Istanbul, 9th June 2012

Dear friends,

I come from Norway, a country rich in oil and spectacular landscapes, with deep fiords, cold winters, midnight sun in summer and a population of 5 million pampered citizens.  According to a much-repeated joke, Norway would be the most wonderful country in the world if it did not contain quite so many Norwegians. Actually, Norwegian society is now changing in  this respect. In the same way as many other nations,  we have become part of  the new era of global migration and are moving towards a more multicultural society with greater diversity in ethnicity, religion and political ideologies.

I am here on behalf of the International Publishers' Association and the Pen Club. My experience as a  publisher of a Norwegian publishing house for almost forty years has convinced me of one thing: how enormously important it is that publishers take on crucial tasks in order to support democracy. In our country we have to protect the position of the Norwegian language. We have to make room for true diversity of literary forms. We have to make room for international voices; obviously the most important Turkish writers are already published in Norwegian. In other words, our goal is global and national transparency. And most important of all: we  have to guarantee freedom of expression and remain a free and independent voice in a Norwegian democracy. 

In order for us to succeed and be able to survive on these terms in our small market, Norwegian authorities provide an indirect economic support. It is called an infrastructure for democracy, and  includes both the media and the publishing houses. « Now, hold it right there», some of you might say. You receive governmental economic support in the name of freedom of expression, and still avoid self-censorship? Is that at all possible?

Yes, it is possible, and it is a direct result of a working democracy. The principle of diversity and keeping the authorities at arm's length functions as a guarantee.  In more authoritarian societies govenmental support of literature and journalism will inevitably be considered an attempt to manipulate and control opinions, rewarded by loyalty of outlook and by self-censorship.   In working democracies it is the other way round. Support of potential critics of the regime in publishing and the media, are  considered an incentive to strengthen democracy. Different countries will adopt different measures, but their aim is identical: to make democracy work, based on universal human rights. Freedom of expression is the most fundamental human right,  as essential to life as the first cry of a newborn child. 

For this system to work, trust between authorities and performers, be they journalists, writers or publishers, is an absolute premise. In today's Turkey this is not the case. Trust is non-existent in a process which is heading in the wrong direction. Human rights are not respected. Viewed from abroad Turkish authorities are seen to  actively oppose democracy. They use oppression in their fight to safeguard their power, but will eventually lose it, step by step. The stronger oppression becomes, the more trust dwindles, ending in a loss of real power. Power by trust is real power. Power by oppression means violence and lies. Power by trust gives the authorities the possibility to do something for the  people as a whole. Power by oppression equals corruption and unjust privileges for the happy few.  You who are here today, know all this. You see it happen, and you are the ones who can do your utmost to fight it even harder.  Recent reports show a markedly deteriorating situation. Figures from the Human Rights Association describe increased torture, jailings and unpredictable trials. Actions against organized meetings, newspapers and publishing houses – and above all against individuals – are accelerating.

On my first  prison visit here in March I personally witnessed the way oppression works in Turkey. We met prisoners who had spent years in jail before their cases were brought to trial. We were in the xx prison, sitting in on a mass trial which apparently takes place every Friday. During a break we managed to talk to some of  the accused, shouting at each other from a distance. They came from different professions: Two publishers, two journalists and writers, one owner of a TV-station, one general, one dean at a university, one computer expert etc. According to his mother, who stood next to us in court, the dean suffered from terminal cancer, and did not get proper treatment. We heard how the journalist and writer Mustava Balbay, the TV-personality Ôtzekan and at least ten of the others accused in court that day had spent long periods in isolation in prison awaiting trial and a sentence. They had been robbed of years of their lives.

The reason for our visit in March was the jailing of the publisher Ragip Zarakoulos and his son. International pressure was used to further Ragip's case. As we now know, it worked, and he and his colleagues were released some weeks later, a tactical move to calm things down before the trial, and a move which represented no threat to the regime, since Ragip's son is still held in prison – as a hostage. What a diabolical manoeuvre! 

Even if  large parts of Europe have believed in Turkey's progress towards a dynamic secular state and in its candidacy for EU-membership, what happens now will gradually undermine its possibilities. So far, attractive beaches and a beautiful seascape are more important to tourists than disgust towards a regime that fears and oppresses its own people. So far, muslim Turkey is considered a land of possibilities in the building of bridges between East and West. So far, Turkey  is viewed as a future trading partner  because it has succeeded economically. But a fascinating past, affluence and beautiful beaches can never cover for the oppression of other human beings, - not in the long run. The international community will react with increasing determination, and today's image will unravel gradually.

Can you afford to wait and hope for better days? It is a common enough solution when unity is wanting, when the seriousness of a situation is not clearly perceived. Referring to «the Arab spring» may be  commonplace, but the fact remains that underestimating the present negligence of human rights is both dangerous and highly provocative.  Has not the time come for a strong appeal towards the assembling  of an even more forceful opposition, a challenging form of action showing peaceful and non-violent resistance, respecting human integrity? Zero tolerance is the only adequate response to any sign of lawlessness. It will bring you to the stage where freedom of expression passes from being a right for the individual to a duty of  expression for everyone, in marked opposition to all forms of injustice.

Remember, freedom of expression is universal. It is an essential part of human existence, and as fundamental as the carefree laughter or the tears of a child. As such, it is and will always remain, the unique basis for meaningful human action. As adults we have to act as safeguards for this essential aspect of human life, not just for ourselves, but in order to protect the rights of future generations.

Oslo, 31st May 2012

William Nygaard 

