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Ahu Yiğit**

Since the mass participation in the Gezi Park protests of 2013, youth activism 
in Turkey has not translated into party politics, nor has another similar wave of 
protests followed. However, the line of criticism directed against the government 
and its leaders during the protests is still present, and is particularly visible online. 
Besides more serious political criticism found online, certain satire websites, 
Facebook groups, and some so-called benign Twitter trolls have developed a 
critical, humorous voice of their own. This article is an analysis of the humor and 
youth activism displayed in these venues, placing both into the broader context of 
present-day Turkish politics. 

* Peter L. Berger, Redeeming Laughter: The Comic Dimension of Human Experience (New York: Walter de Gruyter, 
1997), p. 57.
** Dr. Ahu Yiğit a specialist in Turkish politics. She holds a PhD in Political Science from Bilkent University in Anka-
ra, and is currently based in Washington DC.
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ollowing news in Turkish might leave readers with a smile despite 
themselves. When President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan recently be-
gan a new tradition of greeting foreign dignitaries in the presence 
of a group of 16 warriors, each allegedly representing an earlier 

Turkish state and dressed in the corresponding style, a great deal was said and 
written on the political message this gesture conveyed. The act also sent shock-
waves through Turkey’s social media, providing generous material for online 
satirists. The original photo showing Erdoğan and the warriors was reproduced 
with different casts: the Fellowship of the Ring, Marvel superheroes, imperial 
storm troopers, etc. One caption showed Erdoğan standing among the troops, 
his hands lifted in protest and asking: “What do you mean Spiderman hasn’t 
showed up?” This particular image was featured on the Zaytung website under 
the photo news section.1 

Apart from the good laugh such captions and content offer, this genre of online 
humor sheds light onto the youth political activism that increasingly became vis-
ible through the Gezi Park protests in the summer of 2013. During these protests 
it was via street art, graffiti, and slogans that humor gave voice to participants’ 
demands and frustrations. The protests attracted a larger audience and wider par-
ticipation, ending in the security forces’ heavy-handed repression. It was again 
through humor that the protesters expressed their reactions to the disproportion-
ate use of violence and tear gas: “At first everything was a gas cloud. Then life 
began!”2 Supporters of the Gezi protests started referring to this humorous sub-
versive language produced by protesters, whose median age was 28, as “dispro-
portionate use of intelligence.”3 

This youth activism has not translated into party politics, nor has another similar 
wave of protests followed. However, the line of criticism directed against the 
government and its leaders during the protests is still present, and is particularly 
visible online. Besides more serious political criticism found online, certain satire 
websites, Facebook groups, and some so-called benign Twitter trolls touch upon 
the issues that dominated the Gezi agenda and give them a humorous twist. This 
article is an analysis of this humorous language and online youth activism in 
Turkey. 

1 “Cumhurbaşkanı Erdoğan: Ne demek Spiderman gelmedi ya?!,” [President Erdoğan: What do you mean Spiderman 
hasn’t showed up?] Zaytung, http://www.zaytung.com/fotohaberdetay.asp?newsid=270750 
2 “25 Examples Of The Best Street Humour From Istanbul, Gezi Park (#occupygezi) Protests,” Buzzfeed, http://www.
buzzfeed.com/lemoustache/25-examples-of-the-best-street-humour-from-istanbu-b7x9 
3 “Konda Gezi Raporu: Toplumun ‘Gezi Parkı Olayları’ Algısı, Gezi Parkındakiler Kimlerdir?” [Konda Gezi Report: 
The Gezi Park Incident Perception in Society, Who Are Those in Gezi Park?] Konda Research and Consultancy, 5 June 
2014, p. 6.  http://www.konda.com.tr/tr/raporlar/KONDA_GeziRaporu2014.pdf 
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Online Satire: Actors, Venues, and 
New Perspectives

The online satire news website Zaytung, 
Twitter trolls such as Kurset Hoca 
and Laik Bey, and Facebook groups 
Isengard Chamber of Commerce 
(İsengard Sanayi Odaları, ISO) and 
Felsefeasdfghjklşi are some of the ven-
ues and personalities that use social 
media for satire and political criticism. 
Zaytung, which describes its corporate vision as providing “honest, objective, and 
amoral news (Dürüst, Tarafsız ve Ahlaksız Haber),” has 476,596 likes on Facebook; 
the Zaytung website gets close to 60,000 visitors daily.4 Nowadays when people 
wish to refer to the absurd nature of real life circumstances, they commonly say 
something is “like a Zaytung story.” Zaytung, being a news parody website, also has 
the most politics-related material of the abovementioned venues.

ISO has 77,229 likes on Facebook5 and Felsefeasdfghjklşi has 14,263.6 ISO fea-
tures the characters of the Lord of the Rings universe. Not all the captions on ISO 
are political, as they are often a parody of everyday Turkish life. However, in a 
considerable number of cases ISO captions allude to political incidents and leaders 
in Turkey. In November 2014, President Erdoğan made a comment about Muslim 
sailors setting foot in Latin America, Cuba in particular, in the 12th century, before 
Christopher Columbus. Erdoğan also maintained that these sailors built a mosque 
along the Cuban coast.7 These comments went viral on Turkish social media. ISO 
published a caption showing Gandalf riding his horse to a mosque. The caption 
reads: “It was Muslims who first set foot on Middle Earth. They even built a mosque 
in the city of Minas Tirith. The cruel people of Gondor destroyed the mosque and 
massacred the Muslims.”8 

Felsefeasdfghjklşi, on the other hand, portrays philosophers speaking the language 
of Turkish politics. The outcome is lines of present-day Turkish political rhetoric 
spoken by the likes of Michel Foucault, Ulrich Beck, Hannah Arendt, and Max 
Weber. The featured lines are often in stark contrast with these philosophers’ own 
4 Information retrieved from http://website.informer.com/zaytung.com
5 Isengard Sanayi Odaları (ISO), [Isengard Chamber of Commerce] https://www.facebook.com/Isengard.Sanayi.
Odalari 
6 Felsefeasdfghjklşi, https://www.facebook.com/pages/Felsefeasdfghjkl%C5%9Fi/412861878843196 
7 “Erdoğan says Muslims discovered America, wants mosque in Cuba,” Today’s Zaman, 15 November 2014, http://
www.todayszaman.com/national_Erdoğan-says-muslims-discovered-america-wants-mosque-in-cuba_364466.html 
8 “Bilinmeyen Gerçekler 2,” [The Unknown Truth 2], https://www.facebook.com/Isengard.Sanayi.Odalari/photos/
pb.112844648815257.2207520000.1422640486./566911133408604/?type=3&theater 

“During the [Gezi] protests it 
was via street art, graffiti, and 
slogans that humor gave voice 

to participants’ demands and 
frustrations.”
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personas and thinking. For instance, one can see Marshall McLuhan, the commu-
nication theorist who has coined the motto “the medium is the message,” calling 
Twitter “…the menace of contemporary societies, a hotbed of lies!” – a direct quote 
from Erdoğan.9 

Some of the benign trolls, such as 
Kurset Hoca10 and Laik Bey,11 who 
have 33,200 and 13,800 followers re-
spectively, build their online identities 
on unapologetic political incorrect-
ness, exaggeration, and contradiction. 
Kurset Hoca often plays the role of an 
apologist for various different politi-
cal movements. He tweets as an AKP 
supporter, as a Gülenist, as a hard-core 
Turkish nationalist, and sometimes as 

a diehard secularist. Most recently he started a crowd-funding campaign, titled 
YES WE PAY, on Indiegogo to raise 7,000 dollars to bail him out of doing his 
military service, ostensibly because, as “he is a minority citizen, it might be ex-
tremely dangerous for him to join the army for 12 months :((((” [sic.]. He simul-
taneously argues that the campaign is an act to stand against “racism, militarism, 
war, capitalism, Islamophobia, and homophobia.”12 His humor is, unwittingly or 
not, a critique of the malleability of political concepts.

An Alternative Source of Information for Politics?

Research suggests that young people absorb a considerable amount of information 
about politics from satire-based sites.13 Satirical news is not a competitor to real 
news, but these sites’ popularity turns them into influential agents of public debate. 
According to Zaytung founder Hakan Bilginer, the traffic on Zaytung increases 
during times of political crises, affirming this point of view. During the Gezi Park 
protests, the Zaytung website received twice as many visitors as during regular 
times. The Reyhanlı bombings of May 2013, which left over 50 people dead, and 
the May 1 Labor Day rallies, which are typically subject to police repression, also 
9 Information retrieved from  https://www.facebook.com/412861878843196/photos/ 
a.412867402175977.1073741828.412861878843196/413834648745919/?type=1&theater 
10 @kurset_hoca, https://twitter.com/kurset_hoca 
11 @laikbey, https://twitter.com/laikbey 
12 Turkish males are under constitutional obligation to serve in the military. The government recently issued a tempo-
rary regulation granting exemption for the males over the age of 28 in exchange for the equivalent of 7,000 dollars. At 
the time of writing Kurset Hoca had reached 16% of his goal. The campaign was to run until 1 February 2015. https://
www.indiegogo.com/projects/paid-military-service-bedelli-askerlik
13 Carody Culver, “Watch This Webspace: The Importance of Online News Satire,” New Media, Semester: 2 (2007), p. 11. 

“Zaytung editors have 
expressed that their satire 
often has elements of political 
dissent but they would not 
describe themselves as 
dissidents.”
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resulted in similar increases in Zaytung’s traffic.14 Such increases do not mean that 
readers were seeking the most recent real-time updates on these events. It is more 
likely that they wanted to read a critique of what happened and trusted in Zaytung 
to present a critical take. 

Popular humor sites, satire news, and their connections with youth activism are 
not an exclusively Turkish phenomenon either. The best-known example of on-
line satire news is the widely followed American satire site the Onion,15 the in-
spiration for the Turkish Zaytung as well as for the Egyptian El Koshary,16 which 
identifies itself as “Egypt’s most reliable news source.” The Onion, Zaytung, and 
El Koshary have all supported the recent youth movements in their respective 
countries. When Occupy Wall Street protesters were criticized for not articulating 
their demands clearly, the Onion ran a story saying that America was waiting 
for the protesters’ clear articulation so that their demands could immediately be 
ignored.17 El Koshary was one of the influential online actors during the 18 days 
of the Tahrir Square protests.18 During and in the aftermath of the Gezi protests, 
Zaytung published several favorable stories and its founder expressed Zaytung’s 
support to the protests.19 Many of these stories played upon the government’s un-
willingness to see the real causes behind the protests, its failure to open a mean-
ingful dialogue, and the mainstream media’s at times biased and often insufficient 
coverage. 

Yet although the satire websites and Twitter trolls mentioned above display a cer-
tain degree of political activism through the content they produce, it is not entirely 
accurate to call them political agents in a traditional sense. None of them describe 
themselves as political activists; they do not explicitly support any of the political 
parties or any institutional political movement. The Zaytung editors I interviewed 
for this article clearly stated that they do not feel an attachment to or ideological 
affiliation with any of the current Turkish political parties.20 

In this sense, online satirists who emphasize their independence from established 
political movements and parties are very similar to the Gezi protesters. The Konda 

14 Sevgi Akarçeşme, “The Upside of the Gezi Park Process: A Boom in Humor, Satire,” Today’s Zaman, 28 July 2013, 
http://www.todayszaman.com/arts-culture_upside-of-gezi-park-process-a-boom-in-humor-satire_321975.html 
15 The Onion, http://www.theonion.com/ 
16 El-Koshary, http://www.elkoshary.com/ 
17 “Nation Waiting For Protesters To Clearly Articulate Demands Before Ignoring Them,” The Onion, 12 October 
2011, http://www.theonion.com/articles/nation-waiting-for-protesters-to-clearly-articulat,26353/ 
18 Anna Louie Sussman, “Laugh, O Revolution: Humor in the Egyptian Uprisings,” The Atlantic, 23 February 2011, 
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2011/02/laugh-o-revolution-humor-in-the-egyptian-uprising/71530/ 
19 Ayşe Arman, “Ahlaksız, Tarafsız ve Dürüst,” [Amoral, Objective and Honest] Hürriyet, 17 April 2014, http://hurar-
siv.hurriyet.com.tr/goster/haber.aspx?id=26238467&tarih=2014-04-17 
20 Online correspondence, 13 January 2015, 25 January 2015. 
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survey, conducted during the protests taking place within Gezi Park, shows that 79 
percent of the protestors were not members of any political association or party. 
Ninety-four percent of the participants stated that they were participating as citi-
zens, not as supporters of political groups or parties.21 

The main motivation for creating online satire is not political activism; it is generating 
entertainment. Zaytung editors have expressed that their satire often has elements of 
political dissent but they would not describe themselves as dissidents. They fear that 
once they adopt such an identity, they risk taking themselves and the venture they are 
undertaking too seriously, which would render their satire less entertaining in return.22 

In fact, while keeping their distance from institutionalized politics, these content gen-
erators are acting within the tradition of political satire. Political satire, online or of-
fline, is distinct from political protest in the sense that it does not feature an agenda of 
its own and does not seek to have a direct impact on actual policymaking.23 Asking 
and hoping for change is one thing, actively pursuing it is another. These two agendas 
might converge at certain junctures, and people who generate satire may become 
participants of organized political movements that inspire them, as was the case with 
the Serbian Otpor (Resistance) movement and the Gezi Park protests. Otpor was a 
network of activists formed by students and young people in 1998. Using humor, as 
well as other methods of resistance, Otpor eventually played an important role in the 
downfall of Slobodan Milosevic in 2000.24 Likewise during the Gezi Park protests, 
content generators became active participants both online and offline. The Zaytung 
editors I interviewed stated that the Gezi protests meant a great deal to them. They 
emphasized that during those days they increased the tone of political criticism on 
their website, and at times even made it their mission to provide accurate information 
to the people. Yet they also highlighted that this was a temporary situation and that 
they have returned to their regular mode of news coverage since then.25 

An Online Platform for Political Participation 

According to a 2014 survey, 73 percent of young people between the ages of 16 
and 24 in Turkey are Internet users. The rate for the overall population stands at 
54 percent. Seventy-nine percent of all Turkish Internet users have stated that they 
are active on social media.26 Thus, although we do not have user profile statistics 
21 Konda Research and Consultancy (2014), p. 14.
22 Online correspondence, 13 January 2015, 25 January 2015.
23 Elsamari Botha, “A Means to an End: Using Political Satire to go Viral,” Public Relations Review, Vol. 40 (2014), p. 364. 
24 Majken Jul Sorensen, “Humor as a Serious Strategy of Nonviolent Resistance to Opression,” Peace & Change, Vol. 
33, No. 2 (2008), p. 173.
25 Online correspondence, 13 January 2015, 25 January 2015.
26 “Hanehalkı Bilişim Teknolojileri Kullanım Araştırması,” [Research on Households’ Use of Information Techno-
logies], Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu [Turkish Institute of Statistics], 22 August 2014,  
http://www.tuik.gov.tr/PreHaberBultenleri.do?id=16198# 
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for the websites discussed here, the Internet usage patterns in Turkey, as well as the 
language employed on these sites and accounts suggest that it is mostly the young 
people who are the generators and followers of this content. 

In light of this data, it can be assumed 
that these websites and accounts offer 
young people a platform where they can 
engage in a particular kind of political 
deliberation through a discourse of their 
own choosing: humor. Considering the 
extremely low rates of political party 
membership among young people (nine 
percent for citizens between the ages of 
18-24), we also know that very few of 
the online contributors are likely to take 
up more traditional methods of political 
participation, e.g. political party mem-
bership. 76.5 percent of the interview-
ees in that age group stated that they have no intention of becoming members of 
any political party.27 Why do the users and followers of these accounts and websites 
seem to prefer an online presence to more explicit political activism? 

The answers lie in the unpopularity of conventional politics as much as in the con-
venience of social media. From the 1950s until the 1980 coup, the Turkish youth 
was politically active, operating along the divisions of leftist and right-wing pol-
itics.28 The 1980 coup put an end to this activism, instituting several institutional 
and cultural barriers to young people’s political engagement. The generation that 
took part in the Gezi protests has typically been criticized of being an apathetic, 
apolitical generation, whose interests in life do not extend much beyond their own 
immediate circumstances.

The Gezi protests challenged this stereotype. The protests’ unexpected popularity 
was due to the fact that the participants’ agenda was tightly linked with everyday 
life grievances and urban politics. They were protesting against urban renewal proj-
ects that leave so few green areas in their cities, and against what they perceive as 
government interference in their lifestyles. It was this loose agenda, which so many 
young people could easily relate to, that made mass participation possible. 

27 Kenan Dursun, “Türkiye’de Gençlerin Katılımı,” [Youth Participation in Turkey] Konda Research and Consultancy 
(2014), pp. 42-3, http://www.sebeke.org.tr/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/turkiyedegenclerinkatilimi.pdf
28 Leyla Neyzi, “Object or Subject? The Paradox of ‘Youth’ in Turkey,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, 
Vol. 33 (2001), p. 412.

“Political satire is distinct 
from political protest in 

the sense that it does not 
feature an agenda of its own 

and does not seek to have 
a direct impact on actual 

policymaking.”
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The humorous language employed 
throughout the protests was the perfect 
tool to bind the participants together. 
When the Gezi protests came to an end, 
satire news and websites continued pro-
ducing this particular genre of humor, 
which had existed even before the pro-
tests. The followers of these websites 
and Twitter accounts easily engage in 
debate through user comments, retweets, 

and responses, as opposed to going through the institutional and cultural barriers that 
political party structures are likely to present. Indeed, political parties do not have a 
high overall standing among the Turkish public. According to a 2014 Political and 
Social Trends Survey by Kadir Has University, political parties are the second-least 
trusted institution for the population, slightly above the media, which comes last.29 It 
is thus no coincidence that the increase in social media’s popularity goes hand in hand 
with the decline in the prestige of traditional media sources. From the perspective 
of online activists there is also the comfort of knowing that although social media is 
among the victims of the Turkish government’s crackdown on freedom of expression 
and the press, the producers of online criticism are less likely to face immediate re-
percussions than they would if they were participating in street protests facing the riot 
police, due to the relative anonymity offered by the Internet.

Government Responses

Turkey ranks 154th out of 180 countries in the 2014 Reporters Without Borders 
Press Freedom Index.30 Twitter and Youtube have at times been shut down, sev-
eral critical Twitter accounts and websites have been suspended by the courts and 
bureaucracy, and users of critical social media accounts face trials. At the time of 
writing a new bill introducing more restrictions on the Internet, including allowing 
the prime minister and cabinet members to single-handedly decide on banning in-
dividual websites without a court order, was brought to Parliament for vote.31 The 
grip on social media is continuing to tighten. 

So far satire sites and trolls have not, in particular, attracted the government’s 
wrath. This is not to say that satire is exempt from censorship. Since the later days 

29 “Türkiye Sosyal-Siyasal Eğilimler Araştırması, Kantitatif Araştırma Özeti,” [Turkey Social-Political Trends 
Research, Quantitative Research Summary] Kadir Has University, 20 January 2015, http://www.khas.edu.tr/uploads/
pdf-doc-vb/news/TSSEA20OCAK2015.pdf, p. 17. 
30 “World Press Freedom Index 2014,” Reporters Without Borders, (2014), http://rsf.org/index2014/data/index2014_en.pdf, p. 31. 
31 “New bill gives Turkish PM power to shut down websites”, Hürriyet Daily News, 24 January 2015, http://www.hurriyet-
dailynews.com/new-bill-gives-turkish-pm-power-to-shut-down websites.aspx?pageID=238&nID=77378&NewsCatID=339 

“It is no coincidence that the 
increase in social media’s 
popularity goes hand in hand 
with the decline in the prestige 
of traditional media sources.”
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of the Ottoman Empire when caricatures were introduced to the public sphere, sat-
irists have typically been targets of intolerant governments and leaders. President 
Erdoğan is a case in point. He has a record of pursuing unfavorable caricatures 
of himself through the courts, and several cartoonists find themselves faced with 
charges of insulting him. That online satirists have so far not fallen victim to cen-
sorship is due to the fact that the crackdowns have not yet been fully systematized 
and because, in the vastness of cyberspace, most of the produced and reproduced 
online satire goes unnoticed by officials.

What is Next for Online and Offline Activism?

Online satire is catchy and fun to fol-
low. Young people find it easy to be-
come a part of the online conversation 
and humor provides familiar ground 
for their participation. Yet, as previ-
ously argued, the transformation of 
political satire into a political agenda 
is something that satirists themselves 
actually dread. Also, internet activism 
has been met with scepticism as much 
as with applause. Its dynamism, creativity and reach receive praise. Sceptisim is ai-
med at what remains to be done in addition to internet activism. It is widely questio-
ned whether social media users who like a facebook post or favorite a critical tweet 
are at all likely to pursue these causes through means of offline activism as well. 

Irrespective of these doubts, what we know for now is that a considerable part of 
the Turkish youth is now laughing at the absurdities of politics in Erdoğan’s Turkey 
together. In a country that has long ranked very low in international indexes in terms 
of interpersonal trust, many participants in the Gezi protests were awed by the fee-
lings of belonging that they experienced with their fellow protesters. Humor, offline 
and online, is playing a great part in shaping this sense of community. And if the Gezi 
protests will ever lead to a transformative political movement, this previously scarce 
sense of community and shared laughter will be the cornerstone of its success.

“The humorous language 
employed throughout the 

protests was the perfect tool to 
bind the participants together.”
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