spread	 in	daily	discourse,	 cinema,	 literature	and	many	other	domains.	 In	 this	 regard,	we	hope	
that	this	report	that	brings	the	usage	of	the	word	‘giaour’	forward	will	initiate	more	overarching	and	
extensive	studies	and	contributes	to	establishment	of	a	unifying	language	that	is	cleared	of	the	word	
‘giaour’	and	similar	marginalizing	words	and	supports	social	dialog.		
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