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1. 

Lecture Summary: 

 This twelfth and final session of SOCOSMA crosses the borders of the Arab World to 

focus on Turkey, which remains interdependent on its neighbours. The management of the 

COVID-19 crisis - although recent - is part of much older logics, drawing lessons from the past, 

while disrupting the new order. To account for its effects, the French Institute of Anatolian 

Studies (IFEA) has produced a research book entitled Multidisciplinary Analyses of the COVID-

19 Health Crisis in Turkey1. In this work, the authors seek above all to show the reciprocal 

interactions between the various powers during the management of the epidemic, the changes 

in social practices and rituals, and the relations between experts and laymen, which sometimes 

prove to be tense.  

I. Remembering ancient epidemics... (historical approach)  

 The first part of the book focuses on placing the management of the COVID-19 

epidemic in Turkey in a much broader historical context. Although it surprised the world, it is 

not new: SARS, MERS, cholera, H1N1 and tuberculosis have struck in the past. Epidemics 

have an impact not only on health but also on economic, social and political structures. In the 

19th century, the "century of reforms" for the Ottoman Empire, cholera disrupted the 

construction of the state. It was also during this period that the current Turkish health 

organization was conceived: the quarantine system and health diplomacy emerged. The 

Kemalist Republic created the Ministry of Health, and the current Turkey of the AKP was 

formed on the promise of access to healthcare for all.  

 In this section, Sylvia Chiffoleau shows the gradual institutionalization of epidemic 

management, with the setting up of conferences, such as the first International Sanitary 

Conference in 1851. However, it also shows that epidemics respond to logics of power and 
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geopolitics, and that Turkey sees more and more European interference in its territories. 

Unable to ensure its sanitary policies, the Ottoman Empire will assert itself on the state level, 

in return. Ceren Gülser İlikan Rasimoğlu on the other hand, deconstructs the notion of 

"uncertainty" and its polysemy, going back to the historical scepticism that has run through all 

epidemics. The process of investigating cholera is long, controversial, and decentralized. 

However, the strong affirmation of the Ottoman Empire will lead to the acquisition of linguistic 

knowledge, to facilitate the transmission of information. The uncertainties are primarily 

conceptual, and concern the experts, whereas the second concern the laymen. The first 

induces the second, and this is valid for all epidemics: during cholera, patients are hidden, and 

some quarantine offices are attacked.   

 Fatmagül Bolat and Philippe Bourmaud have analyzed the evolution of the imaginary 

of epidemics, with caricature. Through the journal Uykusuz and the Hakkı Tarık Us collections, 

they show above all that individual responsibility for transmission is a constant. However, over 

time, the cartoons distance themselves from the racism of populations (here for COVID-19, 

Chinese and Asians in general). The personalisation of the virus is still present, but less 

stigmatising: cholera was for example stylized as a stambouliot bourgeois or a Balkan refugee. 

Also, the personification of death gradually disappears. Finally, Léa Delmaire looks at the role 

of experts and the importance of the economic sector in the management of the crisis, using 

the example of tuberculosis after 1945. Turkey saw an influx of Western funds through the 

Marshall Plan, but the health sector remained extremely costly. The government therefore 

often tried to redirect the source of epidemics towards environmental factors or individual 

behaviour (alcohol, etc.) and not structural problems such as the world of work (and in 

particular the conditions in the mines). This allows the State to avoid costly and extremely long 

reforms.  

II. A management of COVID-19 alla turca that does not border on authoritarianism 

(political and religious approaches) 

 This second part concerns the political dimension of the COVID-19 epidemic, which, 

according to specialists, marks a return in force of the Turkish state and its authoritarianism, 

as well as its interactions with the religious domain. For Jean-François Pérouse, Turkey is 

taking a very singular path by leaving no room for local governance, nor for the metropolitan 

authorities of the opposition. Deniz Mardin shows that the activities of associations fighting for 

human rights are limited, with demonstrations forbidden (especially when they concern the 

opposition). Finally, the decisions related to the management of COVID-19 are trapped in 

politics and ideology, without giving much power to experts and doctors.  

 Youenn Gourain shows that the government plays on the hybridization of health risk, 

by linking it, for example, to terrorist risk. This allows it to set up mass surveillance, and to 

reinforce control, while justifying politically these arbitrary decisions. In terms of domestic 

politics, the COVID-19 test reinforces the existing polarization. The President maintains power 

through a "popular alliance" with the far-right Nationalist Action Party (MHP), which plays on 

health nationalism, or "hygieno-nationalism". Through fundraising (the "We are self-sufficient" 

donation campaign) and calls for solidarity, it is finally grafted onto ordinary nationalism. 

However, this desire for national unity does not seem to be taking hold in opposition 

municipalities such as Ankara and Istanbul, led by the CHP party. They finally launched their 

own fundraising initiatives, in accordance with the law. This initiative was banned by the 

government, crystallizing the disagreements.  

 These tensions are also found in foreign policy. During this crisis, Turkey seeks above 

all to redevelop its soft power, which in the 2000s had been a feature of its diplomacy. In 2013, 

in the face of the popular revolts, it had gradually faded. The country is setting up a "corona 
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diplomacy", coming to help certain countries. Its industrial dynamism allows it to produce large 

quantities of masks and medical equipment, which it sends to more than 80 countries (Balkans, 

Italy, Spain, United Kingdom, Iran, Algeria, Yemen, Iraq ...). In addition to improving its 

international image, this policy also aims to reassure its population: if the country is able to 

export, it is because it is doing well. The slogans on the cards sent glorify the President (is 

written "Presidency of the Republic of Turkey"), but also the solidarity imposed by Islam 

("Behind despair are hidden many hopes. Behind the darkness are hidden many suns"2). 

However, Turkey continues to isolate itself by maintaining the use of its hard power in Syria, 

Iraq, Libya or Nagorno-Karabakh.  

 The second part of this section focuses on interactions with the religious domain. 

Bayram Balcı and Sümbül Kaya finally argue that politics is superior to religion, and that it 

uses it to establish its power and influence. Turkish Islam is diverse, and its influence is 

distributed among several actors: the Diyanet (Sunni confessional bureaucracy), which 

remains the most important organization by controlling 85,000 mosques, more than 130,000 

employees as well as the various pilgrimages, confreres' organizations and Islamist sects and 

intellectuals, who sometimes have their own interpretation of the outbreak. Conspiracy 

theories, which harbour anti-Semitism and racism (Christians and Jews launched the virus to 

weaken Islam), although existing, remain very marginal.  

 The Diyanet has very quickly played a fundamental role in this epidemic, by ordering 

with the power, the closure of mosques, limiting pilgrimages and adapting the Ramadan 

(prohibitions of gatherings of iftar ...). The call to prayer has also been lengthened, to pass 

messages of support. The injection of the vaccine was even considered by the religious 

authorities as not provoking the breaking of the fast. However, during this management of the 

crisis, the Diyanet, an independent body, lost its autonomy and was used by the state, which, 

through the religious authority, reinforced its authoritarianism.  

Report by Justine Clément, CEFREPA and SciencesPo Paris  

 

 

 
2 Quote from the famous Turkish poet Mevlana 


