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PROPAGANDA TOOLS OF THE STATE AFTER THE 
UNSUCCESSFUL MILITARY COUP ATTEMPT IN TURKEY

In crisis situations, countries that use censorship and propaganda in the 
state information policy, a set of variability used for information control mecha-
nisms. Promotion of social networks has expanded the toolkit.

It is also critical, particularly in moments of politicised confl ict and strife, 
to hunt for indicators in the profi le, in hashtags and other language used 
throughout an uploader’s account to evaluate who is sharing the content and 
why. Failure to do so leads us down a rabbit hole that risks spreading propa-
ganda and myths that do not depict a balanced, considered story of events.
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Katarzyna Handziuk, Państwowa propaganda narzędzia po nieudanym 
zamachu stanu w Turcji

W krajach, które korzystają ze środków propagandy w polityce informa-
cyjnej państwa i mają cenzurę, W sytuacjach kryzysowych zestaw zmienności 
stosowany do mechanizmów kontroli informacji.

Promocja sieci społecznych rozszerzyła «Policy Toolkit». Jest również 
bardzo ważne, by zrozumieć , szczególnie gdy konfl ikt jest upolityczniony, że 
propaganda nie może być dystrybuowana za pośrednictwem ofi cjalnych źródeł. 
Konieczne jest, aby dokładnie sprawdzić zawartość wątpliwych źródeł, szcze-
gólnie to, co zostało opublikowane przed rozpoczęciem kryzysu. Niespełnienie 
tego pokazuje nam odwrocie polityki informacyjnej państwa w Turcji, która 
ma promować propagandę i mity, które nie odzwierciedlają zrównoważoną 
zawartość.

Słowa kluczowe: propaganda, Turcji, polityka informacyjna, komunikacji 
kryzysowej, cenzura

Гандзюк К. Механізми державної пропаганди Туреччини після 
невдалої спроби військового перевороту

У кризових ситуаціях країни, що використовують цензуру і пропаганду 
в державній інформаційній політиці, застосовують варіативний набір 
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механізмів контролю за інформацією. Популяризація соціальних мереж 
розширила цей інструментарій. Також дуже важливо, особливо в 
моменти політизованого конфлікту, розуміти, що пропаганда може 
розповсюджуватись не через офіційні джерела і такі акаунти, діляться 
сумнівним змістом, треба особливо ретельно перевіряти, вивчаючи зміст, 
яке публікувалося до моменту початку кризи. Недотримання цього правила 
показує нам зворотний бік державної інформаційної політики Туреччини, 
яка складається в поширенні пропаганди і міфів, що не відображають 
збалансований вміст.

Ключові слова: пропаганда, Туреччина, інформаційна політика, 
кризові комунікації, цензура

Гандзюк К. Механизмы государственной пропаганды Турции после 
неудачной попытки военного переворота

В кризисных ситуациях страны, использующие цензуру и пропаганду 
в государственной информационной политике, применяют вариативный 
набор механизмов контроля за информацией. Популяризация социальных 
сетей расширила этот инструментарий. Также очень важно, 
особенно в моменты политизированного конфликта, понимать, что 
пропаганда может распространятся не через официальные источники 
и такие аккаунты, делящиеся сомнительным контентом, надо особенно 
тщательно проверять, изучая содержание, которое публиковалось до 
момента начала кризиса. Несоблюдение этого правила показывает 
нам обратную сторону государственной информационной политики 
Турции, которая состоит в распространении пропаганды и мифов, не 
отражающих сбалансированное содержание. 

Ключевые слова: пропаганда, Турция, информационная политика, 
кризисные коммуникации, цензура

Introduction
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has embarked on an offensive against Tur-

key’s media. Journalists are harassed, many have been accused of “insulting the 
president” and the Internet is systematically censored. The regional context – the 
war in Syria and Turkey’s offensive against the PKK Kurds – is exacerbating the 
pressure on the media, which are also accused of “terrorism.” The media and civil 
society are nonetheless resisting Erdogan’s growing authoritarianism. [6]

Statement of research objective
The purpose of this paper is to analyse state mechanisms of effi ciency of 

use of propaganda as a tool of the state informational policy during political 
crisises. 
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Results
Propaganda is a means of political infl uence which seeks to infl uence opin-

ions, or perspectives among a targeted audience and that should be considered 
together with the concept of having the power to govern a state or nation or 
community. It is a concept that is needed to be used for and considered together 
with the relationships based on self-interests and that arise as a consequence of 
prevailing inequalities between human societies. [3]

It may also be regarded as an important tool for describing the power and 
demonstrating the exercise of the power in a political context for all domains of 
power. Propaganda has been a tool in all potential governmental environments 
and for all ruling bodies ranging from economic power relationships to political 
power and to different forms of religious power, employed for promulgating 
their opinions and wills and for persuading masses. We should note also note 
here that it is important that not to ignore the fact statues, sculptures, monu-
ments, temples and places of worship, which are regarded as a manifestation 
of belief of polytheistic religions of ancient times, in which more than one god/
goddess or force is worshipped, have a dimension associated with propaganda. 
Magnifi cent palaces and/or mausoleums of kings, pharaoh pyramids, divine 
temples of gods and goddesses, magnifi cent and gorgeous mosque and church 
buildings may, in a sense, be regarded as tools and areas of propaganda. Pro-
paganda is essentially a tool that promotes and advertises power, however at 
the same time is also a demonstration or presentation of power. Consequently, 
buildings, squares, works of art, towers, monuments, divine temples and places 
of worship symbolizing power function as propaganda tool. [7, 25]

Common Tools Used in Crisis Propaganda are as follows.
Demonization. This tool involves portraying the enemy as purely evil, 

menacing, murderous, and aggressive. The propagandist attempts to remove all 
confusion and ambiguity about whom the public should hate. The enemy may 
be portrayed as a hairy beast or the devil himself. This tool becomes more pow-
erful when the enemy can be blamed for committing atrocities against women, 
children, or other noncombatants. 

Emotional Appeals. This tool involves playing on people’s emotions to promote 
the war effort. Since the strongest emotion is often fear, propagandists create their 
work based on the premise that the more frightened a person is by a communication, 
the more likely he or she is to take action. Thus, propagandists are careful to explain 
in detail the action that they want the consumer of the propaganda to carry out. 

Name Calling. This tool involves using loaded labels to encourage hatred 
of the enemy. Labels like “Commies,” “Japs,” and “Huns” reinforce negative 
stereotypes and assist propagandists in demonizing the enemy. 
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Patriotic Appeals. This tool involves using patriotic language or symbols to 
appeal to people’s national pride. 

Half-Truths or Lies. This tool involves deception or twisting the truth. The 
propagandist may attempt to include some element of truth in the propaganda to 
make an argument more persuasive. For example, blaming the enemy for com-
plete responsibility for the war and portraying one’s own country as a victim of 
aggression is a common propaganda tool. 

Catchy Slogans. This tool involves using memorable phrases to foster 
support for the war effort. For example, short phrases like “Remember the 
Maine!” and “Remember the Alamo!” have been very successful in motivat-
ing Americans to strongly support the use of arms against Spain and Mexico, 
respectively. 

Evocative Visual Symbols. This tool involves using symbols that appeal to 
people’s emotions— like fl ags, statues, mothers and children, and enemy uni-
forms—to promote the war effort. 

Humor or Caricatures. This tool involves capturing the viewer’s attention 
through the use of humor to promote the war effort. The enemy is almost always 
the butt of the jokes used by propagandists. [10]

All these tools had been used in Turkey during unsuccessful military coup 
attempt. 

On July 15th messages started to go around about “strange events taking 
place in Istanbul and Ankara”. A terrorist attack, some said. A coup attempt, said 
others. It quickly became clear that the latter were correct.

Within the hour, it had been confi rmed by Prime Minister Binali Yildirim. 
Soon after, the state broadcaster was taken over and an anchor forced to read the 
coup leaders’ message of martial law. The offi cial channels of news were shut 
down, and the world was left, in the most part, to trawl social media to fi nd out 
what was going on.

Much has been written about how the coup was thwarted by FaceTime. The 
country’s President, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, appeared on CNN Turk via Apple’s 
VOIP service, galvanising citizens to take to the streets and stop the military in 
truly remarkable acts of bravery. What is also remarkable is how the story of the 
night of the 15th of July was not recorded or reported by traditional news report-
ing – but by mobile phones. [12]

In Turkey, people talked about the same during the Gezi Park protests of 
2013 but the reality is that, then, eyewitness media accompanied television 
news. It was the same during other protests across Turkey. Yes, eyewitness me-
dia has been important – but it wasn’t the only true source for news gathering. 
July 15th was different.
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Two problems emerge in this scenario. First, what is true? What is verifi ed? 
At First Draft we’ve written much about the steps and importance of verifying 
eyewitness media. Nothing was different here and, indeed, Turkish journalist 
Mehmet Atakan Foça put together an excellent list of some of the false or misat-
tributed pieces of eyewitness media fl ying around that evening. We see in Foça’s 
list the whole spectrum of misinformation, from fake Twitter accounts to misat-
tributed video and misidentifi ed victims.

The other problem to emerge was the issue of who is sharing what content 
on social media, and to what ends? What is the motivation around sharing? 
Thinking about this is a crucial part of the verifi cation process, but it is prob-
ably the hardest of the verifi cation steps to crack. As verifi ers and journalists, 
we need to make sure we truly understand what the piece of content we have 
discovered is telling us, and explain that better to the audience.

Two pieces of eyewitness media in Foça’s list of fakes illustrate this issue 
perfectly, and both from the same story: the claim that protestors beheaded a 
soldier involved in the coup attempt in the early hours of July 16th.

One of the pieces highlighted by Foça is a close up of a soldier lying on the 
ground with a knife to his throat. But as Foça notes, this is a picture from Syria 
in 2013.

The text in the tweet, now deleted, translates roughly as “Is anyone hurt or 
smitten by this photo?”

But there are several other reasons we need to be careful with this image, 
and all are linked to the propaganda story the tweet is trying to spread: namely, 
that anti-coup protesters on the bridge were violent towards soldiers. Whether 
this is the case cannot be told from this picture alone, but what we can tell is how 
the Twitter account is trying to spread this story.

Disregarding the Twitter handle of @hsvhsjdjdbdjch1, itself a red fl ag, the 
name of the account implies a political leaning that is against Turkey’s ruling 
party. Translating the name – SAVCI BHARARA BAŞGAN – gives the result 
“Prosecutors Bharara BAŞG the”. [5]

A search for the fi rst two words gives us links to Prosecutor Preet Bhar-
ara  – the US Attorney for the Southern District of New York – and a reverse 
image search of the account’s profi le picture confi rms that it is indeed a clearly 
photoshopped portrait of Bharara.

But why would a Turkish Twitter account be interested in this US attorney? 
A search for Preet Bharara and Turkey shows him to be something of a minor 
internet celebrity in Turkey, leading an investigation into an Iranian citizen be-
lieved to have close links to the ruling party in Turkey and accused of violating 
Iranian sanctions, money laundering, and defrauding the US government. [8]
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The other indicator is the hashtag. #NeDarbeNeDiktatörlük was trending 
in Turkey in the period after the military coup and its use sends a very clear po-
litical signal to the reader. Translating each capitalised word gives us “Neither 
Coup Nor Dictatorship”, a hashtag standing against the attempted coup, but also 
against the perceived autocratic tendencies of the government in Turkey.

Both signs show us that we should, as journalists, be careful about what 
the uploader is telling us, as they are clearly using the image to show an anti-
government political position.

Foça’s excellent work in debunking misinformation around the coup pro-
vides us with another example – from the other side of the coin.

As rumours circulated of a soldier beheaded on Bosphorus Bridge, a claim 
spread on social media that a picture of the event was actually from a car ac-
cident in 2006.

In the tweet below, the account tells us: “The photograph that’s being 
shared of the soldier being decapitated is from a soldier who was killed in a car 
crash in 2006. They are lying…”

“LIE!!” reads the picture on the left, compared to “TRUE!” on the right. 
But the screenshot from a CNN Turk story in 2006 has been doctored to include 
an image. The original story has no image. [5]

A search tells us that this 2006 incident did indeed happen but, as Foça 
notes, further searching turns up no similar pictures. Running the tests we used 
above also gives us precious little extra information to go on.

However, searching for the text in Tweetdeck returns very interesting re-
sults: dozens of tweets with the same image, text and syntax – some of which 
are shown below.

Several of these accounts openly support the ruling Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) of Turkey. As Tom Trewinnard of Meedan notes, such behav-
iour could also imply the use of bots to spread disinformation. Supporters of the 
AKP have been accused of such activities before.

A Tweetdeck search for the text in the fi rst tweet returns multiple identical 
tweets.

This indicates not a concerted campaign to rectify false information, rather 
a campaign to imply that the images of the soldier lying prostrate on the Bos-
phorus Bridge are false and should be disregarded as propaganda themselves. 
Not only is there an interest in some quarters to spread old or false footage to 
misinform, but also attempts to cover up true events. [8]

With hindsight, and as far as it has been possible to ascertain, a soldier 
was beheaded by anti-coup protesters on Bosphorus Bridge on the morning of 
July 15th. This is now known despite the campaign to discredit footage from 
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the event. The journalist’s verifi cation process is all the more necessary in these 
circumstances to establish that a piece of eyewitness media is what it purports 
to be.

Conclusions
First of all, while the failed coup of July 15th is a useful case study for 

highlighting some of the issues around how social media users repurpose and 
reshare eyewitness media (be it fake, misattributed or true) to push their own 
agenda, it’s not the only one. We’ve seen this around Daesh terrorist attacks 
in Europe, the UK referendum on staying in the European Union, Black Lives 
Matter campaigns in the United States. It is part of the social media landscape 
today – especially in highly politicised and controversial stories.

What it emphasises is the need to always strive to fi nd the original piece of 
eyewitness media from the person who originally captured it. On the night of 
July 15th to 16th, in Istanbul and the capital Ankara, Turkish citizens were, for 
the most part, sharing eyewitness media showing how the Turkish people stood 
up to and ultimately thwarted a coup. This was the original content that journal-
ists needed to be fi nding and using.

Failing that, the above examples emphasise just how much journalists us-
ing social media for newsgathering need to interrogate every piece of content  – 
not just to do a simple reverse image search to check if the eyewitness media is 
new or not.

It is also critical, particularly in moments of politicised confl ict and strife, 
to hunt for indicators in the profi le, in hashtags and other language used through-
out an uploader’s account to evaluate who is sharing the content and why. Fail-
ure to do so leads us down a rabbit hole that risks spreading propaganda and 
myths that do not depict a balanced, considered story of events.
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