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The dinner I was invited to was held after the monthly meeting of the Kayseri Chamber of
Industry on a pleasant summer night in 2015. The spacious dining hall on the top floor of the
chamber headquarters was filled by over a hundred industrialists from large and small com-
panies. Kayseri’s nationally celebrated cuisine was lavishly represented on our table. I was in
a good mood because I had been looking forward to this opportunity for the previous two
years. This meeting, and especially the part closed to the press, would hopefully give me
many insights into the relations among the members of the chamber.

I also was happy that I was seated with the owners of small- and medium-sized manufac-
turing enterprises (manufacturing SMEs). This arrangement would allow me to engage with
different strata of the industrial business community and observe their interactions
with each other. My plan was first to talk to those small industrialists, and then to chat
with the business leaders of the city at the after-dinner reception.

Luckily, the businessmen at my table were interested in my research project and we found
ourselves in a warm, yet intense conversation. Kayseri is a major industrial center and a
closely studied city with regard to the relations between the rise of right-wing politics in
Turkey and the late industrialization of the country, after the 1980s.1 The primary purpose
of my fieldwork was to identify the outstanding characteristics of the major manufacturing
enterprises in Kayseri and the relations of local companies with their local subsidiaries. That
is why I was all ears when the small industrialists began to share their perspectives on a
variety of issues, such as the prospects of industrial development in the city and the poten-
tial effect of the ongoing slowdown of the Chinese economy. Generally pessimistic about the
future, they were looking for a solution to a variety of challenges that followed the 2008
financial crisis. Our conversation slowly shifted to Erciyes University, the biggest and oldest
in the city. They were upset with the disconnect between this institution and the business
community. They sought a pragmatic approach to motivating the Erciyes faculty to collab-
orate with them to boost their productivity, decrease their energy costs, and expand their
product spectrum; they felt that the faculty had been generally unresponsive. They had
doubts (and open criticisms) about the academic qualifications of the Erciyes faculty, who,
they believed, failed to keep up with the recent developments in their fields.

They were rather baffled when I asked them if they had ever invested any of their own
financial resources toward any kind of academic research at Erciyes. They did not expect
this question, as they tended to see themselves as the recipients of their relationship
with the university, not as financial patrons of the institution. This did not particularly sur-
prise me, though, because administrators of organized industrial districts, the semiofficial
Small and Medium Industry Development Organization (KOSGEB in Turkish), and scientific
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research parks (in Turkish, “technoparks”) that I had interviewed earlier were similarly
upset by the lack of collaboration between the academic staff of their own regional univer-
sities and the industrialists and their businesses. A year earlier at another meeting in Denizli,
another major industrial center, the head of the city’s technopark made it abundantly clear
that this distance posed a major challenge to the future of the establishment. As an associate
professor of chemical engineering, he had a good understanding of how the research process
worked in academia. He also had to convince the industrialists of the city to invest in the
technopark. His solution was to knock on the doors of those local industrialists and intro-
duce them to the prospects of collaborative projects with the technopark. A second chal-
lenge was to convince the academic staff at the local Pamukkale University. As he put it,
“It is hard to convince scholars at the university to take part in these projects. Many of
them still ask about job security with a mentality of tenured public employees.”2

During my field research, which I conducted between 2012 and 2015, I made many similar
observations about the schism between the academic staff and those industrialists linked to
the academics’ “job descriptions” and socioeconomic status. For the industrialists, the
professors’ primary duty was to help them to grow their profit margins, but they believed
that faculty members of their local universities played a parasitic role in their city’s econ-
omy. The academics who could work for the industrialists were usually proud of what
they were doing, however they dismissed the businessmen for their lack of education and
etiquette. Indeed, most of the businesspersons I talked to in various Turkish cities were
high school dropouts.

Notwithstanding those viewpoints that emphasize the local conditions in cities and the
sociocultural traits of individuals, this divergence, I believe, points to a key dynamic behind
the erosion of academic and cultural freedoms in Turkey within the last decade: the univer-
sity has gradually ceased to be the leading institution of technological research in the coun-
try, whereas manufacturing companies have assumed a growing role in the guidance of such
research activities both on and off university campuses. In many cases, universities let pri-
vate researchers use their facilities and indirectly subsidize local companies.3 In fact, even
though the actual research takes place on university campuses, local companies set the
research agenda and benefit from the results. In other words, universities have increasingly
become a technology platform for manufacturing companies, rather than an autonomous
space for scholarly research.

The Downfall of the University and the Rise of the Industry

The available figures corroborate my fieldwork observations about the split in mindsets
between industrialists and scholars. According to the Turkish Statistical Institute
(TurkStat) data on research and development activities since 1990, the share of R&D expen-
diture in the Turkish GDP more than doubled between the early 2000s and the late 2010s.4 In
fact, most of the growth in the aggregate R&D expenditure took place after the (Islamist)
Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) came to power in 2002.

The freedom of academic and cultural expression scores in the University of Gothenburg’s
Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) data set illustrate a contrasting trend in the same period.5

2 Interview with H.D., CEO of Pamukkale Technopark, PLACE/Kayseri, 14 July 2014.
3 Sinem Bayzin and Mehmet Şengür, “Üniversite Sanayi İşbi̇rli̇ği̇nde Teknoparkların Rolü,” International Journal of

Economic & Social Research 15, no. 3 (2019): 299–313.
4 Turkish Statistical Institute, “Gross domestic expenditure on R&D by sector and type of expenditure”, https://

data.tuik.gov.tr/Bulten/DownloadIstatistikselTablo?p=DdIfzyxOHp2TWRYqvkR7qlJeAinuyTC9D/e7wd6/b4muDngqyu
VJB5YHpkUJ8JFE (accessed 7 September 2023); World Bank, “GDP (current US$)”, https://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD (accessed 7 September 2023); The Central Bank of the Republic of Turkey,
“EVDS”, https://evds2.tcmb.gov.tr/index.php?/evds/serieMarket/#collapse_2 (accessed 7 September 2023).

5 V-Dem Institute, “V-Dem Dataset Version 12,” 2022, https://v-dem.net/data/the-v-dem-dataset/; https://v-
dem.net/data/the-v-dem-dataset/country-year-v-dem-fullothers-v13/.
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The related scores significantly improved between 1989 and 2003 and reached the highest
level since the 1960s. The very year when AKP came to power overlapped with, first, a stag-
nation in these scores for its first three years in government, and then a dive afterward. In
other words, Turkey has been investing in expanding resources in R&D activities for the last
two decades under AKP rule, whereas the scholarly freedoms of academics have been
severely curbed during the same period (Fig. 1).

The 2010s were, however, not the first postwar decade since the 1960s when academic
freedoms were severely restricted. The first major deterioration of academic freedoms dur-
ing the last six decades happened in the wake of the bloody coup in 1980, which played an

Figure 1. Research and development expenditure and academic and cultural freedoms in Turkey.6

6 R&D expenditure (‱ of GDP, Left axis): https://data.tuik.gov.tr/Bulten/DownloadIstatistikselTablo?
p=DdIfzyxOHp2TWRYqvkR7qlJeAinuyTC9D/e7wd6/b4muDngqyuVJB5YHpkUJ8JFE. Freedom of academic and cultural
expression (Right axis): https://v-dem.net/data/the-v-dem-dataset/country-year-v-dem-fullothers-v13/. V-Dem
Codebook (Page 184–185) has the further details about this indicator available here: https://v-dem.net/
documents/24/codebook_v13.pdf. For convenience, the figures regarding this indicator are assigned index values
starting with “100” for 1990.

3.8.3.3 Freedom of academic and cultural expression (C) (v2clacfree).
Question: Is there academic freedom and freedom of cultural expression related to political issues?
Responses:
0: Not respected by public authorities. Censorship and intimidation are frequent. Academic activities and cul-

tural expressions are severely restricted or controlled by the government.
1: Weakly respected by public authorities. Academic freedom and freedom of cultural expression are practiced

occasionally, but direct criticism of the government is mostly met with repression.
2: Somewhat respected by public authorities. Academic freedom and freedom of cultural expression are practiced

routinely, but strong criticism of the government is sometimes met with repression.
3: Mostly respected by public authorities. There are few limitations on academic freedom and freedom of cultural

expression, and resulting sanctions tend to be infrequent and soft.
4: Fully respected by public authorities. There are no restrictions on academic freedom or cultural expression.
Scale: Ordinal, converted to interval by the measurement model.
Data release: 1-12.
Cross-coder aggregation: Bayesian item response theory measurement model (see V-Dem Methodology).
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instrumental role in the transition from import-substituting industrialization policies to a
new export-led growth strategy. This expansive strategy put a heavy emphasis on the
light export–oriented manufacturing industries as the main engine of economic growth
and a structural solution to the chronic foreign currency deficit, which the Turkish economy
had suffered from in the 1970s.8

The purge of progressive scholars who were skeptical of this new strategy from the uni-
versity in the name of the Turkish military’s war on communism was one of the factors that
facilitated the transition process. The manufactured exports, then, swiftly increased their
share in the GDP from 1 percent in 1980 to 10 percent in 1990 (and to roughly 20 percent
by 2020). It took two decades for the academic and cultural freedoms in the early 2000s to
get back to where they were in the 1970s, as manufactured exports became an even more
important component of the national income. In fact, the beginning of a second surge in
the manufactured export volume since the early 1980s coincided with a failed coup attempt
in 2016. The AKP government used the failed putsch to justify firing thousands of public
employees with unconstitutional government decrees and without due process, including
roughly 400 scholars known as “the Academics for Peace,” who protested the Turkish gov-
ernment’s military operations in the Kurdish region of the country in 2015 (Fig. 2).9

In other words, the postwar growth and decline of the manufacturing export volume and
the progress and regression of academic freedoms in Turkey had a weak relationship until

Figure 2. Manufactured exports and academic and cultural freedom of expression in Turkey.7

7 Share of manufactured exports in GDP (%, Left axis) (Source: World Bank): https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/TX.
VAL.MANF.ZS.UN; https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/TX.VAL.MRCH.CD.WT; https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.
GDP.MKTP.CD. Freedom of academic and cultural expression (Right axis) (Source: V-Dem): https://v-dem.net/data/the-
v-dem-dataset/country-year-v-dem-fullothers-v13/. For convenience, the figures regarding this indicator are assigned
index values starting with “100” for 1962. Please see Footnote 6 for the details about this indicator.

8 Senses, Fikret, “Turkey’s Experience with Neoliberal Policies since 1980 in Retrospect and Prospect.” In The
Making of Neoliberal Turkey, ed. Cenk Özbay, Maral Erol, and Ayşecan Terzioglu (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate
Publishing Company, 2016), 15–32.

9 Nazan Bedirhanoğlu, “Kurds and Turkey’s Laboratory of Securitization,” Social Research 88, no. 2 (2021): 335–57,
https://doi.org/10.1353/sor.2021.0017.
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the 1980s, overlapped until the 2000s, and then took contrasting paths in the last two
decades. Unlike the 1960s and the 1970s, when the universities played an important role
in setting growth-oriented government policies through their participation in strategic
plans at the national level (such as the Five-Year Development Plans), the university has
been losing its influence over policymaking and its prestige for the last two decades.

Campus and Politics

The authoritarian targeting of Turkish academia rests on three broad pillars. First is the
intimidation of progressive scholars and purging them from their positions whenever it is
necessary or possible.10 The second is the mushrooming of nonpublic universities with
the financial and political support of the AKP government.11 These institutions in Turkey
do not provide tenure, regardless of the academic seniority or success of the scholar.
Third is the derailing of research-related subsidies and funding from universities, redirecting
it to private companies, which led to a split between the academic and professional interests
of the academic staff.12 Those who can secure funding from nonuniversity resources due to
their disciplines or research interests, I believe, tend to support this transformation, whereas
others are concerned about the growing influence of private interests on university cam-
puses. The result is that academic staff in Turkey have been unable to unite to protect
the position of the university in the pursuit scientific and technological advancement.

In fact, the declining sociopolitical status of universities is closely related to current pat-
terns of industrial connections to the global economy. Some middle-income countries,
including Turkey, have taken a labor-intensive, low-technology path to intensify their
connectivity with global industrial supply chains. The Turkish case is, in this regard, excep-
tional: the share of high-technology exports in Turkey’s total manufactured exports volume
has not gone above 3 percent since the mid-2000s, whereas the related global value for 2007–
20 soared to around 20 percent.13 In this industrial topography based on low wages and
technology, industrialists in general and owners of manufacturing SMEs in particular demand
R&D activities that address their immediate needs regarding shopfloor dynamics and product
spectra, and they have limited interest in long-term research projects that could address
structural problems pertinent to their industries. One way to satisfy the needs of these entre-
preneurial groups, who have a significant impact on the local politics of their cities, has
been to dismantle the national university system and directly and indirectly subsidize these
groups for their R&D activities—and let them use the universities’ human, technical, and
financial resources as a major subsidy. The AKP has been closely following this recipe since
the early 2000s.

Conclusion: Vaccines, Rockets, and Democracy

I am one of the “Academics for Peace” noted above. Along with hundreds of my colleagues, I
lost my job at Ankara University, one of the biggest and most prominent higher education
institutions in the country, because in 2016 I signed a petition to raise awareness of a major

10 Bahar Baser, Samim Akgönül, and Ahmet Erdi Öztürk. “‘Academics for Peace’ in Turkey: A Case of Criminalising
Dissent and Critical Thought via Counterterrorism Policy,” Critical Studies on Terrorism 10, no. 2 (2017): 274–96,
https://doi.org/10.1080/17539153.2017.1326559.

11 Ömür Birler, “Neoliberalization and Foundation Universities in Turkey,” in Neoliberal Transformation of Education
in Turkey: Political and Ideological Analysis of Educational Reforms in the Age of the AKP, ed. Güliz Akkaymak and Kemal İnal
(New York: Palgrave, 2012), 139–50.

12 Adem Çaylak and Hüseyin Baran, “Projeleşen Toplum: Kapitalist Hegemonyanın Yeni Meşrulaştırım Biçimi,”
Journal of Academic Studies 11, no. 40 (2009): 63–80; Fesih Bayraktar, “Neo-liberalleşme, Sivil Toplum Kuruluşları
ve ‘Projecilik’,” Amme İdaresi Dergisi 50, no. 2 (2017): 105–42.

13 World Bank, “High-Technology Exports (% of Manufactured Exports),” https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/
TX.VAL.TECH.MF.ZS (accessed 31 October 2022).
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turning point in Turkey’s recent political history. The AKP government abruptly ended peace
negotiations with the Kurdish movement after it lost the majority in the parliament in 2015
and initiated a massive military operation in the Kurdish region of the country to rally its
voters with feelings of nationalism and win the rerun election, in the same year that it sab-
otaged the coalition negotiations by capitalizing on a loophole in the constitution. According
to the Human Rights Foundation of Turkey, “at least 198 civilians (including 39 children, 29
women and 27 persons over the age of 60) lost their lives” during this operation in 2015 and
2016, and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights reported
that “between July 2015 and December 2016, some 2,000 people were reportedly killed in
the context of security operations in South-East Turkey. According to information received,
this would . . . include approximately 1,200 local residents.”14

I signed that petition for three reasons. The most important reason was to stop the civil-
ian killings, especially by the government forces, which had (and have) the primary respon-
sibility of taking all necessary measures to protect the lives of citizens. Second, as a scholar
working on the modern political and economic history of Turkey, I was particularly con-
cerned about the abrupt end of negotiations between the Kurdish movement and the
Islamist government. As Kurds still have no constitutional recognition or protection of
their ethnic and national identity in Turkey, the strategy of the government was not accept-
able from a democratic perspective. I was (and am) convinced that this was a decisive turn-
ing point for Turkish democracy. Third, I was aware that the military operations against the
Kurdish civilians were only one of the first steps in dismantling democratic institutions and,
in particular, the university. Regardless of differences in political opinions, I expected a sig-
nificant portion of roughly 200,000 scholars in the country to sign this petition, primarily to
protect academic freedoms in the country.15 What was at stake was the future of academia in
Turkey. Unfortunately, only around 2,000 of those 200,000 scholars signed.

Our failure was “rewarded” with a series of unconstitutional government decrees in 2017
that blacklisted the signatories of the petition as terrorists. As I was away from my family
due to the international travel ban (and did not want to accept the downfall of the democ-
racy as the fate of my country before I did whatever I could), I advised the main opposition
party for the next two years, with the hope that the next election in 2018 would change the
power dynamics in the country.

I left the country after that election, because there were no immediate prospects for the
return of democracy. Also, our exchanges with some of the high-level AKP politicians right
after our dismissal convinced most of my colleagues and me that the government was deter-
mined to extend the international travel ban as long as possible, especially for those who
were reluctant to repent their “sin.”

A few months after my adventurous journey to the New World, one of my old friends from
college gave me a call. He was a successful researcher in hard sciences, running his own lab
at a prestigious research university in the United States. We had a long history of friendship
back in Turkey and I had always enjoyed his companionship, although I also was upset that
he had not bothered to contact me during the most difficult period of my life, marked by the
painful separation from my family. As a duty to our friendship, I felt obliged to express my
feelings to him. I did my best to use the least hurtful words to share my disappointment and
asked him if he was aware of what I had gone through. His response was blunt, “I thought
this was about your politics.”

Even though I was aware that it would be a futile effort, I again did my best to calmly
explain to him that my politics was only one (and a relatively insignificant) factor behind

14 HRFT Academy, Academics for Peace: A Brief History (Ankara: Human Rights Foundation of Turkey, 2019), https://
www.tihvakademi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/AcademicsforPeace-ABriefHistory.pdf.

15 Anadolu Ajansı, “Türk Üniversitelerindeki Kadın Profesör Oranı, Avrupa Ortalamasını Geride Bıraktı”,
Yükseköğretim Kurulu, 5 June 2021, https://www.yok.gov.tr/Sayfalar/Haberler/2021/turk-universitelerindeki-kadin-
profesor-orani-avrupa-ortalamasini-gecti.aspx (accessed 1 November 2022).
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my decision to protest the Turkish government and that my “politics” was closely (and pri-
marily) related to my scholarly expertise on modern Turkish history and social theory as
well as my years-long research experience. More importantly, I reminded him of the conse-
quences of what happened in 2015 and 2016 for Turkish academia. Whether he liked it or
not, he had a role in this outcome as a result of his political apathy, which he probably jus-
tified with the protective layer provided by his discipline: for his entire adult life he was told
that he was exempt from and above politics, as natural sciences were more important than
politics. But both his informants and he, I reminded him again, were utterly wrong.

Undoubtedly, regardless of how it was expressed, my point shocked him, as he was used
to being “the good guy” as long as he did his job at the lab. Maybe thanks to this entitled
status, the comforts of which would be difficult for anyone to give up, he firmly held his
ground: social scientists, humanists, and historians were given the task of sacrificing them-
selves to protect the academy, not the scholars who specialized in STEM, law, or medicine.
They were assigned “nobler tasks” such as saving us from pandemics or taking us to other
planets. In the meantime, others, who raised their voice in the face of a grave danger not
only for democracy but also for scientific research like my friend’s, and paid the price,
were simply doing their job. Like many of my other my colleagues in Turkey and other
parts of the world, some of whom are, of course, physicians, hard scientists, and legal schol-
ars, I spoke up when others were silenced, and I lost many friends. I guess this is another
price one has to pay when committing oneself to the protection of the academy as a part
of the “job description.”
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