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Abstract

A particular industry located in Istanbul that produces drama series for televi-
sion broadcasting and streaming has recently made Turkey one of the world’s 
largest exporters of this genre. In this article, I loosely describe this indus-
try as ‘the other Yeşilçam;’ as a tribute to Yeşilçam itself – Istanbul’s feature 
film industry. Since the early 2000s, Yeşilçam has changed its character and 
revived itself in its own way. However, what is especially interesting has been 
the manner in which the other Yeşilçam has suddenly emerged, during the 
same decades, and conspicuously blossomed. This time period is associated 
with the reign of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Turkey – more specifically to his 
premiership (2003-2014) followed by his presidency (2014 and onwards). One 
of the focuses here is on the extent to which the cultural products of these 
industries (especially the drama series) has been bound up not only with 
commercial matters but also with political and cultural matters (basically in 
terms of identity-related and otherwise cultural collisions in Erdoğan’s Turkey), 
as well as Erdoğan’s eventually successful policy of strictly controlling the 
media (including, of course, television) in the country. 

Keywords: creative/cultural industries, film/television industries, drama 
series production, Istanbul, Turkey  
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Introduction
In this article, I concern myself with a particular industry located in Istan-
bul that I loosely describe as ‘the other Yeşilçam’ – namely, the industry that 
is behind the genre of drama series produced for television. The term ‘the 
other Yeşilçam’ is inspired by Allen J. Scott’s (2004a) demarcation of the tele-
vision industry in Los Angeles as ‘the other Hollywood.’ However, since Scott 
(2004a) refers to all genres of the television industry in Los Angeles except 
for news programs, my demarcation is narrower here. More specifically, the 
other Yeşilçam refers to a particular television industry that is behind the 
genre of drama series (that Turks call dizi’s) produced for television broad-
casting and streaming.1

Just as Scott’s (2004a) term ‘the other Hollywood’ is a tribute to Hollywood 
itself, the term ‘the other Yeşilçam’ is also a tribute to Yeşilçam – the industry 
that produces standalone films basically for cinema. This industry is named 
after Yeşilçam street in Istanbul, where most feature film production offices 
were located before the 1980s. In this article, I refer to Yeşilçam basically as a 
reference point for the more interesting other Yeşilçam, basically because of 
the fact that Yeşilçam itself has never been, commercially speaking, a signif-
icant success. This is certainly not to deny the fact that Yeşilçam has changed 
its character and revived itself in its own way since the early 2000s, and has 
held its own by producing, annually, a respectable numbers of feature films 
(for example, 638 in 2022), and occasionally receiving critical acclaim at least 
in Europe. However, this is not comparable to the global commercial success 
of the other Yeşilçam – something that has recently made Turkey one of the 
world’s largest exporters in this genre (Öztürkmen 2023). More specifically, 
the industry of drama series  has been behind at least a hundred or so globally 
successful dizi’s (some with more than hundred episodes) produced, during 
the last couple of decades, by a network of, at one point, 75 production firms 
headquartered in Istanbul.2 As reported in almost all industry publications, 
these series have reached audiences in more than a hundred countries; and 
earned an export revenue of $500 million in 2023 for Turkey (up from a figure 

1	 The word ‘dizi’ can best be translated as ‘string’ as in ‘string of pearls.’  These sorts of drama 
series are sometimes referred to as ‘soap operas’ in the United States – the largest exporter of 
drama series in the world; ‘Telenovela’ in Latin America, ‘teleserye’ in the Philippines, ‘lakorn’ 
in Thailand, ‘téléroman’ in the French speaking parts of Canada, and ‘sinetron’ in Indonesia. 
Among others, what differentiates these from each other is the length of their episodes rang-
ing from 45 minutes to couple of hours.
2	 The list of these 75 firms with headquarters in Istanbul is available at an industry site called 
1000dizi.net.
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of $10 million as recently as 2008). In sum, while Yeşilçam has remained, like 
the most of the world cinema, under the shadow of the continuing competi-
tive supremacy of Hollywood, the other Yeşilçam has been a genuinely inter-
esting phenomenon. 

Scott (2000, p.1) wrote more than twenty years ago that film production 
does not need to be “exclusively” concentrated in any place such as Holly-
wood, and that everything depends on what other places offer in terms of 
production networks, labor markets, regulatory policies, market capacities, 
and cultural peculiarities. In fact, a few years after making the above statement, 
Scott (2004a) had specifically warned the Hollywood television industry of 
the upcoming international competition, based on his observation that the 
television programs made in Hollywood had not penetrated foreign markets 
to the same degree that feature films had. 

[O]nly about a quarter of television program revenues [were] gen-
erated by exports. [A] number of agglomerations in different parts 
of the world [were] beginning to emerge [and] at least some of 
them appear[ed] to be building the bases for vigorous contesta-
tion of cultural-products markets, both domestic and interna-
tional, and nowhere perhaps [was] this true than in the case of 
television program production (p. 202).

At that point, Scott (2004a) had in mind the British drama series, Japanese 
anime’s, and Latin American telenovelas. His warning to Hollywood was that 
it would “almost surely have to face a period of restructuring in the immediate 
future, and very much more forceful competition over the longer term” (p. 202). 

As the rest the of the article will make clear, starting from the early 2000s, 
the Turkish dizi’s have been doing exactly what Scott (2004a) had predicted. 
Thus, in this respect, this article contributes to the literature as a partial follow 
up to Scott’s (2004a) warning to the television industry in Hollywood. More 
generally though, it contributes to a particular literature that has already 
covered not only Hollywood/the other Hollywood of Los Angeles, Bollywood 
of Mumbai, and Nollywood of Lagos, but also those film/television industries 
located elsewhere. For a relatively recent literature review, see Scott (2004a, 
2004b, 2007) and Leaver (2010) on Los Angeles; Miller (2012) on Lagos; and 
Lorenzen and Modambi (2013) on Mumbai. In addition, see Coe (2000a, 
2000b, 2001) and Scott and Pope (2007) on Vancouver; Scott (2000) on Paris; 
Johns (2010) on Manchester; and Hoyler and Watson (2018) on Paris, Munich, 
Berlin, Cologne, Frankfurt, Hamburg, Baden-Baden, Beijing, Hong Kong, Sao 
Paulo, and Rio de Janeiro. 
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At the core of this article there are two observations. The first is that even 
though the feature film production in Istanbul has somewhat changed its 
character and has revived itself in its own way since the early 2000s, what 
happened to the drama series production was especially noteworthy: it has 
emerged suddenly and blossomed conspicuously during the same time period. 
The second observation is that this time period, in its entirety, is associated 
with the reign of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Turkey – an observation whose 
importance and relevance becomes clearer when Allen J. Scott’s point about 
films being cultural products is taken into account. As Scott (2004a, 2004b, 
pp. 56-57, 2006, 2007) explains in detail, feature films and drama series are 
cultural products to such a degree that they end up being bound up not only 
with commercial but also with political and cultural matters. More specifi-
cally, unlike “wheat or coal,” cultural products carry “aesthetic and semiotic 
content,” “coded texts,” and “affirmative ideological enthusiasm,” and thus 
require that we also study the identity-related and otherwise cultural “colli-
sions of one sort or another” in the societies where they are produced (and, 
perhaps also where they are watched).  

In the case of Turkey, such issues can probably be understood best through 
the particular political and cultural circumstances of Turkey during the reign 
of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. Erdoğan is the 12th president of Turkey who, follow-
ing a referendum in 2017, has been governing the country with broad exec-
utive powers. (From 2003 to 2014, he was the prime minister of the country, 
and from 1994 to 1998, the mayor of Istanbul). It is with the expectation that 
the drama series have to be bound up with political and cultural matters, that 
I first divide the time period of interest into two, so that the first part (namely 
the years between 2003 and 2014) coincides with Erdoğan’s premiership, and 
the second part (namely 2014 and onwards) with his presidency. 

Second, I focus on two specific policies of Erdoğan: that of replacing the 
nation’s “Westernizing identity” with a conservative one that is more in line 
with its Ottoman past (Kӧstem, 2018, p. 742), and that of turning Turkey 
into an increasingly less democratic society where the media (including, of 
course, television) is controlled by the state (Yeşil, 2016; Yalvaç & Joseph, 
2019; Yanatma, 2021). The relevance and importance of these policies for the 
film industries should be clearer towards the conclusion of the paper. The 
following section provides basic information on both industries during the 
above-mentioned two periods – without, for now, much emphasis on what 
is political and cultural.

As the rest the of the article will make clear, this account of ‘the other 
Yeşilçam’ makes this article a single-case study – the single-case here being 
not necessarily unique (considering the similarities of the Turkish dizi’s with 
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British drama series, Japanese anime’s, Latin American telenovelas etc.) but 
certainly revelatory as the article deals with a number of ‘how’ and ‘why’ ques-
tions concerning the emergence and blossoming of an industry.  The informa-
tion used has been secondary in nature – with sources scattered over many 
resources including, to a large extent, popular publications and, to a lesser 
extent, the scholarly literatures. The final product is a manuscript which is a 
prelude to a larger, further study to be conducted based on primary research. 
Among the factors which make this article scholarly, there is the fact that it is 
situated within Allen J. Scott’s well-developed body of work. Here I am refer-
ring to a theoretical as well as empirical body of work represented by Scott 
(2000, 2004a, 2004b, 2006) and Scott and Pope (2007). 

The period of 2003-2014: the emergence of ‘the other Yeşilçam’ 
following the revival of Yeşilçam  
 Yeşilçam of Istanbul has produced around 8,000 feature films within the 
last 50 years – most of them during the industry’s golden years from the 
1960s to the 1980s – almost all for the domestic market (Akser, 2018). 
During these golden years, only a few films were critically acclaimed outside 
the country – examples being Susuz Yaz, Sürü, and Yol with their awards 
during the 1960s-1980s period – all in Europe. However, soon afterwards 
the industry almost experienced an extinction – for reasons that I will not 
discuss in this paper. Rather, I will simply acknowledge one single success-
ful film (namely Güneşe Yolculuk which received multiple international 
awards in 1999) but basically call attention to the especially low rate of 
production during the pre-2000 time period. More specifically Yeşilçam 
produced only 49 films between 1996 and 1999, making the yearly aver-
age a mere 12 (LUMIERE, n.d.). 

What is interesting has been the revival of Yeşilçam starting from the 
early 2000s when the above-mentioned annual figure went above a hundred 
in 2003, and then steadily climbed to over five-hundred in 2014 – see Table 
1. Both the number of films produced and the number of those released 
on the European markets (in addition to the domestic market) were a sign 
that Yeşilçam between 2003 and 2014 came back to life (Kaltzer, 2014). 
Those released in Europe not only included mainstream films viewed by 
the Turkish communities residing in large numbers in countries such as 
Germany and the Netherlands, but also those that Kaltzer (2014) calls 
Turkish art-house films – the films that Arslan (2011) studies under his 
category of the Post Yeşilçam era and others call the ‘New Turkish Cinema’ 
(Akser, 2018).
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Table 1. Number of Turkish films reported 2003-2014 (Source: LUMIERE 
data base)

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

189 205 219 236 394 384 358 382 429 491 498 564

Here it is worth noting that in 2004, a law (numbered 5224) had re-estab-
lished government support for Yeşilçam – something that meant that half of 
the Turkish films produced between 2005 and 2013 received support from the 
government (Kaltzer, 2014). Among the firms that could successfully exploit 
this support and raise the rest of the necessary funds, Öz and Özkaracalar 
(2017, pp. 68-69) single out Filma-Cass. This particular firm was Turkey’s first 
independent advertising film production company, and is now acknowledged 
for contributing to the revival of Yeşilçam by shifting from the tradition of 
investing the profits of the advertising and film industries into sectors where 
easy money could be made (construction being one such sector) towards the 
film industry. For example, it was Filma-Cass that had financed, produced, 
and distributed the first relatively big-budget movie (entitled Amerikalı) 
made in 1993 “when the national film business was in stagnation;” and kept 
contributing to the restoration of the industry by establishing a company 
which specialized in “renting out film equipment and cameras” (Öz & Özka-
racalar, 2017, p. 69). 

The blossoming of private television channels in the 2000s is also believed 
to have “significantly” contributed to the strength of the Turkish film indus-
try (Kanzler, 2014, p. 17). More specifically,

private [television] channels [that emerged after 1993] broad-
casted old Yeşilçam films and thereby familiarized a new gener-
ation with Turkish films and quickly created demand for local 
[television drama] series. This led to a [television] production 
industry of considerable size and thereby laid the foundations 
for the renaissance of Turkish cinema by improving the audio-
visual infrastructure (such as laboratories) and training skilled 
crews (Kanzler, 2014). 

 Almost all observers agree that indeed it was the advertising revenues (of 
companies such as Filma-Cass) and the television industries that shaped the 
revival of Yeşilçam. This was indicated by the fact that 14 out of 17 commer-
cially successful feature films that were released between 1996 and 2005 were 
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produced by television and/or advertising firms; and their crews consisted 
largely of individuals from the television industry – something which would 
wane starting from 2006 as both genres matured in their own ways (Ҫetin-Erus, 
2007, as cited in Kanzler, 2014; see also Dorsay, as cited in Simpson, 2006). 

Also importantly, while the mainstream films were receiving financial 
support from the state during the 2000s, a few especially talented directors 
who established the New Turkish Cinema managed to build strong organic 
connections to Western international support mechanisms. One of these direc-
tors was Nuri Bilge Ceylan whose films in this time period included İklimler 
(2006), Üç Maymun (2008), and Bir Zamanlar Anadolu’da (2011). By West-
ern international support mechanisms, I mean, among others, the Council 
of Europe-sponsored initiative called Euroimages which has so far provided 
financial support to at least 40 Turkish films including those mentioned above, 
as well as the German-Turkish Co-production Development Fund which has 
supported at least 20 films since its establishment in 2011. And then there 
are the International Festival Funds which include the World Cinema Fund 
of the Berlin International Film Festival, the Hubert Bals Fund of the Interna-
tional Film Festival Rotterdam, the Balkan Fund of the Thessaloniki Interna-
tional Film Festival, and the Fédération Internationale de la Presse Cinéma-
tographique of Belgium. 

In addition to these funds, the New Turkish Cinema has had European 
connections through a number of Turkish diasporic directors, whom Cox 
(2012) calls the filmmakers with hyphenated identities – Fatih Akın in Germany, 
Ferzan Özpetek in Italy, and Deniz Gamze Ergüven in France perhaps being 
the most well-known examples. There are also other directors such as Derviş 
Zaim, Tolga Örnek, Semih Kaplanoğlu, Zeki Demirkubuz, Ҫağan Irmak whose 
‘art-house’ films are very much appreciated among the highly educated popu-
lations in Germany and a few other Western European countries. In fact, the 
British scholar Raw’s (2017) book about the above-mentioned five filmmak-
ers, together with the earlier mentioned Nuri Bilge Ceylan, makes clear the 
extent to which at least one segment of the feature film genre from Istanbul 
should be considered successful among its own dedicated fans. In his book, 
Raw (2017) constructs his own personal narrative over twenty-five years out 
of these Turkish filmmakers’ narratives. Raw’s (2017) book is interesting if 
this segment of the feature film genre is compared with the genre of drama 
series produced for television broadcasting and streaming in Turkey: unlike 
the former, the latter has become a global phenomenon – not among the 
book writing/reading populations but certainly among those who had a taste 
in soap opera or telenovela watching and who outnumber the former popu-
lations almost everywhere in the world. 
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 The sudden and conspicuous emergence of the drama series industry 
in Istanbul during the early 2000s is as interesting as similar occurrences 
elsewhere – Vancouver being an example.  When observers such as Scott 
(2006, p. 17) and Coe (2001) think of a new creative industry unexpectedly 
emerging somewhere, they first imagine some form of human ingenuity and 
inventiveness in the form of a few people “planting a seed.” Sometimes this 
feels quite random and somewhat out of the blue even though the degree of 
randomness depends on “any given concrete case” (Coe, 2001, p. 18).  In the 
case of Vancouver, Coe (2001) pointed to the producers Justis Greene (who 
planted the seeds of Vancouver’s cooperation with Hollywood in the 1970s) 
and Stephen J. Cannell (who, in the 1980s, produced a number of successful 
television series there). 

It certainly is worth investigating who planted the first seeds of the Turk-
ish dizi’s, as well as where, when, and how. Here the making of two Turkish 
series, namely Aşk-ı Memnu (1975) and Ҫalıkuşu (1986), is worth mention-
ing. These two were produced by the state-owned TRT (Turkish Radio and 
Television Corporation which then had the monopoly of broadcasting in the 
country) and subsequently sold to France (in the case of Aşk-ı Memnu)3  and 
Russia (in the case of Ҫalıkuşu). Just after broadcasting Aşk-ı Memnu, TRT 
also introduced a number of Latin American ‘telenovelas’ such as the Brazil-
ian Escrave Isaura (broadcast in 1976 in Turkey) to Turkish society, as well 
as the Mexican dramas entitled Los Ricos También Iloran (broadcast during 
1979 and 1980), Rosa Salvaje (broadcast in 1987), and Cuando Ilegan Al Amor 
(broadcast in 1990). 

Then, a few private television channels appeared on the scene includ-
ing Star TV which broke the monopoly of TRT in 1989.4  And then in 1993, 
the media company Doğan Group established Kanal D (later called D Yapım) 
which soon became a very productive creator of drama series for domestic 
audiences. More specifically, Kanal D produced more than a hundred such 
series between 1993 and 2007 – a time period in the middle of which a new 
labor code was introduced. The 2003 labor code offered more flexible hiring 
and firing conditions for employers, legalized subcontracting relations, and 

3	 Here I am referring to the first make of Aşk-ı Memnu (produced by the state television TRT 
in 1975 which was sold to France in 1980) – not to be confused with its 2008 version which 
would be commercially much more successful after being sold almost everywhere from Alge-
ria to China or from Argentina to Israel.
4	 Star TV was also the company which, in 1996, provided partial financial backing to yet 
another Yeşilçam feature film by Filma-Cass. This particular film entitled Eşkiya is now cred-
ited for further reinforcing Yeşilçam’s revival.
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changed the rules about job security by allowing limited-term contracts (Akçay, 
2020, p. 8). In the middle of the same time period that Kanal D was produc-
ing more than a hundred series, in 1999, Calinos Entertainment was founded 
with the idea of exporting Turkish drama series – a company which would 
in 2001 test the Central Asian market by introducing Deli Yürek [a ShowTV 
broadcast] to Kazakhstan in 2001” (Öztürkmen, 2023, p. 160). And then came 
Yabancı Damat’s introduction first to Greece in 2005, and then to the rest of 
the Balkans (Öztürkmen, 2023). 

In 2007, something consequential happened: Fadi Ismail, the general 
manager of the MBC’s (Middle East Broadcasting Center – the biggest broad-
caster in the Middle East and North Africa) subsidiary O3 Productions

went to a buyer’s cinema festival in Turkey and chanced upon 
a tiny kiosk showing a local television series. “I stopped and 
watched it, not understanding anything” … “But immediately 
I could visualize it as Arabic content …  and I thought: ‘Eureka!’ 
(Bhutto, 2019)

Fadi Ismail then contacted Kanal D’s İrfan Şahin, the producer of the drama 
series entitled Gümüş, and made sure that the Sama Art Productions in Damas-
cus purchased the series after paying $600 or $700 for the copyright for “a 
one-hour” of the series (Adeeb Khair, the general manager and owner of the 
Syrian Sama Art Productions, as cited in Hürriyet, 2012).  Gümüş was then 
successfully dubbed into a colloquial Syrian dialect of Arabic under the title 
Noor; and it became extremely popular in the Arab world – so much so that 
in Saudi Arabia there was a subscription platform that was entirely dedicated 
to this drama so that Gümüş could be viewed around the clock. 

As Straubhaar (2007) explains, drama series produced for television broad-
casting and streaming have universal structures, formulas, and archetypes 
that make them familiar and watchable almost everywhere. However, it is also 
essential that series coming from a certain country should be given a distinct 
personality that differentiates them from the, say, ‘telenovelas,’ of Latin Amer-
ica. Most observers believe that a Turkish ‘dizi’ is sufficiently distinguishable 
from a ‘teleserye,’ ‘lakorn,’ ‘téléroman,’ or a ‘sinetron;’ and that one difference 
is in the speed with which a story develops:   

Characters never seem to just arrive at a location. No, the audi-
ence sees the characters get into their car, drive, arrive at their 
destination, park, exit their car, walk up the house, knock on the 
door, wait for the door to be answered … Indeed, the lethargic 
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pacing …takes some adjusting to [in Latin America], but it’s well 
worth the effort (Morin, 2015). 

Obviously, the producers of Gümüş had figured out the universal formula 
but still managed to give the series a distinct personality as indicated by the 
fact that the viewership on its last episode reached a stunning 85 million in 
the Arab region. Since then, a number of observers have been looking for an 
explanation in the content of the storyline of this particular series, including 
Berg (2017) who conducted interviews with some Arab viewers. It turns out 
that these viewers appreciate that the series is about a Turkish couple whose 
looks fairly resemble that of the Arabs but appear somewhat “more refined.” 
The couple seem to share the same religion as the Arabs but appear quite 
lackadaisical about it – for example, they observe Ramadan but, once it is 
over, they also drink wine and party (Berg, 2017, p. 3419). In sum, it turns out 
that the characters in this particular Turkish dizi look comfortably familiar 
to their Arab viewers but still offer sufficient novelty and oddity: for exam-
ple, the marriage portrayed seems to be a partnership between equals as 
the husband in the series is supportive of his wife’s career in fashion design. 
Simply put, Berg (2017) seems to suggest that the Arabs think that the Turk-
ish dramas offer the best of both worlds (the Arabic and the Western) thanks 
to their cultural proximity/shareability as well as novelty/oddity. 

It is worth mentioning that when it was sold, Gümüş was an especially 
low-priced product. And then another drama by the same production company, 
namely Binbir Gece, became even more of a game changer as it further exposed 
the Turkish drama production industry to MBC’s (Middle East Broadcasting 
Center) 400 million viewers (Öztürkmen, 2023). In fact, Binbir Gece became 
a hit even in Latin America. Its Spanish title was Las Mil y Una Noches; and 
its popularity in countries such as Chile, Colombia, and Argentina puzzled 
observers, especially when a number of people started naming their babies 
after Binbir Gece’s Turkish characters. For example, even as recently as 2015, 
someone from Argentina twitted: “Cómo le vas a poner Onur a tu hijo? Esa 
novela esta creando monstruous.” (“Why in the world would you name your 
child Onur? This soap [Binbir Gece] is creating monsters”). 

Following Gümüş and Binbir Gece, quite a number of drama series were 
produced in Istanbul and watched all over the world – some of which are 
presented in Table 2. In fact, by 2013, it was reported that there were many 
other regions of the world routinely watching Turkish drama series as well as 
the Arab world (where 60 percent of foreign programming consisted of Turk-



1 1 1 jo c i s  2 0 2 5  vo l  1 3  |  i s sn  2 1 8 4 - 0 4 6 6  |  e - i s sn  2 795 - 5 5 4 0

ish products – see Yanardağoğlu & Karam, 2013).5 These included the Balkans 
(where the viewers seemed to be “bewitched” by the Turks – see Cabric et 
al. 2013), and Latin America (including even Chile and Argentina with their 
“strong tradition of fine domestic telenovelas” – see Morin, 2015).  Just to 
prove our point here, let us mention that, for example, Tiltott Szerelem was 
the Hungarian title of Aşk-ı Memnu; Kako Vreme Prolazi was that of Öyle Bir 
Geçer ki Zaman in Serbian – just as Muhteşem Yüzyıl was known as Magnif-
icant Century in English speaking countries, and as Velkolepé Stoleti in the 
Chech Republic and Sajandi Armastus in Estonia.

TABLE 2. Some major drama series 2003-2014 

Turkish Title Producer
First year of 
production

Number of 
episodes

Selected title trans-
lations

Gümüş D Yapım 2005 100 episodes Noor (in Arabic) 

Binbir Gece D Yapım 2006 90 episodes Las Mil y Una Noches 
(in Spanish)

Aşk-ı Memnu Ay Yapım 2008 79 episodes Tiltott Szerelem (in 
Hungarian)

Öyle Bir Geçer ki 
Zaman

D Yapım 2010 120 episodes Kako Vreme Prolazi (in 
Serbian)

Fatmagül’ün 
suçu ne?

D Yapım 2010 80 episodes Qué Culpa Tiene Fat-
magül? (in Spanish)

Kayıp D Yapim 2013 18 episodes Secretos (in Spanish)

Muhteşem 
Yüzyıl

Tims Pro-
ductions 

2011 139 episodes Magnificent Century 
(in English)

More specifically, Aşk-ı Memnu was seen by viewers all over the world 
including 90 million in Pakistan; and Öyle Bir Geçer ki Zaman was dubbed 
into 30 languages. Similarly, Fatmagül’ün Suçu Ne? was, in the words of 
Morin (2015) “one of the best to air on the Spanish language networks 
in the U.S. in 2015;” just as in 2013 Kayıp was considered such when it 
was shown with its Spanish title Secretos. Finally, Muhteşem Yüzyıl (El 
Sultán in Spanish) became a truly global phenomenon beyond the Arab, 
the Latin American, and the Balkan worlds – from Russia to Vietnam, 

5	 In 2012, Adeeb Khair, the general manager and owner of the Syrian Sama Art Productions, 
told the daily newspaper Hürriyet in 2012 that between 2008 and 2012 they dubbed around 40 
Turkish dramas.
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from Israel to Thailand, from Hungary to South Korea – to name just a 
few countries.

The last drama mentioned above, namely, Muhteşem Yüzyıl, was a historic 
drama which was set in the court of the Ottoman Sultan Suleiman the Magnif-
icent (whose reign from 1520 to 1566 was not only known for the expansion of 
the Ottoman Empire but also for the rewriting of the legal codes) with a focus 
on Sultan Suleiman’s harem and especially on his wife Roxelana (possibly a 
daughter of a Ruthenian priest). Muhteşem Yüzyıl was noticed even outside 
drama watching circles. For example, in 2017, the academic historian Peirce 
(2017) mentioned the series in her scholarly book entitled Empress of the East: 
How a European Slave Girl Became Queen of the Ottoman Empire. The same 
year, Armstrong (2017) used it in order to measure Turkey’s national mood 
at that time: the mood of a rising self confidence 

symbolized by the blockbuster success of “The Magnificant 
Century,’ … as an Ottoman era Sex and the City. [The series] lux-
uriated in the opulence and intrigue of the Ottoman court.

However, the then prime minister Erdoğan was not a fan of Muhteşem Yüzyıl 
because he found it too risqué and not sufficiently versed in true Ottoman 
history (Carney, 2014). 

… I think some may be thinking of our ancestors as they are shown 
on the television screen… We do not have ancestors like that. 
We do not recognize that Suleiman. [The real Suleiman] spent 
30 years of his life on horseback, not in the palace like you see 
on the TV series… I condemn the directors and the owner of the 
channel before our nation. And since they have been warned, I 
expect a judicial decision on the matter (Erdoğan, 2012, as cited 
in Carney, 2014, p.1)

To political observers, Erdoğan’s reaction exemplifies “Turkey’s bitter culture 
war between religious conservatives and more secular-minded cultural elites” 
– something which has turned the country into an intense arena of contest 
between those who hope to see the country as part of Europe and those who 
have been trying to “redefine Turkish national identity via Turkey’s Otto-
man past and geography with the hope of turning the country into a global 
power in the Middle East” (Kӧstem, 2018, p. 740; Armstrong, 2017). By the 
time Erdoğan had condemned the directors and the owner of the channel 
before the nation and threatened them with judicial action, “Turkey’s relations 
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with the EU [had already] plummeted, the discursive power of the Western-
izing identity [had] shrunk in favor of conservatism, [and] the Middle East-
ern markets [had already become] a priority” (Kӧstem, 2018, pp. 742- 743). In 
2012, when he uttered the above statement, Erdoğan was very much enter-
taining the idea of Turkey behaving like the heir of the Ottoman Empire in a 
region embedded in its past, despite being disappointed about losing some 
of Turkey’s economic partners in the Middle East following the Arab upris-
ings of 2011. Carney (2014, p. 22) writes that, in fact, Erdoğan’s outrage over 
a television drama was “inspired by a trip to Egypt, where he was questioned 
by then President Morsi or another high-up politician as to why he allowed 
such a depiction of the Ottomans.” 

The Prime Minister Erdoğan’s threats to the producers of Muhteşem Yüzyıl 
in 2012 were soon followed by the withdrawal of the government permission 
for the producers of this historic drama series to use historical sites such as 
Topkapı Palace during its filming. And then Turkish Airlines pulled the series 
from its in-flight entertainment system in order to avoid government indig-
nation. All this was happening a few years after the Radio and Television 
Supreme Council (RTÜK)6 had reprimanded another drama series Fatmagül’ün 
Suçu Ne? (a drama which was about a young woman marrying a friend of her 
three rapists) in 2010.  

To sum up, we should emphasize that, in the 2003-2014 time period, the 
‘dizi’ genre proved itself to be a master of the universal structures, formu-
las, and archetypes together with giving them distinct personalities that 
would differentiate them from, say, ‘telenovelas,’ of Latin America, ‘telese-
rye’s of the Philippines, ‘lakorn’s of Thailand, ‘téléroman’s of Canada, and 
‘sinetron’s of Indonesia.  These personalities, in addition to some stylistic 
choices of their creators originate from some sensibilities of Turkish society 
such as the well-entrenched binary opposition between Eastern and Western; 
distinctions between past, present, and future; the changing society within 
the context of economic growth accompanied by an advance in government 
corruption; and rural stability versus political and urban aspects of forward 
thinking among others (see Raw, 2017). Among these sensibilities, the binary 
opposition between Eastern and Western is an especially interesting topic 
that needs further inquiry. Here we have touched upon this topic by arguing 
that the neither eastern/nor western look of Turkey played a role in making 

6	 The council was founded in 1994 as a national regulatory body; and now has become “an 
international agent in pursuit of forging a transnational broadcasting sphere in the Middle 
East” (Kaptan & Karanfil, 2013, p. 2232)
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both the feature films and the drama series of Istanbul somewhat peculiar, 
thus interesting, as audiences looked at them from more decidedly eastern 
or western societies. 

I have connected this time period to Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s premiership 
(2003- 2014) during which Turkey was still entertaining the idea of one day 
entering into the European Union, and the society was still feeling like it had 
a ‘westernizing identity.’ As Berg’s (2017, p. 3424) research conducted in Qatar 
showed, the Arab audiences appreciated the somewhat western feel coming 
from Turkey, as its series:

enable[d] Arab audiences to satisfy their curiosity about living 
a modern and Western lifestyle. The fact that this more modern 
lifestyle is displayed by Turks who are not Arab, but who are 
close enough ethnically and culturally, [took] away their own 
anxiety about transitioning into a too-open society, but at the 
same time satisfie[d] their curiosity…. [Even] the taboo topics… 
which are heavily frowned upon in Western productions [were 
tolerated].   

After 2014, when Recep Tayyip Erdoğan became the 12th president of Turkey, 
the political atmosphere which was often echoed in the drama series started 
to change even more decidedly. This is the leader who essentially claims 
he is ‘making Turkey great again.’ In the next section, I will look at the two 
genres of the film industry since 2014 as I keep in mind the overall political 
and cultural atmosphere of the society.

The post 2014 period of Yeşilçam and especially  
‘the other Yeşilçam’
The number of films reported in the post 2014 period indicates that Istanbul 
now consistently produces more than five-hundred films every year – some-
thing which was not even conceivable in the 1990s (see Table 3).  As expected, 
the art-house segment continues to receive production cooperation from 
Western producers and widespread acclaim from international critics. For 
example, Nuri Bilge Ceylan’s Kış Uykusu (2014), which won the Palme d’Or 
at Cannes, was financially supported by Predok Filmproduction of Germany. 
Another successful film entitled Mustang (2015), which was directed by the 
Turkish-French director Deniz Gamze Ergüven was actually a cooperation 
between France, Germany, and Turkey. Following the success of Kış Uykusu 
(2014), Nuri Bilge Ceylan also came up with Ahlat Ağacı (2018), and Kuru 
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Otlar Üstüne (2023) – films produced with European support. 

Table 3. Number of Turkish films reported 2014-2022 (Source: 
LUMIERE data base)

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022
564 522 526 532 639 634 336 284 638

The new Turkish cinema’s well-established connections with Germany, Italy, 
and France cannot be overstated; and, in fact, it would not be an exaggeration 
to say that the New Turkish Cinema itself has a ‘hyphenated identity’ – not 
just through some individual directors living in Europe, but also through a 
number of European institutions (see also Bayrakdar, 2009). When Nuri Bilge 
Ceylan’s Kış Uykusu (2014) won the Palme d’Or at Cannes in 2014, the director 
dedicated his prize to the young people who were killed that year during the 
anti-government protests: “We had a very troubled year last year and these 
young people actually taught us a lot of things and some of them sacrificed 
their lives for our future in a way. So, they deserve this dedication I think,” the 
director said. Erdoğan remained silent probably due to the subdued domes-
tic interest: Turkish filmmakers “win prizes, large audiences abroad, but less 
acclaim at home” (Yenişafak, 2014).  

Compare the relatively weak domestic interest in feature films with the 
manner in which Erdoğan reacted to the historical drama series Muhteşem 
Yüzyıl around the same period, openly criticizing and in fact threatening the 
producers of the series. As the next section makes clear, feature films do not 
count for much politically but television programs do so enormously. 

Soon after Erdoğan’s strong reaction to Muhteşem Yüzyıl, something even 
more consequential happened: in 2014, the state television TRT decided to 
produce yet another historical drama but this time one that would be perfectly 
in line with Erdoğan’s values. The drama would be about the 13th century (not 
about the 16th century, as in Muhteşem Yüzyıl, a period with which historians 
were familiar) – a blank slate for a re-writing of history. The series, entitled 
Diriliş: Ertuğrul, was about Ertuğrul Ghazi (the father of Sultan Osman – the 
founder of the Ottoman empire) and 

squarely aimed at a domestic audience. Broadcast on the state-
run network TRT its sentiments are insular and nationalistic …
The first season featured a Turkish campaign against Crusaders 
in Anatolia, the second season battles against the Mongols, the 
third season war with Christian Byzantines. Its relaxed approach 
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to historical accuracy is less important than how it reflects the 
political mood. The show captures the Muslim nationalism 
expressed by President Erdoğan, who [often] spoke of a bitter 
struggle between the crescent and the cross (Armstrong, 2017).

The fact that not much was known about Ertuğrul or his tribe made the 
creation of an exciting and relatable character somewhat easier, resulting 
in “a notably stronger all-around production than previous efforts… [and] a 
runaway success” (Carney, 2018, p. 95; Kahn, 2020). A number of observers 
called the drama the Muslim Game of Thrones as Erdoğan openly celebrated 
the fact that it successfully reversed the traditional polarity of Hollywood in 
Muslim-Christian conflicts regarding who are the villains and who are the 
heroes (Kahn, 2020, p. 96).  “Until the lions start writing their own stories,” 
he remarked, “their hunters will always be the heroes.” More importantly, 
he successfully used the drama for political purposes in multiple ways rang-
ing from the appropriation in government sponsored rallies of the music 
and costumes inspired by the series to placing ads on state television using 
the material from the series. He also used the series as he offered political 
commentaries on contemporary events and made direct references to himself 
up to the point of creating an overall connection between the character and 
himself: in fact, he sometimes uttered the same words as Ertuğrul, evoking 
the same emotions (taking advantage of the similarities between the two 
names Ertuğrul and Erdoğan). 

The series continued to be a commercial success following Erdoğan’s elec-
toral victory for a second term as president in 2017, and continued “earn-
ing a market share of over 30 percent, and even breaking a record with a 40 
percent share” that year (Carney, 2018, p. 95). Sinanoğlu (2017) also refers 
to this particular series and other similar ones such as Filinta and Payitaht 
Abdülhamit, and sees them as a kind of ‘political technology’ paid by taxpay-
ers and used to secure legitimacy for Erdoğan’s regime – something which 
as expected led to some dissatisfaction among at least some viewers. As Ildır 
(2024, p. 55) explains, these viewers found their own alternatives “through 
YouTube, illegal streaming/torrenting, and peer-to-peer sharing.” By the 
2010s, YouTube and piracy had already allowed “Turkish viewers their first 
taste of on-demand access, with its time- and space-shifting opportunities” 
just before “the streamers formally arrived” (Ildır, 2024).  

These streamers included Netflix which entered Turkey in 2016 and since 
then also produced around 30 dizi’s, and increased its number of subscrib-
ers to 2,600,000 (as of 2023). Then in 2022 Inter Medya signed an agreement 
with Telemundo to create several scripted shows for the Spanish-speaking 
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audiences of the network. The announcement stated that the agreement 
would “propel Turkey’s storytelling powerhouse into the U.S. Spanish-lan-
guage marketplace exclusively with Telemundo,” and that “both Telemundo 
and Inter Medya have taken a big step towards strengthening and expanding 
their positions in the sector, with an uptrend and growth in both production 
and distribution” (Telemundo and Inter Media representatives, as cited in 
Whittock, 2022). And then in 2023, the Warners Bros. Discovery bought the 
Turkish streamer BluTV which was launched in Turkey in 2015, produced 
around 50 dizi’s starting from 2017, and then launched in the Middle East 
and North Africa region in 2018. When the Warner Bros. Discovery acquired 
BluTV, the Turkish streamer had 4,200,000 subscribers (as of 2022). The 
promise by the Warner Bros. Discovery was “a combination of compelling 
Turkish content and a broad range of the best international series and shows” 
(the general manager of Middle East and Turkey of Warner Bros. Discovery, 
as cited in Szalai, 2023).

As Netfix, Telemundo, and the Warner Bros. Discovery were entering 
into Turkey, there were also a number of domestic developments – some 
being more consequential than the others. For example, in 2018 Ay Yapım 
and Med Yapım, Turkey’s two leading production companies joined forces 
in a joint venture called Madd Entertainment (Med Yapım Ay Yapım Drama 
Distribution).

In the midst of a global disintermediation trend, as content 
creators we felt the need to get closer to our global business 
partners … [Thus we] gathered [our] international content dis-
tribution rights under a single roof… [We aim] to be [a] one-
stop-shop for international content buyers for the best Turkish 
drama series and content rights. [We] will work to make sure 
Turkish drama series are distributed worldwide with diversifi-
cation, correct positioning and distribution strategy (company 
website, 2023).

However, perhaps the most important development was Erdoğan’s policy 
of strictly controlling the media (including, of course, television) in Turkey 
starting to look like a complete success. One example has been the purpose-
ful harming of the media corporations of the pre- Erdoğan period, especially 
including the Doğan group (one of the four dominant media groups – the 
others being Uzan, Bilgin, and Ҫukurova groups). As mentioned earlier, 
it was the Doğan group’s Kanal D which had been behind the production 
of more than a hundred such series between 1993 and 2007. After levy-
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ing fines as much as almost the total value of the company’s assets, the 
government seemingly forced the Doğan group to sell its businesses to the 
Demirӧren group (whose head had been picked handpicked by Erdoğan 
himself) which paid $1.1 billion for these businesses in 2018. Since then. 
the Demirӧren group has been enjoying much windfall revenues through 
many creative transfers by the government of public funds and assets of 
others including the privatization and the handing over, in 2019, of the 
National Lottery.  The cases of the Doğan and Demirӧren groups have 
been studied elsewhere: see Yeşil (2016), for example, for the details of 
the reshuffling of the media ownership structure with the successful aim 
of silencing critics and delivering a message to other media corporations. 
Similarly, for some of the most interesting details concerning the crea-
tive support by the state of the pro- Erdoğan media, see  Hassan (2023) 
who specifically looks into the 2019 transfer of the National Lottery to 
the Demirӧren group with the result of the public losing trust in the legit-
imacy of the institution. The Doğan group is now reduced to being a book 
publisher in Turkey, and the Kanal D of Romania. The domestic streamer 
BluTV that I mentioned earlier was established by a member of the Doğan 
family without a formal connection to the group; and was later acquired by 
the Warner Bros. Discovery. In 2021, Demirӧren group launched its stream-
ing service Dramax completing its vertical integration from production to 
streaming is relevant. The Demirӧren group is now Turkey’s largest and 
Europe’s fourth largest media organization – the owner of news agencies, 
internet providers, daily newspapers, and digital media outlets, as well as 
but also the owner of the production company D Yapim. Thus, I imagine 
that the establishment of Dramax in 2021 could be consequential for the 
future – a company which is now advertised as the ‘best Turkish drama 
platform.’ More specifically, it is said to be

a streaming service, … launched with an iconic collection of clas-
sic Turkish dramas. For now, every series on the platform is avail-
able with Spanish and Arabic dubbing options, allowing fans of 
Turkish dramas to enjoy the platform’s powerful, rich, and color-
ful library of content in their native language. Plans to introduce 
other languages such as Russian, Urdu and English are currently 
in the works (dizilah.com) group. 

In sum, ‘the other Yeşilçam’ is now an industry quite different from what it 
was in the last two decades, and how it will further change is curious.
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Conclusion
In a sense, this article has been a partial follow up to Scott’s (2004a, p. 202, 
2004b) warning to the television industry in Hollywood concerning the 
“serious and imminent” competitive threats emanating from elsewhere. It is 
interesting that, during the couple of decades following this warning, Istan-
bul’s television industry has suddenly and conspicuously emerged and blos-
somed – almost as if to support the above thesis. This was completely unex-
pected in a time period during which if the words ‘Turkey’ and ‘cinema’ were 
mentioned in the same sentence, the English-speaking world would assume 
a mistake (Arslan, 2011). 

I liken Arslan’s (2011) point to the manner in which a Parisian fashion 
insider reacted, in 1977, to Milan’s accelerating prowess during that decade: 
“Italians don’t make fashion, Italians make spaghetti!” (Drake, 2006, p. 254). 
When Italians, Turks, or whoever start surprising the insiders of any creative 
industry (or any industry, for that matter) in an unexpected place, a signifi-
cant research opportunity appears. Here I have taken this opportunity, and 
first looked for, as Scott (2006, p.17) would, some form of human ingenuity 
and inventiveness in the form of a few people “planting a seed” of this global 
success in Istanbul in the early 2000s. I have especially called attention to a 
number of established domestic players behind the sudden, unexpected, and 
conspicuous emergence of the industry, especially including the Doğan group, 
the owner of Kanal D. Among other players, events, and developments, I have 
also singled out a lucky break that the industry experienced in 2007 when 
Fadi Ismail of MBC’s (Middle East Broadcasting Center, the biggest broadcaster 
in the Middle East and North Africa) noticed the series Gümüş when visiting 
Istanbul; and had correctly guessed that if the series were to be dubbed into 
Arabic, then it would be a huge commercial success.

The readers of this journal who have been interested in contemporary 
Turkey and its political economy will immediately appreciate the further 
clues provided by the words ‘Doğan group’ and ‘the Middle East’ above. More 
specifically, if further studied, the account of the Doğan group which used to 
dominate the media in Turkey and then was reduced, during the reshuffling 
of media ownership almost singlehandedly by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, to a 
minor player would easily provide sufficient material for a second article here. 

In sum, here I have first presented a reasonably complete account of the 
commercial success of the creative industry of interest since the early 2000s, 
and then connected this account to two sets of policies that the Erdoğan 
government has been carrying out. More specifically, during the time period 
from 2003 to 2014 (a time period that coincided with Erdoğan’s premiership) 
the domestic players that then dominated the industry faced a number chal-
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lenges emanating from Erdoğan’s policy of replacing the nation’s “Western-
izing identity” with a conservative one that is more in line with its Ottoman 
past (Kӧstem, 2018, p. 742). The second time period, namely the time period 
of year 2014 and onward (a period which coincided with Erdoğan’s presi-
dency), has been even more challenging for these players because of the 
policy of turning Turkey into an increasingly less democratic society where 
media (including, of course, television) is controlled by the state (Yeşil, 2016; 
Yalvaç & Joseph, 2019; Yanatma, 2021). 

All this reminds us of Scott’s (2004b, pp. 56-57) argument that it is rarely 
sufficient to understand the emergence and blossoming of a creative indus-
try merely as a commercial success. This is because creative products such 
as feature films and drama series are usually bound up not only with purely 
commercial matters but also with matters of “identities” and “cultural colli-
sions, clashes, and disputes” in the societies in which they are produced and 
watched (Scott, 2004b). 

Obviously, there are many opportunities for further research in Turkey. 
One possible question is whether or not the golden years of dizi’s are over as 
some observers seem to suggest as a probability. For example, Berg (2017, p. 
3425) makes an educated guess that government involvement is something 
that “could potentially result in Turkish drama serials losing their appeal in 
key foreign markets.” Since what made the Turkish series especially attractive, 
and in fact exotic, in many markets in the Middle East was the fact that these 
series presented Turkey as a westernizing society. Berg (2017) believes that if 
Turkey continues to move away from its westernizing identity and becomes 
more and more like the Arab countries themselves, then the implications of 
this for the film industry will not be positive (Berg, 2017).

There is also the fact that the industry is now simultaneously facing a 
more insistently globalized future, and an authoritarian regime with almost 
full control of the domestic media. More specifically, Turkey is now part of 
the Netflix universe – a Hollywood streamer which is now unavailable only in 
China, Russia, North Korea, and Syria. And then there is Warner Bros. Discov-
ery (which recently acquired the Turkish streamer BluTV – see Szalai, 2023) 
and Telemundo (which recently joined forces with Inter Medya – see Whit-
tock, 2022). It is an open question how exactly these new players will handle 
the increasingly authoritarian state – something for whose elaboration I 
have no space. Thus, I will simply conclude the article by citing a quotation 
by Erdoğan, as translated by Ildır (2024, p. 47): “We ask our parliament to ban 
and control [YouTube, Twitter, Netflix and such] completely. Do you under-
stand why it matters that we are against [them]? To eliminate indecencies.”
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