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TURKEY AS SEEN THROUGH FOOTBALL CLUBS 
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Supervisor:  Clement Henry 

 
The history of football clubs in Turkey is entwined with the political and 

economic development of Turkey in the twentieth century. This thesis focuses on the 

history of soccer clubs and the close involvement of the sport with the formation of 

modern Turkish identity during the late Ottoman period, the early republican period, the 

multi-party period, and finally the Cold War era. As this study also argues, in addition to 

their role in identity formation, football clubs were the building blocks of associational 

life in Turkish democracy and thus represent a major force in the process of democratic 

deepening in the country. The thesis addresses both the complex political functions and 

uses of soccer clubs and their economic relationship to the development of Turkish 

business.  Through the twentieth century, the politics behind soccer clubs evolved from 

an affirmation of national identity to a reassertion of local identity as a challenge to the 
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centralized state system. Increased localization—as evidenced by the rising fortunes of 

soccer clubs and businesses from Central Anatolia, Turkey’s Muslim heartland—also 

indicates the increased Islamicization of Turkish society accompanying the advent of the 

AKP (Justice and Development Party). The changing character of Turkish society and the 

challenge to traditional secular elites by a rising class of Islamic businessmen from 

outside of the metropolitan areas—developing businesses concentrated mainly in Central 

Anatolia—are presented through an analysis of Parliamentary election results since 1962 

along with the concurrent change in the geographical transformation of the landscape of 

Turkish soccer through this period. The study examines the complex, multifaceted 

interrelationships and lines of mutual determinations between the changing conceptions 

of Turkish identity, democratic deepening, Islamicization, and the economic development 

of modern Turkey.  This thesis demonstrates how these forces that shape social, political, 

and economic life are played out on the soccer field.  
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 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Is there any other country in which a World Cup qualifier against minnows San 
Marino could transform vibrant cities into dead ones for the duration of the 
game? In which other country is the ratio of active club supporters per capita so 
high? Can another place be found where intellectuals, workers, peasants, 
‘yuppies’, the rich and the poor, power elites and ordinary people spend so much 
time engrossed in football, and where around significant fixtures the whole 
country speaks only of football for days? 

—Cem Kozanoğlu1 

 “Her toplumsal etkinlik gibi futbol da içinde gerçekleştiği toplumun aynasıdır.  
[Like every social activity, football is the mirror of the society it takes place in.]” 

 —M. Berkay Aydın and Duygu Hatıpoğlu2 
  

 

 As a country, Turkey is full of contradictions. The politics that define the country 

are no exception. Since the end of the Ottoman period, identity has been a contested 

subject in Turkey. Was the Ottoman Empire Islamic and Eastern, due to its custodianship 

of the holiest cities in Islam, Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem? Or was it European and 

Western, with its power base in the Balkans, stretching out of Thrace to far-reaching 

lands abutting the Austro-Hungarian Empire in Central Europe? Given these questions 

concerning the Empire, what identity was an independent Turkey to have? In the midst of 

the ideological struggle of the Cold War, Turkey had to frame its identity as a member of 

the Western Democracies, a member of NATO and a bulwark against Soviet designs on 

                                                
1 Kozanoğlu, Cem, “Beyond Edirne: Football and the National Identity Crisis in Turkey,” in Football 
Cultures and Identities, ed. Gary Armstrong and Richard Giulianotti. (London: Macmillan Press LTD., 
1999), 117. 
2 M. Berkay Aydın and Duygu Hatıpoğlu, Bastır Ankaragücü: Kent, Kimlik, Endüstriyel Futbol ve 
Taraftarlık [Press on Ankaragücü: The City, Identity, Industrial Football and Fan Culture] (Ankara: Epos 
Yayınları, 2007), 141. Author’s Translation. Unless otherwise noted, all translations from Turkish are mine. 
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the Middle East and the Mediterranean. Today the question of identity still vexes Turkish 

politicians, as the ruling Justice and Development Party, the AKP3, is espousing a 

decidedly Islamic identity while still holding true to the facets of Western democracy. 

Turkish leaders have been attempting to answer these questions of identity since 

the declaration of a Republic in October of 1923, and one major place that Turkish 

identity has come into question is, of all places, the soccer stadium. Cem Kozanoğlu 

gives a useful overview of the psychological hold that soccer has on Turkish society, 

rooting it in its ability to encompass many different social groups. It supports the original 

vision that Ziya Gökalp had for Turkish society, where “modernization in Turkey would 

not and should not involve the emergence of class conflict”.4 Perhaps it is for this reason 

that club formation in Turkey—unlike in Western Europe—stemmed from nationalism, 

and for that reason clubs have no outright class identity. Soccer has continually served to 

re-enforce this classless identity in Turkey, and thus soccer clubs have been viewed as the 

favored type of association by successive Turkish governments, classless and—in their 

own right—de-politicized. 

The hold that soccer has had on the national psyche comes from its ability to 

bring the diverse ethnic and political groups in Turkey together behind the national 

banner of a “team”. From the late days of the Ottoman period, soccer defined a 

specifically Turkish resistance to both the external British occupation of Istanbul and the 

internal divisions between Turks and the more economically prominent classes of 
                                                
3 The AKP or Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, known in English as the Justice and Development Party. 
4 From Gökalp, Ziya, The Principles of Turkism, trans. Robert Devereux (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1968), 49 
cited in Robert Bianchi, Interest Groups and Political Development in Turkey (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1984), 94. 
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Armenians and Greeks. Continuing through the latter half of the twentieth century, soccer 

has played an important role in an international psychological struggle between a Turkey 

looking for European acceptance, and a distanced Europe, wary of Turkish ascension to 

their ranks. 

Domestically, too, soccer has played a central role in identity formation. Since the 

mid-1960s soccer clubs from various provincial centers in Anatolia have been trying to 

assert themselves vis-à-vis the political and economic hegemony of the Western cities—

and soccer clubs—of Istanbul and Izmir. Such soccer clubs have been the ideal type of 

civil society association for successive Turkish governments, all weary of any subversive 

elements in associational life. Because of their (relatively) innocuous nature, football 

clubs have been some of the longest running types of associations in Turkey, tolerated by 

many governments; as such, they have formed the building blocks of Turkish democracy, 

teaching people the important skills of getting behind a common goal and working 

together.5 

At the same time, however, Turkish governments, acknowledging the centrality of 

football clubs in civil society, have not shied away from co-opting them for their own 

                                                
5 For more on the importance of civil society groups in getting people to work together, and sports clubs in 
particular, see Robert Putnam’s groundbreaking study of Italian civil society in Robert Putnam, Making 
Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993). Alexis 
de Tocqueville, writing on America, noted that “the most democratic country in the world now is that in 
which men have in our time carried to the highest perfection the art of pursuing in common the objects of 
common desires and have applied this new technique to the greatest number of purposes” (Putnam, 89). 
Certainly sports may be an avenue to achieving unity amongst people, and America—after de 
Tocqueville’s study—has been at the forefront of emphasizing this sentiment. Whereas most other 
countries only have one or two major sports, America has four: Baseball, Basketball, [American] Football, 
and Ice Hockey. When one adds to the professional sports the amount of intercollegiate athletic teams, we 
truly see the important hold that sports has on American society, giving every locality—whether home to 
an NFL team or a small NCAA division one basketball program—a sporting identity to embrace. 
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gains. Often, the football stadium has been used as a “pressure valve,” a place for unruly 

elements in society to release their tensions in a secured environment and espouse views 

that could not be so easily aired on the streets. Similarly, soccer teams have been used by 

governments to promote their own visions of what the state’s identity should be, by 

supporting certain teams from certain regions. Politics has, on the whole, been a part of 

organized sports in Turkey since its inception. 

As Turkish society has modernized, so has the sporting life. More liberal regimes 

relaxed policies towards associational life in the 1950s and 1960s, which led to an 

unprecedented proliferation of soccer club formation during the same period. At the same 

time football—along with associational life—diffused throughout Turkey’s geographic 

territory, bringing more and more of Turkish society into democracy in the shape of a 

national soccer league. Now, under the AKP, which is based in the growing Islamic 

middle class of the conservative provinces of Central Anatolia, there has been a 

reassertion of local identity. In those areas where the AKP is strongest there has been new 

investment in sports by the government and many businesses, and their soccer teams are 

flourishing; it is yet another challenge to the traditional power bases of Istanbul and 

Izmir. 

The new move to “industrial football”, brought on by the modernization of media 

and funded by increased television revenues, has pushed the poorer supporters out of 

stadiums, and the trend has been towards a new profile of football fans, focusing on the 

middle class. In this sense, then, it can be argued that a rising middle class—one of the 
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prerequisites for stable democracy—is being nurtured through sports; this is especially 

true in the areas that the new, Islamically-rooted middle class, is taking hold. 

In order to complete this study I looked at some of the existing works on soccer 

that have been written in Turkey. Mehmet Ali Gökaçtı’s Bizim İçin Oyna: Türkiye’de 

Futbol ve Siyaset (2008) is a history that follows the intersection of soccer and political 

forces since the Ottoman period to the modern era. Similarly, Bastır Ankaragücü: Kent, 

Kimlik, Endüstriyel Futbol ve Taraftarlık (2007) by the sociologist M. Berkay Aydın and 

the lawyer Duygu Hatıpoğlu, is a club history of the soccer team Ankaragücü. Focusing 

on one of Turkey’s oldest clubs, this book follows the developments in Turkish football 

by studying the history of one specific team. The authors also give useful sociological 

insight into the forces behind the game in Turkey. Outside of the social sciences, Tuğrul 

Akşar’s two works—Endüstriyel Futbol (2005) and Futbolun Ekonomi Politiği (2010)—

offer unique analyses into the economic situation of Turkish football. 

 In addition to works on soccer, I looked at various English language sources on 

Turkish politics in order to root the study of sports in a framework of political science. In 

so doing, I compared the make up of the Turkish league at various times with election 

results, in order to get a more concrete picture of what effect politics really has on 

Turkish soccer. I have attempted to take the historical information and show how 

changing patterns in the country’s most popular sport have mirrored the changing 

patterns of society in many key periods, in order to create a new analysis of Turkish civil 

society in the first decade of the twenty-first century. 
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In chapter one I will look at soccer clubs in terms of their role in national identity 

formation in the first half of the twentieth century. I will begin with the situation outside 

of Turkey, with examples from Western Europe and the Middle East, then focus 

specifically on the Turkish example, tracing the development of Turkish football from the 

Ottoman period to the modern period. 

In chapter two I will focus on soccer clubs as associations, discussing their 

subsequent role in a growing Turkish civil society during the second half of the twentieth 

century. I will look at the re-assertion of local identities that were both formed and 

reinforced through soccer clubs, as this process parallels the national project of identity 

formation through soccer teams, a topic discussed more generally in chapter one. In this 

segment, I will also look at subsequent attempts by governments to co-opt the “football 

phenomenon” for their own political agendas, by using it not only as a “pressure valve” 

to release tensions, but also as a way to bring in marginalized elements of society. I will 

again invoke examples from Western Europe and the Middle East where applicable. 

In the third chapter of this study, I will look at the structure of Turkish soccer in 

the corporatist context—a hierarchical and non-competitive system—and how that has 

been threatened by the rise of competitive Anatolian clubs, mirroring the changing 

structure of associational life in Turkey. I will then consider, in chapters four and five, the 

place of soccer clubs in the context of the new center of Turkish democracy under the 

AKP, central Anatolia. Here I will also look at soccer’s role in fostering a new middle 

class and the link between football clubs and democratic deepening. In order to do this, I 
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will specifically analyze various election results as they relate to the make up of the 

soccer league. 

 In this study I hope to show that soccer’s central role in Turkish society has made 

it a fundamental foundation of associability. Developments in football have often 

paralleled political developments in Turkey. As the country moves towards democracy 

through a broadening of the political field, football clubs have proliferated in traditionally 

under-represented areas of Turkish society. The re-assertion of local identity, galvanized 

by the trend towards democratization, challenges the traditional elites of urban, secular 

Turkish society. 
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CHAPTER ONE: FOOTBALL CLUBS IN THE FIRST PART OF THE 20TH 
CENTURY AND THEIR ROLE IN IDENTITY FORMATION IN TURKEY 

 

The Pre-Republican Period 

 
It is useful to first contextualize the development of soccer in terms of 

globalization. David Goldblatt, in his staggeringly complex history of soccer, The Ball is 

Round, shows the development of soccer as a response to changes in the societal make up 

of Europe. He explains how Vienna became the hub of European soccer in the aftermath 

of the First World War because “it was a product of fission, of the energies released by 

the disintegration of the old political and social frameworks of the region”.6 Richard 

Giulianotti, in Football: A Sociology of the Global Game asserts that “the characteristic 

processes of modernization (industrialization, urbanization and widespread migration) 

unraveled the old social and cultural ties of rural communities. Modern nations required 

to find fresh ways of unifying disparate peoples as an ‘imagined community’”.7 Here 

Benedict Anderson’s theory of “imagined communities” is central to the contradictions of 

urban and rural, national and local, that were released through the changes in European 

society in the early part of the twentieth century. 

                                                
6 David Goldblatt, The Ball is Round: A Global History of Soccer (New York: Riverhead Books, 2006), 
193. 
7 Richard Giulianotti, Football: A Sociology of the Global Game (Cambridge: Polity, 1999), 23. 
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Further, Giulianotti adds football to Ernest Gellner’s “cultural tools for 

disseminating senses of modern nationhood”8, as “football teams from different parts of 

the country may represent rival localities, but within the unifying framework of a national 

league system. At internationals, the team embodies the modern nation, often literally 

wrapping itself in the national flag, and beginning matches with a communal singing of 

the ‘national anthem’”.9 It is apparent that football grew hand in hand with globalization 

and nationalism, and the need for countries to define themselves in opposition to the 

“other”. In the Turkish context, which will be discussed later, we see the need to define 

“Turkish identity” in relation to an identity that simultaneously accepts and rejects 

Turkey, the “European identity”. 

It was certainly the first wave of globalization which facilitated the founding of 

world football’s governing body, FIFA, in 1904 as “the development of cross-border 

postal networks, telegraph lines, and railways all in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century was the key infrastructural precondition for any regularized international sport”.10 

Similarly, in 1954, the Union des Associations Européennes de Football (UEFA) was 

formed, “reflect[ing] the broader range of post-war European alliances that were the 

genus of today’s EC”11. The importance of a football alliance as a harbinger of a later 

political alliance goes some way towards showing the importance of football clubs as 

                                                
8 Giulianotti, 23. 
9 Ibid., 23. 
10 Goldblatt, 232. 
11 Giulianotti, 27. 
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social institutions at the domestic level and the key roles that teams play as part of a 

nascent civil society in many states, Turkey included. 

It is useful to look at the growth of soccer in Turkey through the head-to-head 

encounters between Turkey and Europe that it allows. Through these encounters—from 

the latter part of Ottoman rule to today—the political map of the Middle East is redrawn. 

Turkey is separated from its Eastern (and Muslim) neighbors and put squarely in Europe. 

In many ways this is not surprising, as much of the Ottoman power base was situated in 

the Balkans. After the republican period, Atatürk made westernization a top priority, and 

Turkey’s eyes were focused Westward towards Europe. Soccer provided an early 

opportunity for Turkey to establish a “Western” identity. 

In contrast to the sport’s development in Western Europe, where most clubs were 

formed out of the working class support of industrial towns, Turkish clubs were formed 

as associations out of nationalism; there were no industrial cities.12 This nationalism, 

according to Zühtü Işıl, one of the founders of Izmir’s Karşıyaka sports club, was due to a 

desire to control something for Turks13, as during the Sultan Abdülhamit’s rule most of 

the power bases in the Ottoman order belonged to either Greek or Armenian minorities. 

Thus, in order to create sports associations within the Ottoman context, a patron-client 

relationship was to develop between would-be association founders and the members of 

the reforming Committee of Union and Progress.14 This emphasis on national identity 

                                                
12 Mehmet Ali Gökaçtı, “Bizim Için Oyna”: Türkiye’de Futbol ve Siyaset [“Play For Us”: Football and 
Politics in Turkey] (Istanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2008), 11. 
13 Ibid., 10. 
14 Ibid., 10. 
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marks one of the fundamental differences between sports club formation in Turkey and 

Western Europe.  

The first soccer games on Ottoman lands, between teams formed by English 

sailors, took place in the relatively liberal city of Salonica in 1875, before spreading to 

Izmir. Later, in 1894, the British formed Football Club Smyrna as the first football club 

in the Ottoman Empire.15 At that time, association formation was still dominated by 

foreigners and situated far from Istanbul, the sultan’s capital, as the sultan was distrustful 

of the subversive elements that could be released in associational life. In this case, the 

Sultan feared allowing large numbers of youths to assemble together, even if it was just 

to play a game.16 

In the 1906 Intercalated games, or summer Olympics, which were held in Athens, 

teams from both Izmir and Salonica competed successfully on the international stage, 

winning silver and bronze respectively in the football competition. Interestingly, 

however, there was not a single Muslim Turk on either team.17 The bulk of these teams 

were made up of Western Europeans or Armenians and Greeks. Turks still suffered from 

the Sultan’s prejudices, and had not yet joined into the football world of the Ottoman 

Empire. This would soon change. 

Fuat Hüsnü Bey is known as the first Turkish footballer, and founded the first 

Turkish soccer team—with an English name, Black Stocking—in the spring of 1901. In 

confiding to one of his friends, Reşat Bey, he said  “Come and let’s found a football 

                                                
15 Ibid., 23. 
16 Ibid., 23. This was also similar to the Ottoman treatment of guilds, in Bianchi footnote 14 on p.80. 
17 Ibid., 25-26. 
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team. Let’s best the British and Greeks on the soccer field . . .”18 From Gökaçtı’s 

presentation it seems that the desire to form a team was born out of a need to re-enforce 

national identity vis-à-vis the foreign political dominance on the ground. Even the 

Sultan’s displeasure with associational groups could not deter Fuat Hüsnü and his 

followers. 

After the team’s first match—where they were humbled 5-1 by a team made up of 

Greeks from Istanbul—the Sultan’s security forces organized a sting, catching what 

players they could and arresting them. The team’s co-founder, Reşat Bey, was arrested 

and his position in the foreign affairs department changed: he was exiled to the Teheran 

embassy.19 Fuat Hüsnü was charged with wearing the same clothes as the Greeks and 

“passing balls together”, but due to his father’s high position in the Ottoman state, he was 

let off with a light punishment.20 Referring to the prominent positions of both of these 

men, Mehmet Ali Gökaçtı points out that the first Turks to engage in football were from 

fairly privileged backgrounds, much different than common men on the street, and their 

main goal in setting up football clubs was in terms of their identity, with the aim of 

besting foreigners as Turks.21 The goal was not political in any sense, despite the Sultan’s 

misgivings. To Gökaçtı, football started to bring the masses together, in order to negotiate 

the modernization gap between Western society and Ottoman society.22 

                                                
18 Ibid., 27 (Author’s translation). 
19 Ibid., 28. 
20 Ibid., 29. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid., 30. 
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At the start of the second constitutional era in the Ottoman state after 1908, Sultan 

Abdülhamit the Second relaxed many laws, allowing for a relaxation of pressures on the 

press and also on the formation of associations. As such, football clubs proliferated, and 

many minorities—mirroring the gradual Turkification of society after the Young Turk 

revolution—gave way to Turks on the soccer field, and the ethnic make up of clubs 

changed.23 Later on, the Committee for Union and Progress (CUP), who had forced the 

Sultan out, saw the value of football and became interested in it for its ability to bring 

young men from a wide array of social groups together.24 Gabriel Baer notes a similar 

trend in the Ottoman treatment of guilds in regards to civil society, as they came to be 

“closely connected with the state apparatus, functioning primarily as an administrative 

link between the urban population and the ruling institution, and providing an important 

means of supervision and control over that population.25 Similarly, the soccer teams 

allowed a space where the social groups could both come together and be monitored. 

After 1908 many clubs in the oldest quarters of Istanbul were formed, such as 

Üsküdar Anadolu and Vefa. The value of these clubs was—as the CUP had seen—in 

their ability to tie themselves to specific groups in society at the time.26 Elsewhere, in the 

other large Ottoman city of Izmir, the relaxed atmosphere following the end of the 

constitutional period meant an increase in club formation. After 1911, as Gökaçtı points 

                                                
23 Ibid., 37. 
24 Ibid., 42. 
25 Bianchi, p. 80-81. 
26 Gökaçtı, 51. 
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out, the goal was once again to stand up to foreigners.27 The aforementioned Karşıyaka 

(formed in 1912) and Altay Izmir (formed in 1914 by members of the CUP) entered a 

football landscape dominated not only by teams from occupying forces from far-flung 

lands like England and Italy, but also by teams formed by Armenians and Greeks, with 

clearly non-Turkish names like as Paninios and Apollon.28 Even the name chosen for the 

Izmir’s second team, Altay, represents a purely Turkish reaction to the foreign 

presence29; the team’s name is derived from the Central Asian Altay Mountains and the 

Turkic language spoken there. 

Gökaçtı contends that the CUP support for football club formation paid dividends, 

as it allowed the Turkish community to proudly back teams that represented their own 

struggle for independence following the end of Ottoman rule and leading to the 

foundation of the Turkish Republic in 1923.30 In fact, during the occupation of Izmir by 

Greek troops in May of 1919, players from Altay and Karşıyaka joined together as Idman 

Yurdu to play Greek teams. The Turkish side would wear red and white shirts while the 

Greek side would wear blue and white shirts; the national—and ethnic—struggle was re-

                                                
27 Ibid., 57. Football teams were also used in more concrete terms to stand up to foreign domination. 
Mahmut Sert explains that the first melding together of sports and politics in Turkey came during the 
Second Balkan War and First World War, as many teams provided strong young men to the armed forces 
(Mahmut Sert, Gol Atan Galip: Futbola Sosolojik Bir Bakış [Winner Takes All: A Sociological Look at 
Football] (Istanbul: Bağlam Yayıncılık, 2000, 101). Additionally, many of the newly formed clubs in 
Istanbul such as Üsküdar Anadoluspor (1908), Nişantaşıspor (1914), Eyüpspor (1917), Feriköyspor (1919) 
and Kasımpaşaspor (1921) were involved in smuggling weapons from one side of the Bosphorus to the 
other during Istanbul’s occupation, aiding the struggling independence movement (Istanbul’un 100 Spor 
Külübü [Istanbul’s 100 Sports Clubs]  (Istanbul: Istanbul Büyükşehir Belediyesi Kültür Yayınları AŞ, 
2010). Thus, the nascent civil society associations of soccer clubs were actively helping the country in its 
war of independence despite not fighting. 
28 Gökaçtı, 51. Such team names are now present in the Greek and Cypriot leagues. 
29 Ibid., 60. 
30 Ibid., 61. 
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created on the football pitch. In fact, supporting the Muslim portion of Turkish identity, 

the Mufti Cevherizade Ahmet Hamdi Bey was a leader in the stands, serving to further 

bolster the Turkish ethnic identity through soccer matches by melding that identity with 

religion. 31 

Even during the independence struggle, football was used as a means of showing 

Europe—and through it the world—that Turkey still existed. From September to October 

of 1921, Galatasaray went on a European tour to Czechoslovakia and Hungary, playing 

17 matches. While Gökaçtı is unsure as to where the money to finance such a tour came 

from, he offers the possibility that the bankrupt Ottoman state was willing to finance it as 

a means of showing the world that Turkey was still alive. The fact that the team chosen, 

Galatasaray, had good relations with the Sultan’s office, may add some credence to such 

claims.32 

Along these same lines, it is useful to look at the formation of the İdman 

Cemiyetleri İttifakı, or Alliance of Training Associations.33 It was a nascent arm of civil 

society that aligned itself with the Ankara government before the state was even created. 

As such, the precursor to the Turkish Football Federation was formed in April of 1923, 

before the formation of the Republic in October of the same year!34 Gökaçtı claims that 

organizing Turkey’s sporting world early on allowed the new regime to arrange financial 

                                                
31 Ibid., 62. 
32 Ibid., 77. 
33 Author’s Translation. 
34 Ibid., 83. 



 16 

support for the 1924 Paris Olympics, in order to—through sporting achievements—“put 

forth the image of the ‘new Turkey’”.35 

In fact, right after Turkey won its independence, “Turkey immediately signed up 

[to FIFA]—FIFA and football representing the ‘universal civilization’ towards which 

Atatürk was determinedly reorienting the country”.36 Turkey used sports—and through it 

gained membership into the international community of organizations—to prove its 

modernity. Interestingly, the fellow Middle Eastern states—and former Ottoman 

territories—of Lebanon and Syria also “followed their declarations of new republics with 

FIFA membership in 1935 and 1937 respectively”.37 For these nascent Middle Eastern 

states that rose from the ashes of the Ottoman Empire, their first membership as members 

of the global world came on the football pitch, showing that sports can indeed serve a 

purpose in an institutional framework; indeed as mentioned earlier, FIFA was the first 

international regime.  

 The connection between sports and modernization is also strongly evident in 

Israel: “Sports, in the eyes of certain parts of the Palestinian elite under British rule, was a 

significant component in a ‘cultural model of modernity’, the basic normative, symbolic, 

and aesthetic structures underlying societies that conspicuously aspire to become 

‘modern’”.38 Once soccer had become accepted as a sign of modernity, it then became 

important to join that game and—if possible—“best the West”, so to speak. As in Turkey, 

                                                
35 Ibid. 
36 Goldblatt, 238. 
37 Goldblatt, 238. 
38 Tamir Sorek, Arab Soccer in a Jewish State: The Integrative Enclave (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011), 11. 
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in Israel too the “British games were considered by many non-Europeans as a cultural 

weapon used by the West to subordinate non-Western societies. In many cases . . . those 

games were adopted by the local population and became, ironically enough, locales for 

the formulation of anti-colonialist national sentiment”.39 Once the national sentiment was 

stoked in Israel and Palestine, then sports could be used as a tool in nation-building.40 

 This trend towards nation-building through sports can better be explained in the 

context of the years running up to the creation of the national football league in 1959. 

Starting with the İdman Cemiyetleri İttifakı (Alliance of Training Associations) in 1923, 

sport in Turkey had been brought under the government’s wing. Just as the CUP saw the 

value of football clubs in bringing together large groups of society, subsequent 

governments saw that sport could also be organized into building a cohesive national 

unit.  

 

The Early-Republican Period and One Party Period: 1923-1950 

 
After the foundation of the Turkish Republic in 1923, the Turkish national team 

played its matches as a sort of cultural envoy to the west. Turkey’s first national match 

was against Romania in 192341 followed by a match in Moscow against the Soviet Union 

in 1924.42 Gökaçtı explains that in its early years, the Turkish national team never played 

                                                
39 Ibid., 15. 
40 Ibid., 21. 
41 Gökaçtı, 102. 
42 Ibid., 92. 
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against countries from Western Europe; rather, they chose to face teams from the Balkans 

and other countries within the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence. This was to improve 

relations with the Balkans, but it was also a way of acknowledging the Soviet Union’s 

support during the Independence war.43 In short, soccer matches became an extension of 

diplomacy, supplementing the “national mission” inherent in sport. 

 Later, in 1950, football matches would once again mirror politics, as they “openly 

showed that Turkey’s political, social, and cultural preferences leaned towards the 

Western world”.44 In order to underline Turkey’s international role post World War 

Two—as a precursor to Turkey’s NATO membership—Galatasaray traveled to Britain, 

while the Turkish national team played a home and home series with Israel. More 

recently football has again been used as a way to show the country’s political leanings, as 

Fenerbahçe visited Syria for the opening of the Aleppo National stadium, playing to a 2-2 

draw with Al-Ittihad in 2007.45 Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who has pursued 

close relations with Syria, even attended the match, an unequivocal sign of support for 

Bashar Al-Assad’s regime. 

 While the importance of Turkey’s soccer clubs was acknowledged, it was mainly 

in regards to their use as morale-building entities during and immediately following the 

War of Independence. Once the foreign threat had subsided, there began an intense 

rivalry between Turkish teams. This was not seen as favorable by the government at the 

                                                
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid., 184. 
45 “Victory of Friendship,” Fenerbahçe Sports Club, 3 April 2007, 
http://www.fenerbahce.org/eng/detay.asp?ContentID=827. 
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time, as it could foment internal instability.46 The most obvious instances of intra-Turkish 

club rivalries were in Izmir. Such rivalries worried the government, and the provincial 

governor of Izmir province ordered eight of Izmir’s teams to merge into 3 separate 

entities.47 While fans in Izmir protested such a move—which ultimately was 

unsuccessful—it still shows where the roots of Turkey’s sports clubs, and for that matter 

greater civil society, lie. Unlike in Western Europe, where sports clubs were formed for 

the most part by the working classes in order to cement their own identities, Turkish 

sports clubs were formed, and later sustained, through conflict. At first, this conflict was 

against the non-Muslim elements of Turkish Society (Armenians and Greeks) and later 

against occupying foreign powers (British, French, and Italians); nowhere was this more 

evident than in the cosmopolitan port city of Izmir. Without such natural opponents, 

clubs soon turned on themselves and thus began a cycle of intense conflict between sports 

fans that has ebbed and flowed to this day. 

 In order to put an end to such factions, the Turkish government would put its hand 

in sports once again, as civil society was getting unruly. In 1936 a new body, the Türk 

Spor Kurumu (Turkish Sports Association) was formed in order to further bring sport 

under the government’s hand. In October of 1936, all licensed athletes in the country 

were made members of the ruling Republican People’s Party.48 Following this, the head 

of the Turkish Sports Association, Aydın Province’s deputy Adnan Menderes (who 

would later become Prime Minister), declared that the heads of all regional sports 

                                                
46 Gökaçtı,107. 
47 Ibid., 145. 
48 Ibid., 150. 
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associations would be ministers from the Republican People’s Party.49 The ruling party 

was consolidating its hold on sports in the country. Mahmut Sert points out that this 

amalgamation of sports and politics was even visible on the clothing of Turkish athletes 

competing at the 1936 Berlin Olympics, as the Republican People’s Party’s six arrowed 

logo was worn on their warm-up suits.50 As we will see, government interference in 

sports has continued to this day. 

 In many ways the increased government role in sports mirrored its suspicion of 

civil society more broadly: 

After 1924 the major form of association promoted by the regime was the 
People’s Houses, which disseminated nationalist and secularist propaganda 
through lectures, libraries, concerts, sports events, and social aid groups. These 
were intended to supplant and absorb preexisting associational life and were 
formally integrated into the structure of the People’s Party in 1931. By 1935, most 
other private associations had closed in anticipation of the drafting of a new Law 
of Associations and most of those that remained were innocuous local sporting 
clubs.51 

 
The government was prepared to absorb all of Turkey’s civic life at the outset, and sports 

clubs on the national level were no exception to this rule. Although they were free on 

paper, it was within an over-arching government framework. 

Sports in Turkey had grown with the new republic that sprung from the ashes of 

the Ottoman Empire. At first teams had been formed in order to build morale by besting 

representatives from a Western world that was far more advanced than the declining 

Ottoman Empire. Later, through the War of Independence, teams would lend their 

                                                
49 Ibid. 
50 Sert, 110-11. 
51 Bianchi, 112. 
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support to the war effort by training young men in sports teams, teaching them to work 

together and keep in shape. As the country moved forward in its modernization project, 

after the establishment of the Republic, football clubs became symbols of Turkey’s 

modernity. This modernization—and simultaneous liberalization—was aided by better 

economic times, and a professional football league was a concrete sign of Turkey’s 

progress. 

 

Liberalizing Turkey and the Beginning of the National League in 1959 

 
As Turkish society went through a liberalization period, so did the sport. Once 

soccer teams became professional in 1951, it was only a matter of time until a national 

league was formed in 1959. This was a period of increased freedom in Turkey that also 

extended into civil society.  The government’s earlier hand in sports helped to popularize 

the game, and they supported the building of stadiums as a sort of national development 

project.52 The first such stadium, 19 Mayis, was completed in Ankara in 1936, further 

bolstering Turkey’s new capital city. In 1947 the Mithat Paşa Stadium (later Beşiktaş’s 

Inönü Stadium) was completed on Istanbul’s European side, which was to become the 

center of Turkish football for years to come. Such stadium projects, which in part led to 

the professionalization of football, meant that Istanbul’s “big three” –Beşiktaş, 

Fenerbahçe and Galatasaray—began attracting fans from all over Turkey, overwhelming 

Istanbul’s smaller clubs that hailed from nearly every district of the rapidly growing city. 

                                                
52 Gökaçtı, 195-96. 
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 The government’s hand in sports interestingly would coincide with the 

contradictory policies of the Democratic Party regarding associational life: 

When the Democratic Party assumed power in 1950 voluntary associations 
multiplied at unprecedented rates, spreading throughout nearly every geographic 
region. The rapid emergence of a diverse collection of voluntary groups during 
the period of multiparty politics is often cited as evidence of the success of public 
policy in stimulating the development of a ‘pluralist democracy’. In fact, the 
promotion of such a large number of rival, fragmented, and financially feeble 
groups was part of a general policy of discouraging well-organized and effective 
collective action, especially in the major occupational sectors.53 

 
Indeed, soccer teams were no exception to this “emergence of voluntary groups”; as one 

of the main accomplishments of the liberal multi-party period of the 1950s54 was the 

formation of a professional national league in 1959. This success, of course, can be 

attributed to the rather innocuous nature of sports clubs. While at the outset the league 

was still dominated by teams from the metropolises of Ankara, Istanbul, and Izmir (See 

Appendix: Figures 1, 11,7, and 9 respectively), it was a start to a national system. From 

1963 onward there was a real transformation in the geography of Turkish football, 

brought on by improving economic conditions in the country. In the 1962-63 season the 

Turkish Cup began.55 It was a national cup competition, bringing in teams from all over 

the country, that brought the Turkish football system into line with Western leagues.  

                                                
53 Bianchi, 114. It should be noted that soccer teams are an exception when regarding organization in the 
“major occupational sectors”. Ankara Demirspor (1930) and Adana Demirspor (1940) were two clubs 
formed by railway workers. In fact, Adana Demirspor was the first team based outside of the three 
metropolitan areas to play in the national league in the 1960 season. These teams are some of the rare 
instances of football teams formed by the working class in Turkey. 
54 For more on this transitional period see Ergun Özbudun, Contemporary Turkish Politics: Challenges to 
Democratic Consolidation (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2006) 14-24. 
55 Gökaçtı, 219. 
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Also in 1963, the Turkish Second Division was founded, bringing a vertical system of 

promotion and relegation into the Turkish football league. This vertical system put in 

place to govern football was also evident in the business world where, since 1960, 

“successive Turkish governments have provided the major push to create singular, 

hierarchically structured representational cartels in sectors where they had not existed 

previously . . . Official recognition of an association as the authoritative spokesman for a 

given sector is generally granted from above rather than imposed from below”.56 The 

governing of associations proved the same, both inside and outside of the sporting world. 

While at the outset most teams in the second division were still smaller teams from the 

big metropolises, emerging large cities such as Adana, Bursa and Mersin were slowly 

becoming represented.57 This trend towards local identities being expressed within the 

framework of a national football league structure lends support to Neil Smelser’s claim 

that “one key to political stability seems to be, therefore, the practice of flexible politics 

behind the façade of an inflexible commitment to a national mission”.58 In this case, the 

national mission was the national football league, with the smaller teams representing 

their own identities within that national league. The 1960s provided a turning point, as 

the national league became truly national, and sports clubs started to proliferate 

throughout the country (See Appendix: Figures 2 and 3). 

                                                
56 Bianchi, 144. The later portion, of official recognition being granted from above, will become more 
important when the geographic question of sports clubs comes up in the 1990s, and clubs from Turkey’s 
Kurdish east gain more and more representation in the league structure. 
57 Gökaçtı, 220. 
58 Neil Smelser, “Mechanisms of Change and Adjustment to Change,” in Industrialization and Society, ed. 
Bert Hoselitz and Wilbur Moore (New York: UNESCO-Mouton) 1966, 26 in Bianchi. 
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CHAPTER TWO: FOOTBALL IN THE SECOND HALF OF THE 20TH CENTURY  

 

The Growth of Associational Life Facilitates the Diffusion of Soccer Clubs 
 

The urbanization of Turkish society in the 1960s—coupled with the formation of 

a vertically-integrated national soccer league—meant that most teams were coming from 

the emerging cities. In the 1960s, 

The three metropolitan areas continued to expand at about 8 percent per year, but 
the most striking increases occurred in the seventeen secondary cities ranging 
between 100,000 and 500,000 residents. Thus, whereas urbanization during the 
1950s tended to distribute the population more evenly among a more 
differentiated network of settlements, after 1960 it tended to concentrate most of 
the urban population in the twenty largest cities.59 

 
Football clubs from these secondary cities proliferated during these years and exploded in 

the 1970s (See Appendix: Figures 2 and 3) because “urbanization has probably 

contributed to associability primarily through its promotion of greater inequalities among 

the city population”.60 Because sports teams in Turkey—like associations more 

generally—were not based on class, supporting a particular football team gave people an 

equal identity despite the societal inequalities they were surrounded by. In fact, these 

teams represented the “growing tendency for conflicting social and economic interests to 

be represented in different parties as well as through a more diversified network of 

                                                
59 Bianchi, 41. 
60 Ibid., 43. 
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secondary associations.”61 The basis for these teams in central Anatolia were laid in the 

last years of People’s Party rule before the multi-party period and “a general 

redistribution of resources from urban wage earners and public employees to a coalition 

of urban businessmen and the provincial middle class of small, independent producers 

and traders”.62 Anatolia’s new-found wealth was evidenced by the prominence of their 

local soccer clubs. 

 The path to the 1960s and 1970s boom in club formation runs parallel to the 

government’s treatment of associational life more generally. At first,  

under the highly restrictive 1938 law of associations, the total number of 
associations grew slowly from a handful of 205 organizations in 1938 to a modest 
820 groups in 1946. Given the explicit prohibition against associations based on 
social class, associational life in this period consisted mainly of local sporting 
clubs that were concentrated in the metropolitan centers of Istanbul, Ankara, and 
Izmir.63 

 
This was certainly the rule up until the Democratic Party took power, as evidenced by the 

domination of Turkey’s national league by teams from those three metropolitan areas 

(See Appendix: Figures 1, 7, 9, and 11) in the early years of the league. The explanation 

for the metropolitan hegemony in football during Turkey’s early years lies in the fact 

that, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, “football was usually controlled 

by the aristocratic or middle-class urban elites, who sought to inculcate particular notions 

of national identity through the game, assimilating new immigrant groups”.64  Indeed, it 

was in the Aegean, Central Anatolian, Marmara, and Mediterranean regions (where the 
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63 Ibid., 155. 
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metropolitan areas were located) that large numbers of professional clubs were formed in 

the pre-Republican era before 1923 (See Appendix: Figures 17, 19, 21, and 22 

respectively ), most likely due to the fact that most sports clubs were located in Ankara, 

Istanbul and Izmir.65 

  After Democratic Party rule, however, it changed rapidly as  

the number of associations multiplied approximately eight times to exceed 17,000 
by 1960. This was a period of rapid growth and extensive geographic diffusion for 
a wide variety of associations. It signals the emergence of associability as a 
nationwide phenomenon, extending broadly though still unevenly over several 
aspects of social and economic life in nearly every region.66 
 

It was at this same time during the 1960s that clubs began proliferating throughout 

Anatolia, particularly in the Black Sea region, the Central Anatolia region, the Marmara 

region, and the Southeastern Anatolia region (See Appendix: Figures 18, 19, 21, and 23 

respectively). This was also evidenced by the growing differentiation in club locations 

within the Turkish first division in the following decade, the 1970s, as such clubs had 

gotten on their feet (See Appendix: Figures 3, 12, and 14). This trend would continue on, 

as “during the decade between the Turkish military’s two successful coups of 1960 and 

1971 this already large organizational base again multiplied two and one-half times. By 

1970 the total number of associations reached an estimated 42,000”.67 By the 1970s, 

Turkish soccer had truly become a national phenomenon, and most of the mid- to large- 

size cities had gotten themselves a team, just as civil society groups throughout Turkey 

began finding their feet. Similarly, during these years of increased association growth the 
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underdeveloped Southeastern and Eastern Anatolian regions began to gain more 

representation in the soccer league (See Appendix: Figures 15 and 16) after forming 

teams in the late 1960s and 1970s through the early 1980s (See Appendix: Figures 20 and 

23). 

This geographic shift of the 1970s is evidenced by the large number of clubs 

located in the Black Sea region, represented almost twice as much as Izmir, a city that 

previously saw a high rate of representation (See Appendix: Figure 3). Similarly, clubs 

from central Anatolia out-represented the city of Ankara for much of the late 1970s and 

began to be represented on an equal footing in the 1980s (See Appendix: Figures 3 and 

4). Recent years have also seen increased provincial participation in the football league 

(See Appendix: Figures 5, 6, and 15 and 16 for the under-developed Eastern and 

Southeastern Anatolian regions) as participation in sports—like politics—has moved out 

of the big cities. This trend towards a greater localization in sports is mirrored by the 

trend in university formation, as in 1950 only Istanbul and Ankara had a university (See 

Appendix: Figure 24). Since the 1990s, however, many more provinces have gained 

universities (See Appendix: Figures 26 and 27), suggesting that the increased wealth in 

Turkey has led to an unprecedented rate of association formation, which in turn has 

fueled a localizing trend, distinctly apart from the centralizing trends of previous decades. 

 In terms of football, Richard Goldblatt notes analogous developments in Western 

Europe as provincial teams challenged the traditional dominance of the urban centers. In 

France the challenge came from the new industrial entrepreneurs: “Jean-Pierre Peugeot, 

founder and owner of the car company, created FC Sochaux in 1929 from two smaller 



 28 

clubs in the region of Peugeot’s home town and factory complexes”.68 A similar process 

was soon seen in Sweden with the rise of ‘foundry teams’. Goldblatt surmises that “in 

these small towns a single large employer, usually in the metallurgy or forestry sectors, 

would dominate the economic and social life of the community. In the face of a rapidly 

mobilizing working class a combination of class panic and old-fashioned noblesse oblige 

saw factory owners invest in the local football team”.69 From this it is clear that more 

widespread industrial production led to the creation of new forms of institutions in areas 

that previously had few, and the economic integration led to social integration through 

football. 

 The histories of three provincial teams in Turkey that rose to prominence in the 

1970s—Boluspor, Eskişehirspor, and Kayserispor—show that each was formed in the 

same manner of FC Sochaux in France, that is via merger and with some industrial 

backing. Boluspor was born out of Abantspor and Bolu Gençlik (Bolu Youth)70, while 

Eskişehirspor was formed from three local teams, Akademi Gençlik, Idmanyurdu, and 

Yıldız Tepe by students.71 Kayserispor, on the other hand, was born out of Erciyesspor, 

Sanayispor (Industry Spor), and Ortaanadoluspor (Mid-Anatolia Spor). Interestingly, the 

club was supported by the general manager of the Işci Kredi Bankası (Worker’s Credit 

Bank, later folded into Türkiye İş Bankasi), and their formation came to fruition after a 

                                                
68 Goldblatt, 217. 
69 Goldblatt, 219. 
70 “Club History”, Boluspor Official Website, accessed 28 March 2010, 
http://www.boluspor.org.tr/kulubumuz.asp. 
71 “Doğuş” [The Birth], Eskişehirspor Official Website, accessed 28 March 2010, 
http://www.eskisehirspor.org/dogus.asp. 



 29 

meeting at the local sugar factory.72 The identities of these growing towns of Anatolia 

were born out of industry, and were being solidified by the formation of their respective 

soccer teams. 

 To Goldblatt it is not strange that these clubs should develop in regions where 

there had been none before. In the context of the countries of the Western Mediterranean, 

he notes that “the game developed as an economic and social phenomenon at the same 

time that it became a national institution; but did so in countries where national 

institutions and national identities had been weak or were in some way contested”.73 

Turkey was no exception to this phenomenon, and football clubs played a great role in 

linking the country together—by incorporating smaller Anatolian cities into the larger 

league system—at a time when industrialization was similarly linking the country 

together in terms of production in a bid to “catch-up” to the industrialized nations of 

Western Europe. 

 Robert Bianchi also notes the trend away from urbanization and the rise of the 

provinces in regards to general Turkish civil society, as “association formation becomes 

less related to urbanization and industrialization and more related to literacy and media 

exposure”.74 The trend away from urbanization as the main prerequisite for associational 

life in Turkey shows the integrative nature of sports clubs in Turkish society. 

Esnaf associations and the remaining types of community groups (cultural, sport, 
and social aid) have followed a mixed hierarchical and spatial pattern in which 
diffusion originates from the highest or intermediate levels of development, but 
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then rapidly and often abruptly includes provinces at all other levels. These are 
the associations that have experienced the most radical reorientation in their social 
bases and that come closest to bridging the gap between metropolitan and 
provincial life.75 
 

Due to their ability to bridge such urban-rural gaps, it is clear that—in Bianchi’s mind at 

least—sports clubs have a role to play in the general democratization of Turkish society. 

The esnaf, or small craftsmen or shopkeepers, is also a social group that can be seen as a 

type of urban middle class, and as such its categorization along with sports clubs points to 

the relationship between a strong middle class and democracy, which is further bolstered 

by the continued geographic diffusion of sports clubs across Turkey in the 1960s and 

1970s. 

 The period between 1950 and 1970 truly revolutionized the Turkish football 

world, just as it revolutionized Turkey. While in 1955 the greatest number of associations 

were football clubs (57.2 Associations per Million Population), by 1970 sports clubs were 

the third largest of association types (161.8 Associations per Million Population), behind 

cultural and religious associations.76 Sports clubs more than doubled in this period up to 

the 1970s, making them a national phenomenon. Once they had been formed, it was clear 

that they would be a major player in Turkish associational life. From the 1970s onwards, 

however, it was the importance of sports clubs within the context of Turkey’s rapid 

modernization of the 1980s and 1990s that once again gave them an influence on 

society—and as such susceptibility to government interference—not seen since the early 

days of the Republic. 
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Turkish Football in the Modern Era 1980-Present:  

A Return to Competition with Europe and Increased Government Intervention 

 
In the modern era football has become big business in Turkey while 

simultaneously holding its place as an inspirational beacon to Turkish society. Along 

with its business side, however, successive Turkish governments have gotten involved in 

football as a means to calm restive elements of society. As such, government 

involvement in civil society institutions—like soccer clubs—has greatly increased post 

1980. 

 After the military intervention of 12 September 1980, football clubs became the 

sole social activity permitted under military rule. According to Gökaçtı, they were seen 

by the powers that were as the only way to allow the populace to release their 

frustrations.77 Ironically, it was this environment of strict government control that laid the 

foundations for the popularity of soccer in modern Turkey. Because football was seen as 

harmless, even beneficial, in releasing social tensions, it was encouraged as the main 

public forum in which people were allowed to come together. Additionally, it was one of 

the rare subjects on which journalists could write freely; these factors made football an 

area of relative freedom under the military junta.78 
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 While this freedom contributed greatly to football’s popularity, it was Turkey’s 

abandonment of import substitution industrialization and move to a free market that truly 

moved Turkish football forward in the 1980s. Mirroring Turkey’s economic 

liberalization, Turkey’s main soccer teams looked to import European coaches, allowing 

Turkish teams to compete successfully with European teams. Similarly, as Gökaçtı notes, 

it was the access to Western style bank credits that gave Galatasaray the capital necessary 

to attract top European talent to their team in the early to mid 1980s.79 Access to Western 

capital gave the team the chance to compete on a Western level, showing the parallel 

between societal advances and progress on the soccer field. 

On the heels of such investment, Galatasaray made it to the semi-finals of the 

European Champions’ cup in 1989, and even eliminated the legendary English club 

Manchester United in the 1993-1994 campaign of the brand-new Champions League. 

Similarly, the Turkish national team made it to the 1996 European Championship, their 

first major international tournament since the 1950s. Cem Kozanoğlu concludes that 

“these successes represent the fruition of specific long-term football strategies, including 

investment in the public infrastructure as far back as the 1970s. The successes were a 

source of great pleasure throughout Turkish society, though they never diluted its 

schizophrenic relationship with Europe”.80 Here, the bettering of Turkey’s economic 

position allowed increased spending on infrastructure, which in turn raised the profile of 

Turkish sports. Perhaps subconsciously, one of the reasons that these successes were such 
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a “source of great pleasure” was that they provided a return on the investments in 

infrastructure, and showed the results of modernization in concrete terms. 

The “schizophrenia” invoked by Kozanoğlu was proven in a testimonial match 

played in Istanbul for a German goalkeeper between Fenerbahçe and Atletico Madrid in 

1991, when the match had to be abandoned due to an electricity failure. The next day, the 

headlines read: “We fell into disgrace against Germany and Spain”, and “Europe Laughs 

at Us”.81 Clearly, to the majority of the country, football represented much more than a 

game. Instead, it was a chance to prove a modern and European identity. When the lights 

went out, the modern identity was quashed. Bora and Erdoğan assert that “the pressure to 

prove itself against the West, the desire to be accepted by the West is a clear ‘national’ 

characteristic of Turkish Football”.82 It is interesting to see that since Ottoman times the 

goal of Turkish football internationally has not changed—it is still focused on presenting 

a strong and coherent modern Turkish identity to the West. 

Emre Gökalp notes the paradox of the European/Turkish relationship. He sees 

Turks as admiring and emulating the wealthy and progressive Europe, while also seeing it 

as the “other”. Of course, the schizophrenia of the relationship is played out on both 

sides. What is most important, however, is that  

whether admiration or otherizing, the discourses of both popular football and the 
football press in Turkey are obsessed with Europe as the central point of 
reference, and longing for affirmation by the other seems to be the guiding 
principle. Hence, to beat European clubs is the most important success in the 
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Turkish sports press, as it gives the opportunity to be both in and outside 
Europe.83  
 

It is interesting that there is still a desire to be outside of Europe, as being outside 

Christian Europe constitutes an embrace of Islamic/traditional values vis-à-vis the values 

defining Europe specifically and global “Western” culture generally. 

In many ways this need to “prove” and be accepted mirrors the mindset of 

Algerians as they fought their violent war for independence from France. Ferhat Abbas, 

the leader of the provisional Algerian government, “recognized that in every area of life 

where colonizer met the colonized—economic, political, and cultural—the playing field 

was weighted against the latter”.84 Recognizing this, he said, “they rule us with guns and 

machines. On a man to man basis, on the field of football, we can show them who is 

really superior”.85 While this quotation shows that football is much more than just a game 

when national identity is at stake, its relevance to the Turkish case should not be 

understated. Although Europe holds a cultural hegemony over Turkey in terms of 

modernity, it is on the soccer field that this could be overcome, just as during Ottoman 

times. 

Kozanoğlu roots this need to prove the Turkish self against Europe in the state of 

Turkish society at the time. As Turkey became more integrated with the West through the 

economic liberalization led by Turgut Özal in the 1980s, inequality increased in Turkey 

and new Western ideas began to challenge the traditional ideas that had proliferated in a 
                                                
83 Emre Gökalp, “Beware the Turks are Coming: Reproducing Turkish Nationalism(s) through the Press 
Coverage of Football Games”, RAMSES Working Paper 7/06 (2006,. European Studies Centre, St. 
Antony’s College, University of Oxford. 7. 
84 Goldblatt, 480. 
85 Goldblatt, 479. 
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hitherto isolated Turkey. In Kozanoğlu’s mind, the volatile mix of Westernization, 

Islamism, and nationalism (fostered by the outbreak of violence in the Kurdish southeast 

at the same time as Turkey liberalized its economy) created a “national identity crisis, 

reflected in symptoms of social schizophrenia . . . This complex process has (not 

coincidentally) occurred during a period when Turkish football began to achieve relative 

successes in the international arena”.86 Kozanoğlu’s assertion that it is not coincidental 

should not be missed; it was in football that Turks were able to escape—if only for ninety 

minutes at a time—all the contradictions of the new Turkey that were becoming evident 

all around them.   

Kozanoğlu aptly describes these contradictions as a “buffet” consisting of 

“Westernism, Easternism, regionalism, radical secularism, exaggerated religiousness, 

conservatism, liberalism, modernity, nationalism, violence, war cries and olive 

branches”.87 In order to demonstrate all these contradictions, he uses the example of the 

ülkücüler (the idealists) of the ultra-nationalist MHP (Nationalist Action Party) who 

abandoned conservatism in favor of a “multiple identity which would not be incongruous 

in mosques, discos, army barracks and rock concerts”88—in short all venues that 

Turkey’s various social groups participated in. 

Accordingly, football is one of those venues that the MHP has entered into, while 

other groups have not. Kozanoğlu notes that members of the MHP  
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have become the most militant and aggressive football fans, and have changed the 
nature of street demonstrations. Militant activists displaying Idealist symbols have 
begun to direct the crowd . . .The beating of motorists who refuse to blast their 
horns has lately become commonplace. Such celebrations [after victories] can 
turn into political demonstrations, slogans are shouted, and demonstrations are 
organized in front of foreign embassies.89  
 

Football had not only been set as a venue for airing political discontent, but also as yet 

another battleground for the culture wars.  

Importantly, however, the MHP’s influence was not successful in transcending 

the identities of soccer fans, showing how strong football clubs had become as 

associations within civil society. When the idealists of the MHP attempted to unite all of 

their members across the fan groups of Beşiktaş Fenerbahçe, and Galatasaray—the rival 

“big three” of Istanbul—they were squarely rejected in all three cases. As Kozanoğlu 

notes, despite their “being friends of the same cause [MHP], it showed significantly that 

the club identity was regarded as superior to the national identity, and indeed to the 

nationalist identity”.90 Football clubs have clearly been able to take a firm hold on the 

hearts and minds of Turkish society.  

As it stands it seems that through soccer Turkey looks to solidify a European 

identity that is continually denied by their unsuccessful applications to join the European 

Union. In Israel, Arab teams undergo a similar process. “Because Palestinian identity is 

not consistent with the latent Israeli identity, other ‘non-nationalist’ identities—religious 

or clan identities—are developed in order to satisfy the emotional need for pride and 

belonging. In this sense, a soccer team may also be seen as a focus of belonging . . . 
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Soccer fandom, therefore, serves for the Palestinians in Israel as a ‘surrogate 

nationalism’”.91 While Palestinians look to espouse their nationalism through sports 

teams in Israel, a similar—yet altogether different—process is seen in the Turkish South-

East that, like Israel, is a contested space of competing ethnic identities. Due precisely to 

its un-paralleled influence in society and non-classist and non-ethnic nature, the Turkish 

government has made use of soccer as a means to release pressures in society in the 

Southeast. In the following section I will look at how the government has made use of 

sports teams in this region, and also how it compares to the situation in Israel. 

 

Government Intervention in Sports: The Case of Southeast Turkey 

 
 Since the start of the PKK’s armed uprising in 1984, much of Southeastern 

Turkey has been embroiled in armed conflict between Kurdish rebels and Turkish state 

security forces. The government, while sponsoring a strong military presence in the area, 

has also looked to sedate the area by integrating it—possibly even by manipulating the 

outcomes of matches—into the Turkish football league system. Theoretically, Norbert 

Elias and Eric Dunning contend that “the main function of sports in a society is to 

provide a ‘safety valve,’ a social enclave in which moderate and regulated forms of 

violence are permissible”.92 Indeed such a use of sport to release tensions is not new; nor 

is it specific to Turkey. 
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 Antonio Salazar, the authoritarian ruler of Portugal from 1932 to 1968, 

“recognized football as a primarily potent domestic social sedative”.93 In the Middle East, 

this was seen in Jordan where Palestinians were given a football team to support, and thus 

direct their (political) energies in a relatively harmless direction.94 In Iran, too, football 

may have served this function: 

In the last years of the shah’s regime, oppositionists sometimes alleged that the 
regime actually promoted football to keep the population apolitical, and for some 
of the Islamists who were becoming active on the political scene, the football 
craze of the 1970s was a sinister plot by the shah to divert public attention from 
‘serious’ matters.95 

 

Even after Iran’s revolution in 1979, football was used to promote the values that won the 

revolution, as “the major football teams were nationalized and renamed after the 

revolution. Taj became Istiqlal (Independence) and Pirsupulis became Piruzi (Victory), 

players were not allowed to wear shirts with Latin letters on them”.96 Later, after Iran 

qualified for the world cup in 1998,  

Iranian participation at the World Cup meant that their pariah nation had rejoined 
the international community, and parallels were drawn between Jam-I jahani 
(World Cup) and Jamiah-yi jahani (world society) . . . The soccer fever of the late 
1990s undoubtedly gave a boost to national integration in Iran. Secular and 
religious Iranians, men and women, people from the capital and from the 
provinces, were all united in their support of the national team . . .97 
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Clearly we can see that football acts as both a pressure valve and as a unifier during 

difficult times in a nation’s history and Turkey, specifically the Southeast, has often seen 

a confluence of sports and politics. 

 According to Robert Bianchi’s study of interest groups in Turkey, the Southeast 

has always favored sports clubs. He notes that from 1945 to 1970 “the border provinces 

of both the most developed Marmara and the least developed Southeast prefer sport 

groups to religious and cultural associations”.98 While these statistics are from before the 

onset of the PKK uprising, it is startling to find that sports clubs have always been 

favored in these border provinces, perhaps as a means to inculcate national feeling in the 

local populace through sports, as was done in the early years of the republic in a national 

context. 

 This trend has continued; however, due to the area’s chronic instability, club 

formation, and as such representation, has come relatively late (See Appendix: Figures 

15, 16, 20 and 23). As Figures 15 and 16 show, the Eastern and Southeastern Anatolian 

regions—home to the majority of Turkey’s Kurdish population—have had at least one 

team in the first division every season since 1984-85, which is also the time that PKK-

related violence started in these two regions. This is much more representation than in 

either Izmir or the Mediterranean region, which have both had long dry spells in terms of 

representation over the twenty-year period from 1990 to 2010. The historical rates of 

representation across individual regions are shown in Figures 1 through 6. Most cynical 

Turks will tell you that this is because a football team in a city such as Diyarbakır will 
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provide the population with a distraction, while also linking the regions to the larger 

country through the framework of sports. 

Indeed, in a conversation that I had two years ago in the southeastern city of 

Elazığ, one of the club directors of Elazığspor told me that many second division matches 

in their region were fixed—in his words, “winners and losers were settled on the 

negotiating table, not on the field”. It would seem that the state certainly has an interest in 

promoting at least one team from the nation’s most under-developed regions. Similarly, 

one Turkish sportscaster told me in early 2011 that when Diyarbakırspor was facing 

relegation from the Turkish first division in the 2002-2003 season, a team from Izmir, 

Altay, was demoted when the team below them in the standings defeated Diyarbakırspor. 

According to this sportscaster, the chairman from Diyarbakırspor entered the dressing 

room and, flashing a pistol, noted that the team “didn’t have to win the game”. Had they 

won, Izmir’s side would have avoided relegation. It seems that, when the state is involved 

in essentially choosing teams to represent certain areas in the league, such murky 

dealings become more and more commonplace. The fact that Diyarbakırspor had two 

matches abandoned in the 2009-2010 season due to crowd disturbances, mainly fueled by 

PKK tensions, show the delicate nature of Prime Minister Erdoğan’s “Kurdish opening” 

that was being pursued.99  

                                                
99 For more information (and some interesting pictures) see “Diyarbakır-Bursa Maçı Tatil Edildi” 
[Diyarbakır-Bursa Match Abandoned], CNN Turk, 6 March 2010, Accessed 11 April 2010, 
http://www.cnnturk.com/2010/turkiye/03/06/diyarbakir.bursa.maci.tatil.edildi/566544.0/index.html.  
Also see: “IBB-Diyarbakır Maçı Tatil Edildi” [IBB-Diyarbakır Match Abandoned], TRT Haber, 14 March 
2010, accessed 11 April 2010, http://www.trt.net.tr/haber/HaberDetay.aspx?HaberKodu=1f2ca8c6-0c73-
4623-995d-bf52371e026a.  
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Imprisoned PKK leader Abdullah Öcalan even weighed in on the discussions to 

demote Diyarbakırspor to the second division which were sparked by these violent 

outbursts. It seemed that the pressure valve itself had exploded. Interestingly, Öcalan had 

uncovered the government’s plan to pacify the Kurdish area through football, noting that  

Sanki Diyarbakırspor ligde kalırsa Kürtlerin ulusal onuru kurtarılıyormuş gibi 
yaklaşılıyor. Bu işler bu kadar basit değil [They are approaching it as if the 
Kurdish national honor will be saved by keeping Diyarbakırspor in the (first) 
league. These things aren’t that simple]”.100  

 

It should also be pointed out, however, that Öcalan himself requested a television set in 

his prison cell in order to watch Galatasaray’s Uefa Cup success in 2000101, proving 

that—on some level at least—football can still unite.102 

At this point it is useful to engage in a comparative analysis of the use of football 

clubs as a tool for political and cultural integration between Turkey and another major 

Middle Eastern State, Israel, which I mentioned earlier. In his study of Arab soccer teams 

in Israel, Tamir Sorek found that some Arab mayors “who are concerned with their 

political survival cultivate the local team that, every week, supplies the youth with an 
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as well as Figure 6 for a comparative analysis. 
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arena that creates excitement and limits expression of aggression to well-defined periods 

of time and within clearly demarcated spaces”.103 This is not unlike the Turkish 

government’s policies towards sports generally. However, it is in regards to Turkey’s 

Kurdish situation specifically that we can draw parallels to the use of Arab teams by local 

Arab governments in the Israeli league system—although in Turkey it was not local 

governments but the national government that put football to use. In the next section I 

will once again look at the whole of the Turkish League system. First, I will analyze it in 

terms of the corporatist model, then proceed to show the challenges to this model by local 

teams from Anatolia. I hope to show the return to localism and, therefore, the trend 

towards a more democratic soccer league and, through that means, to a more democratic 

country. 
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CHAPTER THREE: CORPORATISM AND THE ECONOMICS OF THE TURKISH 
LEAGUE SYSTEM 

  
It [Turkey’s corporatist experiment] is an attempt to strengthen the unstable 
bourgeois-dominant regime, not by repressing and excluding the subordinate 
classes, but by selectively incorporating some of their leading representative 
associations into a state-directed and state-coordinated bargaining process that 
can operate within the framework of liberal democracy. 

—Robert Bianchi104 
 

The real goal of those who support corporatism was to dissolve basic social 
conflicts by submerging them in manipulable professional organizations, to freeze 
the inequalities of the existing class structure, and to secure an artificial social 
peace while ignoring the problems and antagonisms that are an inevitable 
consequence of modernization. 

—Mümtaz Soysal105 
 

 These two thoughts on Turkey’s corporatist system speak not only to the 

problems that Turkey has had with dealing with its modernization, but also to the issues 

that are rampant in a notoriously under-competitive football league, made up of 

associations (teams) from various parts of Turkey, of which only a small handful are 

actually successful. In a section entitled “Turkey: Football Industry in a Capitalist 

Country Without Capital,” Aydın and Hatıpoğlu posit that Turkish football’s 

development mirrored the process of the development of a capitalist system in Turkey, a 

top-down process copied from outside the country in a monopolistic manner.106 

Emphasizing the monopolistic manner of Turkish capitalism and football, Aydın and 
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Hatıpoğlu note that while in England and other Western European countries it is normal 

for fans to support their local team, this type of local support is largely non-existent in 

Turkey.107 

 Because of this—or maybe even as a result of this—they note that out of the five 

hundred million dollar “Turkish Football [revenue] Pie” that was in place up until 

recently, the big three Istanbul clubs—Beşiktaş, Fenerbahçe, and Galatasaray—share 

thirty-three percent of the total. If Trabzonspor is added, as the only team outside of the 

“big three” to have ever won a championship up until 2010, the total moves to thirty-

seven percent, leaving the other fourteen top-flight teams to split the rest, with 4.5 

percent of the total falling to each of them.108 The fact that the majority of money stays in 

Istanbul should be no surprise—It is, after all, where the majority of TÜSIAD’s (Turkish 

Industrialists’ and Businessmen’s Association) businesses are located.109 

 When discussing Istanbul’s big teams, it is useful to look at Schmitter’s 

corporatist model as it shows the similarities between Turkey’s economic system and 

football hierarchy. According to Schmitter, 

Corporatism can be defined as a system of interest representation in which the 
constituent units are organized into a limited number of singular, compulsory, 
noncompetitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally differentiated categories, 
recognized or licensed (if not created) by the state and granted a deliberate 
representational monopoly within their respective categories in exchange for 
observing certain controls on their selection of leaders and articulation of 
demands and supports.110 
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Indeed, as Figure 28 shows, the big three teams from Istanbul have a clear monopoly on 

championships in the Turkish League. From this we can see the corporatist model playing 

itself out not only in the economic sector (as TÜSIAD’s small membership, 473 

companies in 1989 mainly from Istanbul, accounts for half of the production and 

manufacturing of the public sector111), but also in the sporting system of institutions, as 

Istanbul has a clear hold on sporting success. This can be viewed in the context of the 

centralized statist tradition of the Turkish system.112 Aydın and Hatıpoğlu, however, are 

keen to point out that the concentration of capital—as well as (not coincidentally) of 

successful football clubs—in Istanbul is due to the split between the economic center of 

Istanbul and the state (devlet) center of Ankara.113 

 The roots of Istanbul’s monopoly over sporting success are in the 1980s, a period 

that marked the true beginnings of the “industrial football” era in Turkey, as the state-

owned TRT—Turkish Radio and Television—began broadcasting football matches on 

TV. At that point, however, earnings from television rights were far below those from 

Spor Toto, a betting firm which hitherto served as the major source of revenues for 

clubs.114 May of 1990 saw the end of the TRT monopoly on television broadcasts, and 

the first private channel, Magic Box Star 1, began signing individual agreements at one 

million dollars each with the three Istanbul teams in order to broadcast matches.115 In 

1995 newly created private channels like ATV, Show TV, Kanal D, and TGRT—as well 

                                                
111 Özbudun, 133. 
112 Ibid.,128-129. 
113 Aydın and Hatıpoğlu, 136 footnote 89. 
114 Aydın and Hatıpoğlu, 137. 
115 Ibid. 



 46 

as pay-channel Cine 5—began competing for the rights to football matches and, for the 

first time in the 1994-95 season, split a 7.2 million dollar package between them.116 From 

its modest beginnings Turkish Football has become a true big business117—the total value 

of the 2010-2014 season package was 420 million dollars, won by satellite provider 

Digiturk which was founded in the year 2000.118 

 With the new package, football rights in Turkey have become the sixth most 

valuable in Europe, signaling that—despite the current economic downturn—soccer is 

still seen as a wise investment in the Turkish economy. Figure 30 demonstrates the rising 

value of TV rights since 1990, while in Figure 31 I compare the GDPs as well as GNIs 

per capita to the value of TV rights in Turkey with the top six European countries (by 

value of TV rights). Here Turkey is punching above its weight, as it is far below its 

Western European counterparts in terms of wealth, yet fans pay obscene amounts of 

money to watch football, figures that even shocked a Turkish sportscaster whom I spoke 

with.  

The fact that this revolution in telecommunications changed the dynamics of 

football should not be a surprise, as football in Turkey is intimately related to the 

communications sector. Turkcell, Turkey’s largest GSM operator, sponsored the league 

from 2005 to 2010 and it acted as the main shirt sponsor for 11 of the 18 Super League 
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teams. Additionally, one of Turkcell’s leading shareholders was Çukurova Holding,119 a 

business conglomerate that also owns Digiturk and Lig TV, the channel that shows all 

soccer matches in the Turkish League.120 In this respect, Çukurova Holding has achieved 

a monopoly over football in Turkey. Another big player from the communications sector 

in football sponsorship is Türk Telekom, the former state-owned telecommunications 

company that was recently privatized by Saudi Oger Telecom. They serve as the shirt 

sponsors for two of the biggest teams, Galatasaray and Trabzonspor, as well as the 

sponsor of Galatasaray’s brand new Türk Telekom Arena. 

  It is now useful to revisit what was discussed earlier, specifically the way these 

profits are divided up, in order to further study the monopolistic nature of the system. 

From 1996 to 2005 the value of TV rights had been shared via the “pool” (havuz) 

system121, which was skewed towards the popular—and wealthy—Istanbul teams. Up 

until 2005, before the system was re-done, fifty percent of the television revenues went to 

the “big four”, that is the three Istanbul teams and Trabzonspor, the only teams to win 

multiple championships in the Turkish league. 

 The remaining fifty percent was split between the other fourteen clubs in the top 

flight—17.5 percent based on in season performance, 7.5 based on their historic 
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participation in the top flight, and the other 25 percent split evenly among the teams.122  

In the 2003-2004 season this meant that the big three from Istanbul received 20 trillion 

288 billion Turkish Liras each (15,044,068 USD123), while relegated Elazığspor from the 

Eastern region received just 4 trillion 11 billion Turkish Liras (2,974,258 USD).124 The 

inequity of the system should be obvious, especially when one notes that seventy percent 

of all profits for most Anatolian teams come from television revenues.125 It seems that the 

inequities of the football economy in Turkey paralleled the inequities of the country’s 

economy as a whole, with most capital concentrated in Istanbul and very little diffusing 

out to provincial Anatolia. Thus, the change of this system in 2005 has led to increased 

competition from Anatolian teams, bolstered by the green capital of the “Anatolian 

Tigers”, challenging the traditional elites of Turkish soccer.126 Despite this change, 

however, inequalities still persist, although they have been mitigated to some extent by 

the adoption of a more democratic system of profit sharing. Figure 34 shows final table 

from the 2008-2009 Turkcell Super League along with the amount of money earned by 

each team. Sivasspor, the second place finisher, was the unheralded team from central 
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Anatolia to finish second in the final table, yet it still earned less money than any of the 

three “big four” teams to finish behind them in the table. 

 Of course there are also other social factors that led to the dominance of the 

football economy by Istanbul teams. Aydın and Hatıpoğlu note that as the economy 

opened up it became extremely difficult for rural Anatolian teams to compete with the 

Istanbul teams economically. As such, for children growing up in the 1980s and 1990s in 

Turkey, supporting a football team meant supporting one of the successful, rich teams 

with the capital to attract star players—that is, one of the three Istanbul teams. Because of 

this phenomenon, many Turks have abandoned their local identities by choosing to 

support one of the successful teams from Istanbul, a city they may have never (or will 

ever) visit.127  Thus, due to the growth of national media—and the profits that went with 

it—local identities were subsumed by a national identity (as fans began unquestioningly 

supporting Istanbul teams) just as the national identity was being subsumed by the global 

through globalization and a globally integrated economy.  

 

A Challenge to the Corporatist Model From Anatolia 

 
When speaking in Istanbul to some people familiar to Turkish football in the 

winter of 2011, a sportscaster noted that a change has come to the familiar system of 

televising games in Turkey. While previously only matches of the “big four” where 

shown, Digiturk’s Lig TV gave a new offer for the 2010-2011 season, whereby all 
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weekly first division matches would be shown live.128 This meant that a fan could buy a 

package only consisting of his own team’s matches, good for one match a week for the 

duration of the 34 game season, for the reasonable price of twelve Turkish Liras (around 

eight US Dollars) a month. The fact that Digiturk would introduce such an unprecedented 

offer shows how more and more fans from across the country have begun embracing their 

own local teams at the expense of Istanbul’s giants. Similarly, the price offered is low 

enough to attract an average middle-class fan, showing that the target audience is the 

middle-class supporter of his or her local, often provincial, soccer team. 

In contrast to this new localized system of televising matches, the earlier 

commodification of football in Turkey had meant that many fans lost their local 

identities; the only matches on TV were those of the “big four” teams. In the local 

neighborhoods of the big four, many working-class fans were deprived of a local team to 

support, and the new favored fans were not those who sang songs and stood at matches; 

rather, it was those who could afford season’s tickets, replica jerseys, and were content to 

do the unthinkable: sit down for the duration of a soccer match.129 By pacifying the fans, 

it would be possible to control them and transform the normal fan into a consumer, 

purchasing licensed products and thus becoming a member of the capitalist economic 

system (which Turkey had wholeheartedly embraced) through football.130 A story in the 

Hürriyet newspaper from 2009 quoted the president of the Turkish Sports Writers 

                                                
128 Memet Güler, “2010-2011 Futbol Sezonunda Tüm Maçlar Canlı Yayınlanacak” [All matches Will be 
Broadcast Live in the 2010-2011 Season], HaberTurk.com. 8 June 2011, accessed 8 February 2011, 
http://www.haberturk.com/yazarlar/521518-2010-2011-futbol-sezonunda-tum-maclar-canli-yayinlanacak. 
129 Aydın and Hatıpoğlu, 144-146. 
130 Ibid., 146-147. 
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Association who supported the raising of ticket prices in order to squeeze out the 

hooligan elements that proliferated in the stands.131  

What is even more interesting is that this tactic was also employed in Britain after 

their economic restructuring in order to address the increased inequalities that had 

resulted. Giulianotti notes that “these price rises [in ticket prices], and the sharpening of 

wealth inequalities courtesy of the Thatcher administration, ensure that major grounds are 

now increasingly unlikely to host their old working-class audience for top games”.132 The 

end result, of course, is that “sport, a leisure activity of the most popular kind, is 

kidnapped from its common origins and seized on by the infiltrating logic of capital”.133 

The change in fan culture followed similar lines in Britain and Turkey. 

Aydın and Hatıpoğlu present an interesting analysis of this changing fan profile in 

Turkey as economic development has continued, as the fan has changed from a “taraftar” 

to a “seyrici”.134 Taraftar comes from the verb taraf tutmak, which can be translated as 

“to take [a] side”. Thus, the word implies the active agency of supporting a football team. 

By contrast, a seyirci is a mere “spectator”, and thus is passive. Changing the identity of 

football fans in Turkey to passive onlookers, in Aydın and Hatıpoğlu’s estimation, has 

allowed the state to keep a firm hold on the actions of fans—which is readily evidenced 

                                                
131 “Tribün terörüne 'zengin' taraftar çözümü” [The ‘Rich’ Fan Solution to Terror in the Stands], Hürriyet 
Newspaper, January 1 2009, accessed April 3, 2010, 
http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/spor/futbol/10696631.asp?gid=229. 
132 Giulianotti, 79. 
133 Cem Emrence, “Playing with Global City: The Rise and Fall of a Turkish Soccer Team,” The Journal 
of Popular Culture 40:4 (2007): 635. 
134 Aydın and Hatıpoğlu, 150. 
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by the large number of police present at any given soccer match in Turkey, regardless of 

the level of play. 

Now, with the new system of televising matches devised by Digiturk for the 

2010-2011 season, fans of all the Anatolian teams are brought into this “seyrici” system, 

as they can purchase a package that only includes matches of their own teams. The fact 

that recently many of the successful teams come from the AKP’s heartland of central 

Anatolia can not be overlooked, as it is part and parcel of democratic deepening in 

Turkey, and a firm affirmation of the AK Party’s drive to raise the profile of their own 

constituent heartland. Similarly, it is a challenge to the centralized system of traditional 

elites that has defined modern Turkey throughout most of the second half of the twentieth 

century. Now, it will be helpful to look at specific election results and compare them with 

the make-up of the soccer league in those election years, in order to solidify the 

connection between the ruling parties and representation in the football league, as well as 

consider the new challenges, from peripheral areas, to the traditional elites. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE ROLE OF SOCCER CLUBS IN POLITICAL 
REPRESENTATION 

 
Instead of suppressing or more effectively managing increasing interest conflict, 
corporatist policies have unwittingly tended to politicize the expression of 
conflicting economic interests even more, to expand the scope of interest conflict 
to include party leaders seeking new coalition partners, and to encourage the 
formation and mobilization of broader opposition groups. 

—Robert Bianchi135  
 
It [Turkey’s corporatist experiment] is an attempt to strengthen the unstable 
bourgeois-dominant regime [such as the traditional “big three” teams from 
Istanbul], not by repressing and excluding subordinate classes [Teams from 
underdeveloped regions like Central and Eastern Anatolia and the Kurdish 
Southeast and lower income districts in large cities] but by selectively 
incorporating some of their leading representative associations [such as the 
Kurdish soccer teams incorporated into the Turkish league system from 
Gaziantep, Diyarbakır, Siirt, and Van; many times chosen by the state or helped 
by the state, not necessarily getting into the league on merit alone] into a state-
directed and state-coordinated bargaining process [the Turkish First Division in 
soccer] that can operate within the framework of a liberal democracy [the 
promotion and relegation system of the league framework]. 

—Robert Bianchi136 (bracketed material is mine) 
 

The above two quotations, taken from Robert Bianchi’s Interest Groups and 

Political Development in Turkey, can easily be put into the context of the Turkish football 

league. Indeed, as the first quote states, “broader opposition groups” have indeed been 

formed and mobilized in the last ten years, as shown by the greater competitiveness of 

teams from the AKP’s heartland of Central Anatolia. I have added my own emphases to 

the second quotation, bringing in the context of the soccer league behind Bianchi’s 

original words that first appeared at the beginning of chapter three. By looking at election 

                                                
135 Bianchi, 341. 
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results and comparing them to the make-up of the soccer league in given years, it will be 

easier to trace the roots of the current challenges to the “bourgeois-dominant regime” of 

the big three by teams from outside the traditionally elite areas, both provincially and 

within the big cities. 

I decided to look at the results from all parliamentary elections held since 

1961137—two years after the formation of a full national league in 1959—until 2007, and 

to compare the results of winning parties to the number of teams that represented 

provinces won by the winning party in the elections. The results are clear. In all but two 

election years out of twelve—1961 and 1991—the winning party had the majority of 

provinces voting for them also represented in the Turkish first division. This shows how 

closely the trends in politics mirror—if not govern—the trends on the soccer field. 

 In many ways this is not surprising, as representation in the first division, like the 

presence of a professional sports team in an American city, is a boon to the city in 

question and its citizens. It is a magnet for financial investment and growth, as it “puts 

the city” on the map so to speak. Similarly, in the Turkish context, it shows how 

“modern” a city is while also providing civic pride to its citizens. As discussed in chapter 

one, sports are in many ways a badge of modernity. In discussing the importance of the 

Israeli soccer team Bnei Sakhnin to Israel’s Arab citizens, Tamir Sorek notes that  

The universality of soccer, its ‘biography’ as a cultural product originating 
in Europe, and the ideology of sports which prizes talent, performance, 
and competition, has made it a tangible and potent representation of 
‘progress’ . . .  soccer not only nurtures the collective pride of the people 

                                                
137 Parliamentary elections held in 1961, 1965, 1969, 1973, 1979, 1983, 1987, 1991, 1995, 1999, 2002, and 
2007. 
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of Sakhnin. It facilitates as well an improvement of their position on the 
imagined scale of modernity in the eyes of the Jews.138 
 

In Turkey it is no different, and as such we see that there is a close correlation between 

winning elections and representing soccer teams throughout Turkish electoral history. 

 In the 1961 elections (See Appendix: Figure 35), the Republican People’s Party 

(RPP) won 38.4% of the seats in parliament and 19.4% of the provinces outright. In the 

soccer league, which at that point was only made up of teams from the metropolises of 

Ankara, Istanbul, and Izmir, 25% percent of the teams in the 1961-1962 league—5 teams 

from Ankara—were from a province that the RPP shared a majority in. The Justice Party, 

on the other hand, won 35.1% percent of the seats, 37.3% of the provinces outright, and 

15 of the 20 teams in the league were from Justice Party majority provinces. This is just 

one of two elections where the winning party in parliament was not overly represented in 

the soccer league; since the league was still very centralized at this point (as it was to stay 

until the 1970s) it is hard to come up with a national picture. 

 Just as in 1961, in 1965 (See Appendix: Figure 36) the league was made up of 

teams from just three cities. The Justice Party won 53.3% of the seats, and also 

dominated the soccer league as they had four years earlier. Along with winning an 

outright majority in 74.6 percent of the provinces, all sixteen of the league’s teams were 

from the Justice Party provinces of Ankara, Izmir, and Istanbul.  

 1969 (See Appendix: Figure 37) was the first election year that saw increased 

provincial participation in the First Division as the provinces of Bursa, İçel, and Samsun 

                                                
138 Sorek, 172. 
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joined the three metropolitan areas. The Justice party was able to win 56.8% of the seats 

as well as an outright majority in 71.6% of the provinces. This coincided with all sixteen 

first division teams, once again, being from Justice Party majority provinces. The fact 

that the Justice party won at least a shared majority in all but five of Turkey’s sixty-seven 

provinces (93%) shows how wide their support base was, and therefore explains their 

total control in the football league, even at a time that association growth across Turkey 

was rapidly increasing. 

 Four years later, in 1973 (See Appendix: Figure 38), the RPP would win 41.1% of 

parliamentary seats, including at least a shared majority in 71.6% of the provinces. This 

corresponded to thirteen of the sixteen first division teams (81.2%) being from provinces 

in which the RPP won at least a shared majority. Seeing as how the league was 

represented by ten provinces, it was clearly gaining a national character, even when the 

RPP’s 41.1% parliamentary majority corresponded to a great over-representation on the 

soccer field with 81.2% of the teams hailing from RPP majority provinces. The Justice 

Party, for their part, was proportionally represented, winning an outright majority in 

20.8% of the provinces, while 18.7% of the league’s teams were from JP majority 

provinces (three teams from Bolu, Bursa, and Kayseri). 

 In 1977 (See Appendix: Figure 39) election results resembled those from 1973. 

The RPP increased its parliamentary majority to 47.3% of the seats, while they won at 

least a shared majority in a slightly lower percentage of provinces, 67.1%. Still, thirteen 

of the sixteen teams in the first division were from provinces that they at least had won a 

shared majority in. The Justice Party increased its share of seats, approaching the RPP by 
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winning 42% of the seats and at least a shared majority in 62.6% of the provinces. 

Despite the similarity in election results to the RPP, however, the Justice Party was firmly 

under-represented in soccer. Just five of the sixteen teams (31.2%) of the first division 

teams were from provinces that the JP had won at least a shared majority in (Bolu, Bursa, 

Eskişehir, İçel, and Samsun). Here, the winning party once again had the most 

representation in the Turkish first division despite the slim margin that they had won by. 

Even if the traditional “big three” of Istanbul were taken out of the RPP’s column, half of 

the first division’s teams would have been from RPP provinces. 

 After the military intervention of 1980, the first free elections were held in 1983 

(See Appendix: Figure 40). The liberal Motherland Party (MP) of Turgut Özal won 

52.8% of seats in parliament, and 59.7% of the provinces outright. In soccer, however, 

they were over-represented as fifteen of the eighteen teams (83.3%) in the first division 

came from Motherland Party outright majority provinces. When including provinces that 

the Motherland Party won at least a share of the majority in, all but one of the provinces 

represented in the first division were from MP provinces. The runner up, the Populist 

Party, was under-represented, following the trends seen in earlier elections. Despite 

wining 29.3 % of the seats in Parliament, and at least a share in a similar percentage of 

provinces (29.8%) they did not represent nearly a third of the teams in the first division. 

Instead, just three teams (16.6%: Adana, Denizli, and Zonguldak) were from provinces 

that the Populist Party had achieved at least a share of the majority in. 

 The 1987 elections saw a second win for Turgut Özal’s Motherland Party (See 

Appendix: Figure 41). They took 64.8% of the parliamentary seats, with an outright 



 58 

majority in 68.6% of the provinces and at least a shared majority in 83.5% of the 

provinces. This corresponded to a slight over-representation in the soccer league, as 

fifteen of the twenty teams in the first division were from provinces that the MP had won 

an outright majority in.  Interestingly, the True Path Party (TPP) that would go on to win 

the next elections won just 13.1% of the parliamentary seats and only five provinces 

(7.4%) outright, yet two of the league’s teams were from those five provinces (Samsun 

and Zonguldak). 

 The 1991 elections constitute the most democratic, in sporting terms, that Turkey 

has seen (See Appendix: Figure 42). The aforementioned True Path Party won 29.5% of 

the parliamentary seats along with an outright majority in 36.4% of the provinces and at 

least a shared majority in 54% of the provinces. This corresponded to five of eighteen 

teams (31.2%) in the first division from outright majority provinces, and half of the teams 

when including provinces that the TPP won at least a share of the majority. Interestingly, 

the Motherland Party that had dominated the previous two elections won just 25.5% of 

the parliamentary seats, yet were over-represented in soccer, as nine of the sixteen teams 

(56.2%) were from provinces that the MP won at least a shared majority in, while the 

party won a shared majority in only 25.6% of the provinces. The Social Democratic 

Populist party that represented three teams in the previous election cycle had one team 

from a province that they had won an outright majority in (Gaziantep) and the Welfare 

Party, which would win the 1995 elections, won just nine provinces outright, including 

the conservative province of Konya that was represented in the first division for the 1991-

1992 season. 
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The Welfare Party (WP), headed by Necmettin Erbakan, has been seen by many 

as the Islamic precursor to today’s AKP.139 Mirroring the over representation of the AKP 

in sports that will be discussed later, the Islamic-rooted Welfare Party was also over-

represented in sporting terms during the 1995-1996 season following the 1995 elections 

(See Appendix: Figure 43). In a closely contested election they won 28.7% of the 

parliamentary seats, along with an outright majority in 32.9% of provinces and at least a 

share of the majority in 54.4% of the provinces. However, ten of the eighteen teams in 

the first division (55.5%) were from provinces that they had at least a shared majority in, 

including eight from outright majority provinces. These percentages are much higher than 

the percentages they got in parliament, showing an over-representation. Much of this is 

due to the fact that they were able to win Istanbul, and with it all four teams. I will 

discuss this in depth below. Without Istanbul’s “big three” just five of the teams are from 

outright WP provinces (27.7%), which more closely matches their winning percentage in 

parliamentary elections. Even when taking this into account, however, we see how much 

the WP party grew in the four years from 1991, as the 1991 winners, the True Path Party, 

won 24.5% of the parliamentary seats, an outright majority in 16.4% of the provinces, 

and at least a share of the majority in 51.8% of the provinces. This meant that four of the 

eighteen teams (22.2% all in the Western cities of Bursa, Denizli, and two teams from 

Izmir) in the first division were from provinces that the TPP was able to win an outright 

majority in. 

                                                
139 For more information on the roots of the Welfare Party, and their links to political Islam, please see 
pages 187-192 of Hugh Poulton, Top Hat Grey Wolf And Crescent: Turkish Nationalism and the Turkish 
Republic, (Hurst and Company: London, 1997) and pages 87-93 of Özbudun. 
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 This division between an Islamic party like the WP and the regions it represented 

(teams from Gaziantep, Istanbul, Kayseri, Kocaeli, and Van) on the one hand and its 

coalition partner, the center-right TPP140 and its regions (teams from Bursa, Denizli, and 

Izmir) in 1995 have gone on to define the conflicts of the current Turkish political 

landscape. The fact that the rise of the Welfare Party has coincided with a rise in 

representation for their regions on the soccer field is due, in part, to “the rise of an 

important Muslim bourgeoisie in the 1980s [that] made the party much more open to the 

interests of big business. Indeed, ‘since the 1980s, the Islamist sector in the economy has 

expanded, with large-scale holding companies, chain stores, investment houses, banks, 

and insurance companies’”.141 As their regions grew in economic strength, it became 

possible for them also to produce football teams capable of competing at the top level of 

the Turkish soccer league.  

This trend was not confined to the big cities. The Islamist challenge to traditional 

elites also manifested itself in the districts of big cities, as evidenced by local election 

results (See Appendix: Figure 44). Ayşe Ayata explains that “WP support in metropolitan 

areas is overwhelmingly peripheral and provincial, in the sense that it rests on a 

politically active ‘secondary elite,’ highly effective in mobilizing the urban, lower-middle 

and lower-income groups, and Kurds”.142 Indeed, in the 1995-1996 season four teams 

from Istanbul were represented, and two more gained promotion from the second division 
                                                
140 According to Özbudun, “the TPP, as the direct heir to the JP [Justice Party], had the advantage of being 
based in a older, more powerful, closely knit network of local party organizations with strong clientelistic 
ties . . .” (Özbudun, 95). Hence, the teams that represented TPP provinces in the 1995-1996 season were 
from traditionally Western Provinces, located in the Marmara and Aegean regions. 
141 Özbudun, 88. 
142 Quoted in Özbudun, 91. 
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at the end of the season. The districts of the traditional sporting elite of the “big three”, 

consisting of Fenerbahçe SK, Beşiktaş JK, and Galatasaray SK are all from districts that 

vote, consistently, for a traditional secular elite. In Istanbul’s Kadıköy District, home to 

Fenerbahçe SK, 26.4% of the electorate voted for the Motherland Party (24% of 

parliamentary seats in national elections), 22.3% chose the True Path Party (24.5% of 

parliamentary seats in national elections), while just 13.4% voted for the Welfare Party 

that carried all of Istanbul province. In Beşiktaş district, the results were even more in 

favor of the MP, with 30.4% choosing them over just 8.5% for the WP. In Şişli District, 

home to Galatasaray SK, 26.4% chose the MP over just 14.4% who were in favor of the 

WP.  

Outside of the “big three” districts, however, the Welfare Party was stronger. In 

Bahçelievler district, home to Istanbul’s fourth club represented that year, Istanbulspor K, 

the WP won over the MP, 24.4% to 22%, showing how the challenge to traditional 

elites—and the corporatist model of sporting hegemony that they represent—is present in 

the metropolitan areas just as it is in the provincial centers. The two sides promoted, 

Sarıyer SK and Zeytinburnuspor K, were also from districts more sympathetic to the WP 

than the districts of the “big three”. In Sarıyer, the MP won a slim majority over the WP 

24.3% to 21.5%, while the WP carried Zeytinburnu District by the slimmest of margins, 

24.8% to 23.4%. In both of these districts, the TPP—which out-gained the WP in all of 

the “big three” districts—was a distant third. 

With the advent of Islamic politics, this split between central Anatolian provinces 

and Western provinces in sport began to be mirrored in local elections in the big cities, 
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particularly Istanbul. In the 1999 elections (See Appendix: Figure 45), after the WP was 

weakened by a near-coup (some-say E-Coup) in 1997, the leftist Democratic Left Party 

headed by Bülent Ecevit won the most votes in parliament. The DLP won 24.7% of the 

seats in parliament, an outright majority in 18.7% of the provinces, and at least a share of 

the majority in 46.2% of the provinces. Along with this, eleven of the eighteen teams 

(61.1%) in the first division were from provinces that the DLP won an outright majority 

in (Adana, Ankara (2 teams), Bursa, Istanbul (4 teams), Izmir (2 teams), and Samsun). 

When adding provinces that the DLP achieved a shared majority in, a shocking fourteen 

of the eighteen teams (77.7% adding Antalya, Denizli, and Kocaeli) in the first division 

were from provinces that the DLP had a high influence in. This is a stark reverse from the 

44.4% percent of teams representing the rightist WP in the previous election year’s 

season, showing what influence politics has on the soccer field. Again, the losing party is 

clearly under-represented. The Nationalist Action Party, which joined a coalition with the 

DLP, won 23.4% of the parliamentary seats, an outright majority in 17.5% of the 

provinces, and at least a shared majority in half of the provinces. Despite these numbers 

being very similar to those of the DLP (they won an outright majority in just one less 

province), only one team (from Gaziantep), in the first division was from a province that 

the Nationalist Action Party won an outright majority in. 

In these elections, interestingly, the Islamist/Secular and Kurdish/Statist battles 

were also playing themselves out on the football field. The Virtue Party, successor to the 

Welfare Party, won 20.1% of parliamentary seats, along with an outright majority in 

11.2% of the provinces and at least a share of the majority in 35% of the provinces. One 
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team, from the eastern city of Van, was from a province that the Virtue Party won an 

outright majority in, while two more (from the eastern city of Erzurum and Western city 

of Kocaeli) were from provinces that they shared the majority in. Interestingly, the cities 

of Erzurum and Van—both in the east—were the only two provinces represented in the 

league not to give any parliamentary representation to the winning DLP party. From this, 

we can infer that the league was allowing itself some representation from the traditionally 

under-represented Islamic/Kurdish strata of Turkish society. The league achieved for 

itself a national flavor by incorporating these two teams, despite their not voting at all for 

the winning left-of-center party, into the corporatist framework of the national league.  

In the years following this election, the eastern and central Anatolian cities of Siirt 

and Yozgat, respectively, would also gain representation in the first division, many times 

with the backing of Islamic holding companies supported by Turkish workers in 

Germany such as Kombassan Holding and Yimpaş.143 In Gökaçtı’s mind, this is because 

the advent of Islamic capital in the 1990s changed the game for provincial teams. In the 

1960s provincial businessmen looked to give monetary support to local teams in order to 

raise the profile of their respective cities and thus get more of a piece of the economic 

pie. But now, the goal for provincial businessmen—supported by the capital gained from 

Islamic finance—was not to have their teams compete with Istanbul for championships; 

rather it was join the table and make a consistent space for themselves at the highest level 

of Turkish professional soccer.144 According to Gökaçtı, these teams couldn’t conceive 

                                                
143 Gökaçtı, 324. 
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such high goals as winning the championship because their investors were under strict 

control of the state due to the Islamic leanings of the team’s directors, following the 1997 

pressures that closed down the Welfare Party.145 Now, with the advent of the AKP—and 

its favorable political climate—these teams could start competing with Istanbul for 

championships without fearing any repercussions. Keeping this in mind, it is now useful 

to look at football—and election results—under the AKP government. 

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s AKP swept into power in 2002 (See Appendix: Figure 

46), winning an unprecedented 66.6% of parliamentary seats, an outright majority in 

75.3% of the provinces, and at least a share of the majority in seventy-two of the eighty-

one (88.8%) provinces. At the same time, in the 2002-2003 season, sixteen of the 

eighteen teams (88.8%) were from provinces that the AKP won an outright majority in. 

Once again, this was an over-representation in soccer, as a higher percentage of teams 

were from AKP majority provinces than actual provinces that they won a majority in. 

The only two teams not from AKP provinces were two teams from Izmir, one of the 

Republican People’s Party’s strongholds, as well as one of just eight provinces (9.8%) 

that the RPP won an outright majority in. Interestingly, these two teams were relegated at 

the end of the season, ending Izmir’s representation in top-flight football until the 2010-

2011 season, further consolidating the gains of the AKP on the football pitch.  

At the same time that the Islamic movement was taking the nation in politics, the 

same battle between traditional elites and the AKP was waging in the districts of Istanbul 

(See Appendix: Figure 47). In Istanbul’s Kadıköy district, home to Fenerbahçe SK, the 
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AKP won only 21.3% of the popular vote in contrast to the 66.6% percent of 

parliamentary seats they won nationally. Similarly, the RPP took 43% of the vote, up 

from the 32.3% they got nationally in parliamentary seats. Also, in Beşiktaş District, 

home to its eponymous soccer club, the AKP won just 15.6% of the vote compared to 

47% for the RPP, almost a full 15 percentage points higher than their national haul. The 

elections in Şişli District, home to Galatasaray SK, were closer while still representing a 

harsh set-back for the AKP, as they took just 23.2% of the popular vote in the face of 

33.4% for the RPP. Outside the districts of the “big three”, however, there was still 

staunch support for the AKP. Bahçelievler District, home to Istanbul’s fourth club in 

2002-2003, Istanbulspor K, the AKP won 39.3% of the popular vote compared to just 

23.8% for the RPP. 

In the most recent parliamentary elections in 2007 (See Appendix: Figure 48), the 

AKP continued their dominance, winning 62% of the parliamentary seats, including an 

outright majority in 77% of the provinces and at least a shared majority in 92.5% of the 

provinces. At the same time, all eighteen of the teams in the first division were from AKP 

majority provinces, constituting an over-representation for them while the RPP won 

20.3% of the parliamentary seats and had no representation on the soccer field at the top 

level. 

Just as in 2002, the local elections also exhibited the same struggle between 

traditional elites and the new Islamic government (See Appendix: Figure 49). In 

Fenerbahçe SK’s Kadıköy District the RPP won almost half of the vote, 48.5%, as 

opposed to the just 26.5% garnered by the AKP. In Beşiktaş District, the results were 
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even more in favor of the traditional elites, with the RPP winning more than double that 

of the AKP, 53.8% versus 18.6%. Şişli District was much closer, but still exhibited a set-

back for the AKP, as the RPP won 38.7% as opposed to 32% for the AKP. Despite the 

RPP successes in traditionally elite districts, the homes of Istanbul’s other two 

representatives in the Turkish first division in the 2007-2008 season still represented a 

challenge to the previous status quo. In Beyoğlu District, home to the team 

Kasımpaşaspor K (from the neighborhood of Prime Minister Erdoğan and the team he 

supported in his youth), the AKP won in a landslide, collecting 47.6% of the vote as 

opposed to just 22.8% for the RPP. The differences in voting patterns between the 

traditional elite districts and districts such as Beyoğlu are striking, and epitomize the 

AKP’s challenge to the Turkish status quo. The other representative from Istanbul was 

Istanbul Büyükşehir Belediyespor K, a team run by the municipality of Istanbul province 

with government funds, that as such has no real “home” district.146 

                                                
146 For an interesting look at government funded Belediye (municipality) teams, please see Efken Bucak, 
“MHP ve Futbol” [MHP and Football], Radikal Newspaper, 16 March 2009, Accessed 12 April 2010, 
http://www.radikal.com.tr/Default.aspx?aType=RadikalYazarYazisi&Date=16.03.2009&ArticleID=92652
3.  
The writer notes that individual candidates from the MHP focused on municipality teams in Ankara and 
Istanbul on their campaigns. Two teams in the first division in the 2008-2009 season, Ankaraspor and 
Istanbul Büyükşehir Belediyespor, were supported by the public funds of the municipality. Despite not 
having a fan-base, they still survived on the city’s coffers. Accordingly a candidate for the Ankara 
Metropolitan Municipality presidency from the MHP (Nationalist Action Party), Mansur Yavaş, stated that 
if he won the election he would cut off the team’s connections to the municipality.146 Ahmet Turgut, the 
MHP candidate for the same position in Istanbul proposed a similar plan for Istanbul Büyükşehir 
Belediyespor, adding that he would close the club and give its space to an undetermined team from 
Anatolia (!). The writer of the article rightly points out the flaw in the logic—who are these men to just 
give away a team? Similarly, the writer also points out that Mr. Turgut suggested a spot for a team from 
Anatolia—not a spot for one of Istanbul’s smaller teams. It seems that when looking to tie political fortunes 
to football, many politicians throw logic out the window in their bid to reach out to potential Anatolian 
supporters. 
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 Outside of Istanbul, a similar challenge to the existing elites came out of the 

Republican People’s Party stronghold of Izmir for the 2010-2011 season (See Appendix: 

Figure 50). In Izmir, the traditional elite is represented by two teams from Konak district 

and one from Karşıyaka district. In Konak district, Altay Izmir SK was founded in 1914 

in the throes of the First World War, and appeared in the top-flight of Turkish soccer in 

forty-one seasons, the last appearance coming in 2002-2003. Similarly, Göztepe SK, 

founded in 1925, has appeared in the top flight in twenty-five seasons, the last time also 

coming in 2002-2003. In the 2007 elections, the RPP won Izmir province, including 

Konak with 35.7% of the vote as opposed to 32.3% for the AKP. Karşıyaka district, 

home to Karşıyaka SK, which was founded in 1923 and has appeared in 16 seasons at the 

top level, the last time in the 1995-1996 season, was also won by the RPP by a margin of 

43.6% to 27.1%.  

 By contrast to these traditional elite teams (from traditionally elite districts), the 

lone representative from Izmir in the 2010-2011 season (and first representative from the 

province in the AKP years), is Bucaspor K. It is a team that has never before appeared in 

the top-flight. In the 2007 elections, however, Buca district was the only urban district147 

of Izmir to vote for the AKP, as they won 36.5% of the vote as opposed to just 30.7% for 

the RPP. Bucaspor, hailing from a conservative district of Izmir—a city known for its 

staunch support of Atatürk and the Republican People’s Party—represents an urban 

microcosm of the processes taking place across Central Anatolia. In the 2004 municipal 

                                                
147 I defined “Urban Districts” as any district with more than five hundred polling stations. In Izmir these 
districts are Bornova, Buca, Karşıyaka and Konak. 
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elections the AKP garnered 38 percent of the votes in winning the Buca district’s 

municipal elections despite only getting 31.89 percent of all total votes in Izmir 

province.148 That year it was Cemil Şeboy—a former club president of Bucaspor149—who 

was elected the mayor of the municipality. 

 Currently Buca is listed as one of Turkey’s fastest-growing districts, with a 

population of over 393,000.150 Like the fast-growing towns of Central Anatolia, Buca’s 

football team has also seen steady progress over the last three years in particular, rising 

from the second division (which they had been mired in since 2000) to the first division 

(second tier), and now on to the Turkish top-flight the first time in their history. This 

unprecedented success has, interestingly, coincided with the AKP government’s rise to 

power in the area and their investment in infrastructure. Şeboy built a modern sports 

complex—complete with a soccer field and two basketball courts—as well as the 

centerpiece, Buca Arena, completed in 2009 with a capacity of 8,600. In his mind, it was 

to “achieve a European identity for Buca district”.151 Here we again can see the intimate 

relationship of progress to Europeanization in Turkey. After completion of the sports 

complex, however, Cemil Şeboy’s fortunes were turned on their head. On January 16, 

2009, Şeboy was taken off the list of AKP candidates up for re-election in the 2009 local 

                                                
148 Local Election Results for Buca District, Izmir Province at yerelsecimler.net, accessed 5 April 2010, 
http://www.yerelsecimler.net/yerel-secim-2004-izmir-buca-buca-belediyesi-sonuclari-secimplaka35-
secim20041481.html. 
149 “Cemil Şeboy,” Kimkimdir.gen.tr, accessed 5 April 2010, 
http://www.kimkimdir.gen.tr/kimkimdir.php?id=3506. 
150 “Buca’nın konumu [Buca’s Position]”, T.C. Buca Kaymakamlığı, accessed 5 April 2010, 
http://www.buca.gov.tr/news.php?go=fullnews&newsid=17. 
151 “Buca Avrupa Kenti Kimliği Kazanacak” [Buca Will Gain the Identity of a European City], Yeni Şafak 
Newspaper, 4 January 2008, accessed 24 March 2011, 
http://www.yenisafak.com.tr/yurthaberler/?t=04.01.2008&c=30&i=91401. 
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elections.152 Five days later, on January 21, it was announced that Şeboy (along with the 

Bucaspor club president(!), Şeref Üstündağ) were taken into custody during a corruption 

sting. It was an inglorious end to Şeboy’s fifteen-year stint as municipal president.153 

 While it is unclear whether or not this corruption played a part in the completion 

of the sports complex, it is certainly interesting that the team’s successes should follow so 

swiftly on the heels of such development. His successor, Ercan Tati from the RPP, has 

continued his push for urban development, working with British firm JVM Consulting—

who also have projects in Istanbul and the Emirates—in order to build a cultural center, 

shopping malls, and a water sports center.154 The Buca experience shows how favorable 

political conditions can lead to increased national exposure through soccer.  

A similar process occurred in Ankara, as the AKP mayor—Melih Gökçek—

propped up a team belonging to the municipality (Ankaraspor) as a challenge to the 

traditional elite teams from the city, Ankaragücü SK (founded in 1910) and 

Gençlerbirliği SK (founded in 1923), in order to increase his own social capital. Both of 

these clubs have fan groups rooted in the local, with Ankaragücü the traditional working 

class club founded in the weapons factory and Gençlerbirliği the bourgeois club founded 

in the halls of the high schools.155 Just like the AKP represents a new challenge to 

traditional elites in political terms, Ankaraspor is a new challenge to traditional elites on 

                                                
152 “Izmir’de AKP’ye Cemil Şeboy Şoku!” [Cemil Şeboy Surprise to AKP in Izmir!], Cnnturk.com, 16 
Januar7 2009, accessed 5 April 2010, 
http://www.cnnturk.com/2009/turkiye/01/16/izmirde.akpye.cemil.seboy.soku/509337.0/. 
153 “Buca Belediye Başkanı Şeboy Gözaltında” [Buca Mayor Şeboy Under Surveillance], Ntvmsnbc.com, 
accessed 5 April 2010, http://arsiv.ntvmsnbc.com/news.472774.asp. 
154 “Buca’nin Projeleri Ingiltere’de Tartışıldı” [Buca’s Projects Were Debated in England], Buca 
Municipality, accessed 5 April 2010, http://www.buca.bel.tr/00300-664-100201.php. 
155 Aydın and Hatıpoğlu, 46. 
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the soccer field. Ankaragücü is wholly the team of the establishment, at one point 

promoted to the first division—to widespread criticism—on military leader Kenan 

Evren’s decree after the coup of September 12, 1980.156 Gökçek showed his disdain for 

the traditional elite in a 2006-2007 match between Ankaraspor and Ankaragücü, moving 

the match to a stadium outside the city center and raising ticket prices from the normal 

prices of between 50 Kuruş (33 cents) and 1 Lira (66 cents) to between 150 and 250 TL 

(100-165 USD)—only 123 people were able to watch the match.157 Thus, the battle 

between traditional elites and the rising Islamic class was taken to the football pitch. 

Despite these manipulations, Gökçek still attempted to take control of the traditional team 

completely, as his son—then chairman of Ankaraspor—became chairman of 

Ankaragücü. Obviously, this was illegal and Ankaraspor was unceremoniously demoted 

during the 2009-2010 season.  

 Throughout this chapter, with the aid of election results, I have shown that—more 

often than not—success at the ballot box also means greater representation on the soccer 

team for the winning party. Invariably, the makeup of the top flight of Turkish soccer has 

mirrored the trends in society at large. Through this, we have come to see a struggle 

between traditional elite soccer teams—and the politics they represent—resulting in a 

new-found localism that has sprung up with the advent of the AKP government. This has 

challenged the hierarchical corporatist structure of Turkish society and Turkish soccer at 

the same time, making it more democratic by incorporating larger areas of Turkey into 

                                                
156 Ibid., 74. 
157 Ibid., 92-93. 
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the league framework. As more and more portions of provincial Turkey achieve success 

on the soccer field, they become more firmly entrenched in the national system, and their 

fans are incorporated into this system while still holding onto their local identities. One 

recent example of this localism being espoused comes from the provincial team 

Sivasspor. For a match on 10 April 2011, the head of the Sivasspor Supporters 

Association called for fifty-eight thousand fans (corresponding to Sivas Province’s 

license plate code) to fill the Istanbul Atatürk Stadium for their match.158 Such calls for 

large numbers of support—especially outside of the team’s home province—show how 

far-reaching the local identity has become in Turkey. Many migrants from central 

Anatolia, living anonymous lives in Istanbul, are far from their homes. In such instances, 

the soccer team offers such people a way to express their local identities within the 

national framework. At this point it will be useful to look at what this AKP presence in 

soccer has meant to Turkey in the last ten years, in order to analyze the prospects for 

continued democratization through football clubs in civil society. 

                                                
158 “Sivasspor’a 58 Bin Kişilik Destek!” [58 Thousand Supporters for Sivasspor!], Sporx.com, 4 April 
2011, accessed 17 April 2011, http://www.sporx.com/futbol/superlig/sivasspor/sivasspora-58-bin-kisilik-
destekSXHBQ228808SXQ. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DEMOCRATIC PARTICIPATION AS A RESULT OF FOOTBALL 
TEAMS AND THE ROLE OF ISLAM 

 
In 1996 Recep Tayyip Erdoğan “admitted that democracy is not the goal but is an 

instrument for the Welfare Party”.159 In the same vein, the soccer league has become an 

instrument for the Welfare Party’s successor, the AKP. The AKP has systematically been 

bringing in under-represented regions and cities, through soccer teams, into the national 

framework, certainly increasing their participation in democracy. As in Israel, the 

presence of a team raises the profile of a city or district, and the citizens begin to feel 

more invested in the democratic system they are a part of as they get concrete 

representation. The soccer league is but one form of representation in society that is 

bolstered through the presence of civil society groups, in this case football clubs. 

 As I have discussed, football clubs have constituted an integral part of identity 

formation in Turkey. At first, in the waning years of the Ottoman Empire and early years 

of the Turkish Republic, football clubs were used as a tool to cement a purely Turkish 

identity in the face of competing Armenian and Greek nationalisms. Later, from the 

1950s to the 1980s, football clubs—with the guiding hand of the state—began to be used 

as a means of solidifying the Western identity of Turkey during the Cold War as a 

member of the NATO alliance. Now, from the late 1990s to the present day, we have 

seen a shift whereby the football world has become an instrument of a state proffering a 

more Islamic identity while simultaneously supporting local identities. Successive 

                                                
159 Özbudun, 88. 
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Turkish governments have used the sport in order to support the type of identity that they 

see fit in a given period, in order to match the political trends of the time. 

 It seems that the AKP’s Islamicization process stands as an attempt to bridge the 

gaps in Turkish society, in a sense making it more democratic. As Robert Bianchi noted, 

“as modernization proceeds, regional disparities and inequalities are widening even 

further . . . Thus, the overall pattern of modernization in Turkey is basically exacerbating 

longstanding inequalities between regions rather than lessening them”.160 To combat 

these inequalities—which have only increased due to the rapid modernization in the years 

since Bianchi’s findings in 1984—the AKP has steadily integrated provincial portions of 

central Anatolia,161 just as secular governments integrated Kurdish regions through sports 

in the 1990s. As discussed above, Bianchi himself found that sports clubs were most 

useful in bridging the urban-rural divide (Chapter 2). 

 The first step towards addressing these inequalities was taken in the late 1960s by 

Necmettin Erbakan—he would go on to head the Welfare Party—who garnered support 

from “provincial Anatolian merchants who had begun to invest in middle-sized industry 

and were frustrated by government and banking policies that encouraged the 

concentration of investment in the bigger enterprises of the largest cities”.162 Thus, to 

combat this, “his unusual brand of moralism and populist protest became an effective 

rallying cry among provincial businessmen and esnaf, who felt that Turkish capitalism 
                                                
160 Bianchi, 168. 
161 For a visual representation of this integration please compare the maps in Figures 51 and 52 in the 
Appendix. These two figures show the growing amount of representation achieved by central Anatolian 
provinces such as Kayseri, Konya, Malatya, and Sivas and the falling amount of representation achieved by 
the Aegean and Mediterranean provinces such as Adana, Antalya, Çanakkale, and Izmir. 
162 Ibid., 256. 
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was becoming more monopolistic, increasing regional inequalities, and undermining 

traditional notions of social justice”.163 The grievances of central Anatolia were clear, and 

their economic bases were also set as early as the 1970s: “The most obvious split is 

between large, export-oriented enterprises in Istanbul, Izmir and Bursa versus the smaller, 

domestic-market-oriented firms in Eskişehir, Ankara, Kayseri, and the Aegean 

hinterland”.164 These provinces, dominated by smaller domestically oriented firms, have 

developed with the AKP government, and have come to be represented more and more in 

the top tier of Turkish soccer. The move away from the center in recent years has meant 

increased participation—economically, politically, and in sports—for under-represented 

peripheral areas. 

 Just as the economic situation in central Anatolia was clear, so too was its 

ideological base. To Bianchi, “there is a clear curvilinear relationship between religiosity 

and urbanization; those who were raised in provincial capitals or small towns score 

significantly higher on our index of religiosity than those who were raised either in 

villages or in Istanbul, Ankara, and Izmir”.165 The religious background of many of the 

“Anatolian Tigers” was clear even at the time of Bianchi’s research, and it has continued 

to this day. The economic restructuring of the 1980s allowed businesses in central 

Anatolia to prosper and changed both the economic and sporting makeup of Turkey, with 

a newfound focus on central Anatolia. Whereas before the economic opening of the 

                                                
163 Ibid. 
164 Ibid., 261. 
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1980s “the road to money and wealth passed through the government,”166 the new social 

mobility unleashed by Turgut Özal (himself from the eastern Anatolian province of 

Malatya) has meant that “new generations of conservative-religious social segments have 

now become well-educated [and] radically transformed their consumption patterns and 

expectations”.167  

One example of these changed expectations comes in the sporting world. The 

growing new middle classes of many Anatolian cities have expectations for successful 

soccer teams to support, and are no longer content supporting the “big three” of Istanbul 

that so many provincial Turks supported for so long. Instead, just as the religious-

conservative bourgeoisie movement has the “potential to make life difficult for the 

Republic’s secular elite, reducing their monopoly in every aspect of social life, hence 

resulting in a smaller share for them in the pie of national wealth,”168 their soccer teams 

can make life difficult for Istanbul’s traditional elite teams. As has been shown through 

election results, many more teams from outside of the elite areas have begun appearing in 

the top flight of Turkish football. 

The success of one such team, Kayserispor, has even led to the financing of a new 

state-of-the-art stadium—worth 100 million Turkish Liras (66.4 million USD)—

compliant with the highest European standards.169 It was even completed by a local 

                                                
166 Ömer Demir, Mustafa Acar and Metin Toprak, “Anatolian Tigers or Islamic Capital: Prospects and 
Challenges,” Middle Eastern Studies, 40: 6 (2004): 167. 
167 Ömer Demir et al., 167. 
168 Ömer Demir et al., 175. 
169 “Kayseri Kadir Has Stadında Sona Doğru,” [Towards the Completion of the Kayseri Kadir Has 
Stadium], Cnnturk.com, 19 November, 2008, accessed 7 April 2010. 
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architecture firm, Ofiss Mimarca, based in Kayseri showing the rising clout of local 

companies in the Turkish economy.170 This type of local support for stadium building has 

been held up by Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who earmarked 925 million 

Euros in February for this purpose in order to support Turkey’s bid to host the 1016 

European Football Championships.171 Prior to the completion of the Kayseri Stadium, all 

of Turkey’s European-standards-compliant stadiums were in Istanbul and Izmir. Building 

stadiums throughout Anatolia diffuses football throughout the country and Kayseri has 

become one of the venues for the Turkish national team’s matches, which until recently 

had taken place almost exclusively in one of the three large cities of Ankara, Istanbul, 

and Izmir. Recently, Prime Minister Erdoğan even promised government aid to cities 

with teams in the Spor Toto Super League (the top tier) and Bank Asya First Division 

(the second tier) in modernizing their stadiums, as well as pledging to build synthetic 

grass fields in all of Turkey’s eight-one provinces. One reason given for government 

involvement in building sports grounds was to keep young people away from bad 

influences.172 

In one way, then, this process can be seen as a “democratization of football” as 

the country continues democratizing. Ömer Demir et al. support the rise of Islamic capital 

in the same vein because: 

                                                                                                                                            
http://www.cnnturk.com/2008/spor/futbol/11/19/kayseri.kadir.has.stadinda.sona.dogru/501253.0/index.htm
l. 
170 “Projects”, Ofiss Mimarca, accessed 7 April, 2010, http://www.ofismimarca.com. 
171 “Stat Yapımı için 925 Milyon Avro!” [925 Million Euros for Stadium Building!], Sporx.com,  14 
February 2010, accessed 11 April 2011, http://www.sporx.com/futbol/genel/183961/. 
172 “Çim Sahayı Beğendiremiyorsun” [You Can’t Make Them Like a Grass Field], Sporx.com, 22 March 
2011, accessed 11 April 2011, http://www.sporx.com/futbol/genel/cim-sahayi-
begendiremiyorsunSXHBQ227319SXQ?yorumId=726498. 
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In any society, those social segments who can keep their relative share in income 
distribution as well as production will tend to protect the existing system. In this 
regard, the emergence of Anatolian or Islamic capital should be seen not as a 
threat, but as a new opportunity with permanent implications for a truly 
democratic state and a liberal economic system.173 
 

This form of democratization may indeed be simultaneously playing itself out on the 

soccer field as well, and Aydın and Hatıpoğlu assert that  

if one day in Turkey we see the championship cup lifted in Bursa, Eskişehir, 
Diyarbakır, Izmir, or of course Ankara, that will mean that things have been 
straightened out in the country, and we will be able to say that we have started 
living in a fairer, more balanced, more equal and (yes, everything is 
interconnected) more democratic country.174 
 

Of course, last year the cup was indeed lifted in Bursa, so it could be possible that the 

economic restructuring of Turkish society—along with its political realignment—has 

indeed seen success. 

In terms of political realignment, the increasing presence of Islamic businesses in 

sponsorship roles for Turkish sports needs to be looked at. The Turkish second division is 

currently sponsored by Bank Asya, an Islamic bank that currently is ranked 29th largest of 

500 financial institutions engaged in Islamic finance.175 During their time sponsoring the 

division, their net profits rose by 22 percent in 2009 since 2008 and were expected to rise 

twenty percent in 2010. It should also be noted that this growth has come during the 

worldwide economic downturn, suggesting that their investment in football has certainly 

helped them gain exposure, as general manager Cemil Özdemir has suggested.176 

                                                
173 Ömer Demir et al., 179. 
174 Aydın and Hatıpoğlu, 141. (Author’s Translation). 
175 “Bank Asya Retains Customers Trust Amidst Crisis,” Islamic Finance Expert, accessed April 6, 2010, 
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Interestingly, the leading state bank Ziraat Bankası (Agriculture Bank), which 

with 1,272 branches is the largest in Turkey.177 also got into football sponsorship, perhaps 

as a response to Bank Asya. On October 27 2009 Ziraat Bank signed a deal worth 4.5 

million USD a year to rename the Turkish Cup (the second most important football 

competition in Turkey) the Ziraat Turkish Cup, taking over the sponsorship from Belgian 

Bank Fortis.178 Completing the statist character of the competition, state television 

company TRT got the television rights, returning football matches to a free channel for 

the first time since private TV channels appeared twenty years ago. Even in terms of 

sponsoring football, there is still a competition between traditional statist businesses and 

rising Islamic businesses, showing how soccer has been used as a venue for competing 

ideologies in business. 

Another Islamic business that invests heavily in football is Ülker, the sweets 

company known for its iconic gofrets—a Kit-Kat like candy-bar—that all Turks know 

well from their childhood (even this author has fond memories of going to his 

grandmother’s house as a kid in order to munch on them). A member of MÜSIAD (an 

Islamically tinted association of businessmen), Ülker spent 38 million USD in 2007 to 

sponsor the Turkish national football team, various basketball teams, as well as the 
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developmental teams of the big four: Beşiktaş, Fenerbahçe, Galtasaray, and 

Trabzonspor.179 

Additionally, Ülker has followed the AKP’s grassroots organizational style by 

setting up “football villages” for the past three years in various Anatolian cities.180 In 

2009 they set up villages in Erzincan, Kütahya, Malatya, Sakarya, Sinop, Trabzon, and 

Zonguldak. The majority of these cities are in the peripheral Black Sea and Eastern 

Anatolian regions, which goes someway to explaining why they were chosen. They are 

set up to teach young kids not only about football, but also sportsmanship and respect for 

the game and others.181 In many ways, these types of projects mirror the grassroots social 

development programs set up across the Arab world by Islamic bodies in order to gain 

support. Most readily Hamas’ role in the Palestinian Territories comes to mind. 

It should also be noted that Islamic businesses are not the only big investors in Turkish 

football. Many recently privatized businesses have also been keen to jump on the soccer 

“bandwagon”.  Turkish Airlines, the formerly state-owned airline, was privatized after 

the economic crisis of 2000182 and since has come to not only sponsor the Turkish 

national team, but also Barcelona and Manchester United, two of Europe’s biggest clubs. 

  The reasons for such investment in sports by Islamic companies can be seen by 

looking at parallel developments in another Middle Eastern country, Yemen. Here, a 
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similar trend is evident whereby businessmen look to gain influence by investing in 

football. In Yemen ownership of football teams has also become an avenue towards 

increased political participation as 

clubs must finance construction work. Clubs solicit gifts from businessmen or 
corporations, or use connections to get special ministerial assistance. In a society 
where the politics of personal connection prevails, clubs with prominent members 
are more successful in gaining favours or securing contributions for equipment, 
travel or construction.183  
 

Along with helping their political prospects, Yemeni club officials have also served to 

bolster civil society in their country: 

In their hidden competitions, club officials’ actions include: (1) helping 
competitors to preserve their rivalries; (2) assisting other clubs to reinforce and 
increase prestige; (3) avoiding the appearance of self-interest to increase prestige; 
(4) demonstrating connections to substantiate power and influence; and (5) giving 
precedence to the public good to express civic responsibility. While these actions 
appear sports-specific and lack a common self-serving purpose, we speculate that 
(1) the officials’ styles follow traditional leadership patterns, and that (2) as heads 
of voluntary associations, officials are poised to be leaders of emerging civil 
society institutions.184 
 
Both in Turkey and Yemen, investment in football is seen by businessmen as a 

means to increase social capital, just as it was in Ankara for mayor Melih Gökçek. In this 

section we have seen how the changing character of Turkey has changed the make-up of 

the soccer league. In order to consolidate the ideological gains, Islamic business has 

made forays into sponsorship of the soccer league, further raising their respective profiles 

in the country by reaching out to consumers. In the following final section it will help to 

look at the AKP’s practices and see how successful they have been.  
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CONCLUSION 

As I discussed earlier, the main goal of the AKP has been to bring in traditionally 

under-represented portions of Turkish society on the way to democratization and eventual 

European Union membership. Its ability to use an Islamic platform has given the party 

unprecedented support in the more traditional parts of the country, not only in the central 

Anatolian and the eastern Aegean regions, but also in cities such as Istanbul and Izmir, 

given the numbers of internal migrants who have settled from provincial areas. The 

policies of the AKP government have been to democratize Turkey and put it on the path 

to the European Union. This democratization has been bolstered by a systematic 

integration of the rural peripheral areas with the metropolitan center and has—notably—

become characterized by a competition between traditional secular elites and a rising 

business class of Islamic elites. 

 In soccer, we have seen this by the increased competition from provincial 

Anatolian teams in the Turkish soccer league. Now that the new system of televising 

soccer matches has started televising matches from all the teams in the league—not just 

those of the “big four”—other teams have gotten a chance to be showcased and followed 

by their supporters. This, in turn, has meant a weakening of the traditional elite teams of 

Istanbul. Writing in 2000 Mahmut Sert presented the view of Necmi Tanyolaç, one of the 

founders of the Turkish Sports Writers Association, who in 1985 put forth the view that it 

is the sports writers who set up the hegemony of Istanbul’s teams.185 In his view, it was 

the concentration of the sports media in Istanbul that allowed Istanbul’s teams to have 
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such a hold over the media. Indeed, up until as recently as the early part of the last 

decade, it was nigh on impossible to get continued coverage of any teams other than the 

“big four” of Istanbul’s teams and Trabzonspor in any of Turkey’s sports dailies. Now, 

with this new system for televising matches, it is possible to follow any team in the first 

division on TV, allowing fans to support their own local teams out of market if they so 

desire.  

 Similarly, Sert notes that the ability for these big teams to participate in European 

competitions was another factor that allowed for their wide support base.186 With the 

recent successes of Anatolian teams, due to the new-found industrial prominence of their 

cities, these teams have also been able to compete regularly in Europe. (See Appendix: 

Figures 53 and 54). It becomes clear from comparing these two graphs that the number of 

Anatolian teams appearing in European competition has risen in the years since AKP’s 

rise to power.  As such, these teams have been systematically challenging the traditional 

hierarchical corporatist structure of Turkish soccer. These teams, like Kayserispor, 

Sivasspor, and Bursaspor, are from outside of the metropolitan areas and represent people 

and values that have long clashed with the traditional secular elite of Turkey. Until the 

AKP’s ascent to power these portions of society were ignored; now they are representing 

Turkey on an international stage. 

 Sert, citing the Dutch cultural historian Johan Huizinga, notes that one of the 

goals of sports is to manage the political, economic, and cultural conflicts between social 

                                                
186 Ibid., 147. 
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groups in the capitalist system.187 In Sert’s mind, sports plays the role of a “pressure 

valve” in order dissipate these conflicts. If that is so, the AKP has been relatively 

successful, although the cracks still show. On January 15, 2010 Galatasaray SK opened 

the brand new Türk Telekom Arena with a match against the Dutch team Ajax of 

Amsterdam. The brand-new state-of-the-art stadium can seat 52,000 and cost 130 million 

Euros to construct, all of which came from the Housing Development Administration of 

Turkey (TOKI); it was government funded.188 At the opening, however, Recep Tayyip 

Erdoğan was booed by the fans, prompting him to leave the stadium. Discussing the 

events later he lashed out at the fans, saying that the stadium was built for Galatasaray by 

the state, despite the fact that Galatasaray did not even have “five Kuruş to their 

name”.189 The incident prompted a Turkish columnist to list it as one of the many signs of 

division between secularists on the coast and the AKP government190 while the leader of 

the Nationalist Action Party, Devlet Bahçeli, declared that the AKP “descended upon 

sports like a nightmare”.191 

 A recent development in Turkish politics seems to have given some credibility to 

Bahçeli’s statements, as he is famous for his inflammatory rhetoric. On March 21, 2011 it 

was announced that two of Turkish soccer’s most famous names, Hakan Şükür and  
                                                
187 Ibid., 157. 
188 “Galatasaray-Ajax Amsterdam Friendly to Open Türk Telekom Arena”, Today’s Zaman. 23 December 
2010, accessed 16 March 2011, 
http://www.todayszaman.com/newsDetail_getNewsById.action?newsId=230357.  
189 “Başbakan’dan Olay Sözler!” [Eventful Words from the President!], Sporx.com, 16 January 2011, 
accessed 16 March 2011, http://www.sporx.com/futbol/superlig/galatasaray/basbakandan-olay-
sozlerSXHBQ219879SXQ. 
190 Ergun Babahan, “The Incident at Turk Telekom Arena”, Today’s Zaman, 18 January 2011, accessed 16 
March 2011, http://www.todayszaman.com/columnist-232786-the-incident-at-turk-telekom-arena.html. 
191 “Spora Kabus Gibi Çöktüler” [They Descended Upon Sports Like a Nightmare], Hürriyet Newspaper, 
26 January 2011, accessed 16 March 2011, http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/16853193.asp?gid=373. 
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Tanju Çolak, will be candidates for the AKP in the upcoming June elections. Şükür, the 

former UEFA Cup winning Galatasaray legend who has scored the most goals—249—in 

Turkish First Division history, will be a parliamentary candidate from Istanbul.192 Çolak, 

himself the second leading scorer in Turkish First Division history with 240 goals, will be 

a candidate from the RPP stronghold of Izmir, despite his being from Samsun.193 Perhaps 

the AKP has cynically chosen to tap into the Turkish public’s love of football in order to 

win Izmir province for the first time in naming a candidate who himself is not even from 

the province he is running for office in. Çolak, for his part, is overly confident in his 

abilities; he proclaimed that he will raise the AKP’s votes in Izmir by at least ten 

percentage points. He even proclaimed that: 

“Zamanında attığım gollerle bu kişileri sokağa çok döktüm, şimdi de seçim için 
dökeceğim” [In my time I drove these people into the streets with my goals; now I 
will drive them to the polls].194  
 

This will be an interesting story to follow in the months running up to the elections in 

June, especially since a March 24, 2011 story in Radikal newspaper proclaimed his 

candidacy to be void, as he never made an official application to run.195 

 Keeping such things in mind, it is important to note that the democratization 

process in Turkey, as in all counties, has its difficulties. Certainly the AKP’s hand in 

                                                
192 “Hakan Şükür 3. Bölge'den Aday” [Hakan Şükür a Candidate From Region 3], Hürriyet Newspaper, 21 
March 2011, accessed 21 March 2011, http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/spor/futbol/17333291.asp. 
193 “Özkan CHP'den, Tanju Çolak AK Parti'den” [Özkan from the RPP, Tanju Çolak from the AK Party], 
Hürriyet Newspaper, 23 March 2011, accessed 23 March 2011, 
http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/17349996.asp?gid=373. 
194 Ibid. 
195 “Meğer Tanju Çolak'ın Başvurusu Ofsaytmış!” [It Turns Out Tanju Çolak’s Application was Offsides!], 
Radikal Newspaper, 24 March 2011, accessed 24 March 2011, 
http://www.radikal.com.tr/Radikal.aspx?aType=RadikalDetayV3&ArticleID=1043960&Date=24.03.2011
&CategoryID=78. 



 85 

sports has worried many in Turkish society weary of too much government control—

especially when that control hints of Islam. On March 4 2011, the BBC reported that 

Blogspot was being banned in Turkey due to football matches being streamed online, 

circumventing the copyrights of the Digiturk, who holds the rights to football 

broadcasting in Turkey.196 While soccer was stated as the main reason for the move to 

ban Blogspot, many in Turkey took it as an infringement on freedom of speech, as many 

bloggers use the service to put forth their political views that don’t match with the AKP. 

Indeed, TÜSIAD President Ümit Boyner roundly condemned the action of “mass 

punishment of bloggers”.197 Clearly football retains its importance to the ruling 

government in many facets of society, and it lends some credence to the worries of some 

in Turkish society today. 

 Soccer has long held an important place in Turkish society, and rightfully so. 

Internationally it presents Turkey as a Western country, competing in the sporting 

world—even if they can’t politically—on an equal footing with the nations of Western 

Europe. Domestically, soccer clubs serve as a network of civil society associations that 

knit the country together within the framework of a national soccer league. In recent 

years, that framework has become more inclusive to provincial areas that, under previous 

governments, did not enjoy nearly the amount of representation that they have gotten 

under the AKP. It is still useful to keep in mind Erdoğan’s warning, however, that 
                                                
196 “Blogspot Banned in Football Row”, The BBC Online, 4 March 20011, accessed 16 March 2011, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-12639279. 
197 “TÜSIAD Head Ümit Boyner Slams Mass Punishment of Bloggers,” Today’s Zaman,  5 March 2011, 
accessed 16 March 2011, 
http://www.todayszaman.com/newsDetail_getNewsById.action?load=detay&newsId=237378&link=23737
8. 



 86 

democracy is just a means to an end. The increasing Islamicization of Turkish society has 

meant that Islamic businesses and interests have taken a hold of many important aspects 

of Turkish life, and sport is no exception to this trend.  

In the coming years, it will be interesting to watch the continued developments in 

Turkish politics alongside the results on the soccer field. It remains to be seen whether or 

not the Anatolian periphery will be able to sustain its challenge to the political and 

economic centers of the country, and its success—or failure—will continue to be one of 

many barometers by which we can measure the results of democratization in Turkish 

society at the outset of the twenty-first century. 
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APPENDIX A: FIGURES 

Part One: Comparative Regional Representation in Turkish First Division by 
Decades 

 

Figure 1: Regional Representation in Turkish First Division in 1959 and 1959-1960 
Seasons (Number of Teams From Each Region Represented Per Season) 
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Figure 2: Regional Representation in Turkish First Division 1960-1970 (Number of 
Teams From Each Region Represented Per Season) 

 

 

Figure 3: Regional Representation in Turkish First Division 1970-1980 (Number of 
Teams From Each Region Represented Per Season) 

 

 
 



 89 

Figure 4: Regional Representation in Turkish First Division 1980-1990(Number of 
Teams From Each Region Represented Per Season) 

 

 
 

Figure 5: Regional Representation in Turkish First Division 1990-2000 (Number of 
Teams From Each Region Represented Per Season) 
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Figure 6: Regional Representation in Turkish First Division 2000-2010 (Number of 
Teams From Each Region Represented Per Season) 

 

 
 

Part Two: Regional Representations By Year 

Figure 7: Representation of Istanbul Province in Turkish First Division by Year (Number 
of Teams) 
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Figure 8: Representation of Marmara Region in Turkish First Division by Year 
Excluding Istanbul Province (Number of Teams) 

 

Figure 9: Representation of Izmir Province in Turkish First Division by Year (Number of 
Teams) 
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Figure 10: Representation of Aegean Region in Turkish First Division by Year Excluding 
Izmir Province (Number of Teams) 

 

 

Figure 11: Representation of Ankara Province in Turkish First Division by Year (Number 
of Teams) 
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Figure 12: Representation of Central Anatolian Region in Turkish First Division by Year 
Excluding Ankara Province (Number of Teams) 

 

 

Figure 13: Representation of Mediterranean Region in Turkish First Division by Year 
(Number of Teams) 
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Figure 14: Representation in Black Sea Region in Turkish First Division by Year 
(Number of Teams) 

 

 

Figure 15: Representation in South Eastern Anatolia Region in Turkish First Division by 
Year (Number of Teams) 
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Figure 16: Representation in East Anatolia Region in Turkish First Division by Year 
(Number of Teams) 
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Part Three: Years of Formation for Profession Clubs in the Turkish Professional 
Leagues (Tiers 1 through 4) at the start of the 2009-2010 Season 

Figure 17: Club Formation in the Aegean Region by Year 
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Figure 18: Club Formation in the Black Sea Region by Year 

 

Figure 19: Club Formation in the Central Anatolia Region by Year 
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Figure 20: Club Formation in the Eastern Anatolia Region by Year 

 

Figure 21: Club Formation in the Marmara Region by Year 
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Figure 22: Club Formation in the Mediterranean Region by Year 

 

Figure 23: Club Formation in the Southeastern Anatolia Region by Year 
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Part Four: University Formation in Turkey 

Figure 24: University Locations in 1950 

 
Courtesy of: Sargın, Dr. Sevil, “Türkiye’de Üniversitelerin Gelişim Sureci ve Bölgesel Dağılımı,” 
Süleyman Demirel Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitüsü Dergisi, Volume 3, Number 5, 2007. 137.  
Note: Triangles Indicate Universities. 
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Figure 25: University Locations in 1980 

 
Courtesy of: Sargın, Dr. Sevil, “Türkiye’de Üniversitelerin Gelişim Sureci ve Bölgesel Dağılımı,” 
Süleyman Demirel Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitüsü Dergisi, Volume 3, Number 5, 2007. 140.  
Note: Triangles Indicate Universities. 
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Figure 26: University Locations in 1990 

 
Courtesy of: Sargın, Dr. Sevil, “Türkiye’de Üniversitelerin Gelişim Sureci ve Bölgesel Dağılımı,” 
Süleyman Demirel Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitüsü Dergisi, Volume 3, Number 5, 2007. 142. 
Note: Triangles Indicate Universities. 
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Figure 27: University Locations in 2006 

 
Courtesy of: Sargın, Dr. Sevil, “Türkiye’de Üniversitelerin Gelişim Sureci ve Bölgesel Dağılımı,” 
Süleyman Demirel Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitüsü Dergisi, Volume 3, Number 5, 2007. 144. Note: 
Triangles, by Descending Order of Size, Indicate 22 Universities, 10 Universities, 5 Universities, 2 
Universities and 1 University Respectively). 
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Part Five: Turkish League Champions 
 

Figure 28: Turkish League Champions 
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Part Six: Financial Analyses 
 

Figure 29: The Rising value of Turkish Football 2004-2011 in Euros (Millions) 

 
Courtesy of: Akşar, Tuğrul. Futbolun Ekonomi Politiği [The Economic Politics of Football]. Istanbul: 
Literatür Yayınları (2010). P. 53. 
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Figure 30: Cost of TV Rights for the Turkish Football League from 1994 to 2014 
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Figure 31: Comparative Value of Television Rights, GDP, and GNI 
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Figure 32: The Distribution of Football Profits Through the “Havuz” System From the 
1994-1995 Season to the 2008-2009 Season 

 

 
Courtesy of: Akşar, Tuğrul. Futbolun Ekonomi Politiği [The Economic Politics of Football]. Istanbul: 
Literatür Yayınları (2010). P. 141. 
 
Note: The Light Grey Denotes Amount of Money in Millions USD Allocated to the “Big 
Four” Clubs. The Dark Grey Denotes the Amount of Money in Millions USD Allocated 
to the Other Fourteen Top Division Teams 
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Figure 33: The Division of Profits in the Professional Football Leagues Since the 2007-
2008 Season by Percentages 

 

 
Courtesy of: Akşar, Tuğrul. Futbolun Ekonomi Politiği [The Economic Politics of Football]. Istanbul: 
Literatür Yayınları (2010). P. 139. 
 
Note: The Key is as Follows (Clockwise):  
Galatasaray SK: 12.34 % 
Fenerbahçe SK: 13.25 % 
Beşiktaş JK: 8.59 % 
Trabzonspor K: 6.41 % 
The Other 146 Professional Clubs: 59.41 % 
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Figure 34: The Final Table of the 2008-2009 Turkcell Super League Table Along With 
Profits Earned in Turkish Liras 

 

 
Courtesy of: Akşar, Tuğrul. Futbolun Ekonomi Politiği [The Economic Politics of Football]. Istanbul: 
Literatür Yayınları (2010). P. 142. 
 
Note: The Columns Denote, From Left to Right: Points Table, Previous Champion’s 
Premium (Turkish Liras), Participation Share (Turkish Liras), League Performance 
Premium (Turkish Liras), Premium For Finishing in the Top Six (Turkish Liras), Total 
Value (Turkish Liras), Percent Share of Total Profits. The Last Row Represents the 
Totals for Each Column 
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Part Seven: Election Results (All Election Results From: T.C. Başbakanlık Devlet 
İstatistik Enstitüsü, Cumhuriyet’ten Günümüze Milletvekili Seçimleri 1923-2002 
[Parliamentary Elections From the Republic to Today 1923-2002, Ankara: Devlet 
İstatistik Enstitüsü Matbaası (2004) and Türk İstatistik Kurumu Website available 

at http://www.tuik.gov.tr) 

Figure 35: 1961 Parliamentary Election Results and 1961-1962 Season 
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Figure 36: 1965 Parliamentary Election Results and 1965-1966 Season 

 

Figure 37: 1969 Parliamentary Election Results and 1969-1970 Season 
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Figure 38: 1973 Parliamentary Election Results and 1973-1974 Season 

 
 

Figure 39: 1977 Parliamentary Election Results and 1977-1978 Season 
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Figure 40: 1983 Parliamentary Election Results and 1983-1984 Season 

 

Figure 41: 1987 Parliamentary Election Results and 1987-1988 Season 
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Figure 42: 1991 Parliamentary Election Results and 1991-1992 Season 

 

Figure 43: 1995 Parliamentary Election Results and 1995-1996 Season 
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Figure 44: 1995 Istanbul Local Election Results 

 

Figure 45: 1999 Parliamentary Election Results and 1999-2000 Season 
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Figure 46: 2002 Parliamentary Election Results and 2002-2003 Season 

 

Figure 47: 2002 Istanbul Local Election Results 
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Figure 48: 2007 Parliamentary Election Results and 2007-2008 Season 

 

Figure 49: 2007 Istanbul Local Election Results 
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Figure 50: 2007 Izmir Local Election Results 
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Part Eight: Football Maps of Turkey 
 

Figure 51: Representation in Turkish First Division by Province from 1995-1996 Season 
to 1999-2000 Season (Seasons + Teams) 
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Figure 52: Representation in Turkish First Division by Province From 2005-2006 Season 
to 2009-2010 Season (Seasons + Teams) 

 

 
Note: In Figures 51 and 52 the numbers represent the number of times a team was 
represented plus the number of teams. For instance, if Team A represented Region A for 
three seasons and Team B represented Region A for one of those seasons, Region A’s 
score would be four. 
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Figure 53: Turkish Qualifiers by Province to European Club Competitions 1990-1991 
Season to 1999-2000 Season 

 

 

Figure 54: Turkish Qualifiers by Province to European Club Competitions 2000-2001 
Season to 2009-2010 Season 
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