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“Fall of Constantinople” by Theophilos Hatzimihail 
 

“A chilling view from an American academic, long established and familiar with 
Turkey, of that nation’s perilous slide toward dictatorship. As a university 
professor, Mr. Forsberg brings historical perspective to his own personal struggle 
against the authoritarian purge that threatens the Democratic Republic of Turkey.”  
—Billy Hayes 
Billy Hayes is the author of Midnight Express (New York: Dutton, 1977), which 
documents his incarceration in a Turkish prison in the early 1970s for drug 
possession and smuggling, and the inspiration for the Oliver Stone screenplay and 
1978 film of the same title directed by Alan Parker. Other published works by Mr. 
Hayes include Midnight Return: Escaping Midnight Express (2013), The Midnight 
Express Letters: From a Turkish Prison, 1970-1975 (2013), and a play, “Riding 
the Midnight Express with Billy Hayes,” written and performed by himself and 
directed by Jeffrey Altshuler. 

 
“The degree of civilization in a society can be judged by entering its prisons.” 

—Fyodor Dostoevsky 
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It may be reasonable to pronounce that this book, and its “acknowledgements 
page,” in particular, is like no other; so much so, in fact, that it dare not go 
by that name. Were I to call it such, then I might well write something like 
the following and that would be that: I wish to thank the many people who 
assisted me in preparing this book.  They know who they are, and they 
know that I must not name them specifically, because they would also then 
suffer political persecution. However, I can—and ought to--name some 
without endangering them, such as my publisher, my university chair and 
president who provided the necessary financial assistance, others who 
deserve mention and have nothing to fear, such as my copy editor and 
graphic artist who designed the book’s cover, as well as my family. 

The normal pattern is simple enough: the creation of a kind of laundry 
list of persons, academic and otherwise, who played a positive and thus 
crucial role in the delivery of the work in question. Ordinarily, one closes 
with something only somewhat on the mushy side, lauding the virtues of 
family and the sacrifices partners and children make whenever an 
author/scholar partner/parent sits down to write anything—good, tough, or 
despicable. This is right and good and biblical. Withal, the problem in this 
case, and a constituent of the extremely sensitive and political nature of 
the subject matter, as mentioned, means that I can’t in good conscience 
acknowledge the fundamental role of certain key persons without 
endangering their livelihoods, at very least.  

Of course, the Turkish “think-police” will only read these first 
paragraphs in search of any Turkish names, which they are certain to pass 
along to the police proper and their hounds. What kind of acknowledgements 
page begins with an apologia for not thanking those who took on perhaps 
the most significant role in the parturition of the manuscript in question? 
Unluckily, the answer, very simply, is the kind that seeks to speak truth to 
the Turkish powers that be, to a political party that came to power in 2002 
with a not-so-hidden conservative Islamic and neo-Ottoman agenda that 
looked to be democratic despite it all, revealing itself for what it was, or 
meant to be all along, and a fascist dictatorship in the making. And so, let 
me call what I’m about to write here something else, a word of thanks, 
regardless, which has gone to lengths to preserve the anonymity of my 
“sources” without appearing to be too ungrateful. 
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Before I fled Turkey, my Turkish friends and colleagues asked me why 
I was doing this, speaking out, if, that is, I wanted to stay. I told them I 
was doing this because I wanted to stay, but in order to do so in good 
conscience, I saw no other option. They understood, but lamented my 
departure. They told me they loved me and bid me adieu. I can’t start to 
list, let alone mention, all those utterly decent and ordinary Turkish 
people, acquaintances and colleagues, scholars and administrators, who 
despaired, who did everything in their power to protect me and shield me 
from what was happening, who looked after my family when I had to fly 
the state without them. This book is dedicated to one such ordinary 
Turkish woman, Meral, and although a real human being, a symbol of the 
best of Turkey, too. The unconditional love and support I received are 
quite impossible to repay. I shall miss all of my Turkish friends terribly 
and promise to make a triumphal return of some kind when, and if, I can, 
and as soon as I can. What more can I say? I pray for them and for a 
country I planned to make my final academic resting stop. Hope springs 
eternal as the saying goes, and so I dream of riding my motor scooter once 
again in Turkey, up and down the narrow pathways of Anatolia with my 
old friends as before, stopping for a bit of Turkish tea along the way, 
sitting for a spell, talking for hours, and come what may.  

A comprehensive list of academics proper who supported me, literally, 
in my hour of need, appears in Appendix 2, entitled “Name, Rank, and 
Affiliation of Scholars and/or Friends Who Wrote Letters of Support.” All 
of those who appear in the aforementioned accounting have contributed in 
ways they may or may not see. Others who came to my rescue, and to that 
of my family, are not academics per se. They know who they are, suffice it 
to say. 

I hasten to add, and once again, that Cambridge Scholars Publishing 
has agreed to publish this work. I want to thank Victoria Carruthers and 
her superb staff at CSP—Adam Rummens, Camilla Harding, Amanda 
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attention to detail. As I have said before, but will say again, CSP is a true 
academic friend.    

Alaina Beth Young Haerbig was kind enough to take on the role of 
copy editor, doing a brilliant job—delivering me from myself and the 
business of a good copy editor. I also want to thank my colleagues, victims 
of the abusive and nonsense at Karabük University in the aftermath of the 
failed coup, that is, Cristina and Liviu Chifane and Edona Llukacaj, giving 
me permission at least to include their stories in the one I attempt to 
recount here. They may or may not approve, but they sympathize. A 
special thanks to the Chair of General Studies at the American University 
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almost the minute I was released from prison in Turkey. To all my 
colleagues at AUCA who welcomed me back with open arms upon my 
homecoming, I shall never forget your kindness and warmth. 

Last but not least, it must be said that a mere thank-you to my wife 
Cholpon and children, Acacia and Attila, for their long-suffering, doesn’t 
quite say it. They were victims who held down the fort in more ways than 
one. I can’t even begin to understand what it must have been like for them 
as they quietly and dutifully pulled up stakes yet again, and because I 
refused to remain silent in the face of something simply intolerable to me, 
but which didn’t really affect them. It makes more sense to offer up my 
sincere apologies. 

Of course, any responsibility for errors, omissions, and future regrets 
are all my own.  
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WHAT IS A FACEBOOK BOOK? 
 

 

 
 

 Clyde Forsberg shared a memory.  
 
One of the classes I taught for Karabük University was Postmodern 
English Literature. The form and content surprised me, by which I mean I 
felt more at one than I might have opined with a collection of 
discombobulated literary misfits who somehow got on to greatness and/or 
not. B.S. Johnson was among my favorites, mind you, managing to fail 
miserably, drafting seven or so lines of complete gibberish, only a kind of 
knowing and well-written gibberish, before ending his life in desperation 
by cutting his wrists. Of course, I’m being unjust and even purposefully 
inaccurate, for he published various novels and was an amateur film 
producer of some repute before he passed away. To be honest, the British 
Library houses a sizable accumulation of his papers. Simply there is no 
fun in that, being fair I mean.  

Going back to my teaching at Karabük University, not everyone we 
read for the class, or at least I read for the course, managed as successfully 
as he to have the courage of his convictions, staring straight into the abyss 
and then leaping as it were to his decease. Nevertheless, the crazier side of 
postmodernity, at least in literature, addressed me. I liked how it called 
“history” on the carpet for its pretense of knowledge. Kathy Acker laid 
bare the hypocrisies of academic writing, purposely plagiarizing to make a 
point. The videos of her teaching on the internet, the profanity, crazy hair, 
piercings … what a pleasure it must have been to be in her class, I thought. 
I was less involved with the so-called “historical postmodernists,” writers 
like John Fowles, but just because they might be called successful, 
popular, known. Bastards! The same went for post-colonial postmodernists 
like the famed/infamous Salman Rushdie, whose magic realism sets him 
apart, and even so he looked a little too “slick” for my taste—again, 
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successful, that is, known. I was surprised to discover the celebrated 
Canadian writer Margaret Atwood among the list of feminist 
postmodernists. Her feminism was known to me, of course, but not her 
postmodernism. She had always fallen upon me as that brand of University 
of Toronto academic snob I love to detest. I understand her, but under 
duress. Yet I came to admire her for at least having the gumption to flunk 
out at Harvard. Later in the postmodern course, I was forced to reconsider, 
but only barely. Maybe it was my latent Americanism, I don’t know, and 
leaving Samuel Beckett and Jorge Luis Borges aside for the moment—
because my admiration for their composition and thinking knows no 
bounds it must be said--I came to see at long last what Kurt Vonnegut had 
been about. What a sad soul. Indeed, what a soul, though.  

I taught other courses in literature, in particular American literature, 
and getting down with the Puritan Jeremiad, then American Rationalism 
(Benjamin Franklin et al.), Romanticism/Renaissance literature (Washington 
Irving and Nathaniel Hawthorne et al.), Transcendentalism (Emerson, 
Thoreau, Fuller, the usual), Realism (Mark Twain et al.), and finally 
Modernism (F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, John Steinbeck, and, 
my favorite, of course, but just because he visited Central Asia, the 
African-American poet, Langston Hughes). I transformed the latter period 
into a form of jazz history and the smashers of the Harlem Renaissance 
took the stage. The rest, Hemingway included, could go fuck themselves 
as far as I wished--which takes me back to B.S. Johnson, to whom I think I 
gravitated only because of his initials, which stated it all. It was altogether 
such a bunch of B.S. Johnson. He’d reckoned it out and made the correct 
choice in some respects, besides. And so, I was on my way to becoming a 
decent enough scholar of literature all things considered, until, that is, the 
night of 15 July 2016, when everything I had worked so hard to achieve, 
everything my wife and kids had worked so hard to achieve, would 
unravel. Within weeks of the failed coup, the University would opt to wipe 
away any memory of my family and me—although it was not famous for 
hiring a huge number of foreign teachers, let’s be honest. Karabük was a 
little town and the University a parochial, AKP stronghold and bastion of 
Islamic conservatism. 

I was educated in history, moreover, antebellum American social and 
cultural history, with a specialty in new religions to be precise. What was I 
doing in an English department in Turkey? Of course, my students were 
none the wiser, although I was certainly an academic fraud after a fashion 
were it not for the fact that accusing anyone of fraud in a place like 
Karabük University was a little like, and to steal a line from the Francis 
Ford Coppola movie, Apocalypse Now, handing out speeding tickets at the 
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Indianapolis 500. Nevertheless, the years had done nothing to suppress my 
enthusiasm for learning, indeed for straying far from my comfort zone … 
constantly. It had made me a better academic and, even, a better teacher. 
Of course, it fit with my overall “jazz musician” orientation, numbering in 
a tune everyone in the band ought to recognize and then going forward, no 
matter. If everyone could play, there had never been anything to care 
about. Of course, Karabük University presented a situation in which not 
everyone could play, in fact. There was actual fraud to be ferreted away, I 
think, the sort that a little extra effort and pedagogical swiftness might not 
fix, indeed, never fixes, truth be told. Indeed, the University received more 
than its average share of daft would-be administrators. But I didn’t worry. 
I was learning something new even if my students weren’t—although a 
precious few constituted that proverbial exception that proved the rule. I 
had at least one remarkable Turkish friend and colleague, Hatice, who was 
nearing the end of her PhD studies in English Literature at METU (Middle 
Eastern Technical University) in Ankara, but also pursuing (surreptitiously) a 
second MA in Spanish Literature at Ankara University. She was/is 
brilliant and I counted myself very fortunate, indeed, to count her among 
my nearest and beloved allies. The rest of the place, Karabük University 
that is, could go to hell, were it not for her. One colleague can make all the 
(academic) difference. Am I the only person to think so? As time went on, 
our little academy within an academy (Hatice and I) expanded from two to 
three to four. Matters were looking upward, I thought, until the entire 
country took to go to Hell in a hand basket. The trouble wasn’t that 
Karabük University suddenly, irrevocably, might never again be able to 
call itself a University, but that the failed coup in this event was pretty 
superfluous. The University was ruled by a pack of religious dullards who 
were bound to get rid of me, Hatice, and others, assuming we dared to do 
our jobs, suffice it to say. What the failed coup did was simply speed up 
the inevitable. And this is an essential point to be set before proceeding.  

How does one pen such a chronicle, falsely accused of aiding and 
abetting a terrorist organization, which was not a terrorist organization, 
imprisoned and tried for treason, found to be destitute of all armorial 
bearings, and then fired for aiding and abetting a terrorist organization 
anyway? Moreover, it had nothing to do with my supposed connection to 
FETÖ (Fethullah Gülen Terrorist Organization), which the AKP and 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan simply cooked up to justify a medieval-style witch 
hunt and Stalin-esque purge of ethnic, religious, and political adversaries--
indeed anyone not considered absolutely loyal to the ruling Islamist party. 
In fact, and this is the point, I spent four days in a Turkish jail for allegedly 
supporting the Kurdish PKK and YPG, too, the former a terrorist 
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organization responsible for the recent bombing of Ankara and Atatürk 
Istanbul Airport, the latter a Kurdish militia in northern Syria and allies of 
the United States and Turkey, fighting Bashar al-Assad and ISIS/ISIL. In 
the Turkish mind, the two are one and the same, but only because Erdoğan 
is hell bent on perpetrating another Armenian-style genocide. Turks don’t 
like to be reminded of the brutalities of their late Ottoman forefathers who 
marched to death not less than a million Armenians for simply being 
Armenian; or, put another way, for not being Turkish; or, put still another 
way, for not being Turkish enough.  

These days, it’s the Kurds: a Bosnian-style ethnic cleansing of Turkey’s 
southeast under the guise of removing the Gülen parallel state or “crypto-
parallel” ensconced in the area. Recently, twenty-four democratically-
elected Kurdish mayors were arrested for allegedly using public coffers to 
finance terrorist attacks in Turkey.1 In fact, the mayors in question were all 
most certainly associated with the pro-Kurdish opposition Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP), the third largest in parliament, which in the last 
election had managed to deny Erdoğan and the AKP its parliamentary 
majority, until, that is, the latter called another election and frightened the 
country sufficiently to guarantee another AKP majority.  

Things have managed to go from bad to worse to unimaginable: 
Turkey’s renowned critical columnists, brothers Ahmet Altan and Mehmet 
Altan, arrested for allegedly ¨revealing¨ the coup by ¨subliminal messages¨ 
hidden in their criticism; 20 Kurdish radio and TV channels closed; 1,500 
jail staff suspended; 50 Nigerian students detained; US academic and 
refugee aid worker, Ryan D. Keating, banned for life simply because of 
his Christian faith; co-mayors of the mainly Kurdish city of Diyarbakir 
charged with aiding and abetting terrorism; another 10,000 civil servants 
suspended, as well as the closure of other media outlets critical of the 
government crackdown; the Turkish President given power to directly 
appoint rectors to universities in Turkey; the editor and top staff at 
Turkey’s oldest and most respected opposition newspaper, Cumhuriyet, 
arrested and the paper crippled, essentially; pro-Kurdish MPs arrested for 
allegedly encouraging terrorism, including Sebahat Tuncel, co-chair of 
Kurdish Democratic Regions Party, by police in Diyarbakir, as well as 
Selahattin Demirtaş and Figen Yüksekdağ, co-leaders of the Peoples' 
Democratic Party (HDP); a criminal suit by Erdoğan's lawyer Huseyin 
Aydin lodged against all MPs of the Republican People's Party (CHP), 
including its leader, Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu, for allegedly insulting the 

                                                 
1 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/turkey-kurds-crackdown_us_57d5aa 
0ce4b00642712e093e 
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President; 370 NGOs operating in Turkey shut down because of alleged 
links to terrorism; 291 Naval personnel sacked because of alleged 
connections to Gülen. And “so it goes,” as Vonnegut liked to say.  

Unfortunately, there’s more. Erdoğan has managed to invade two 
sovereign countries, Iraq and Syria, hoping to expand Turkey’s southern 
border in the process. He has threatened Brussels, too, insisting that they 
admit Turkey into the EU or else. In addition to promises to reinstate the 
death penalty, Erdogan has threatened to deport and/or redirect three 
million Syrian refugees to Greece or else. Indeed, as the EU decides 
whether to impose economic sanctions on Turkey--rather than suspend 
talks altogether, for it seems wiser to keep one’s friends close and Turkey 
closer--Erdoğan has suggested that the Turkish people ought to decide 
whether they really want to join the EU. Clearly, their self-appointed 
President is hoping the answer will be a resounding no, which would get 
him off the hook, for he has surely made a real mess of everything. In just 
six months, Turkey has gone from a democracy to a dictatorship, his post-
coup crackdown a second coup, in effect.     

The important point is this: I wasn’t taken out because of my 
connectedness to anything but Facebook and posts, which Karabük 
University, in its wisdom, deemed contrary to the best interests of the 
nation. How does one tell such a story, and so, when it holds precious little 
to do with “realness,” academic or political? Rather, it gets down to a 
question of a kind of virtual reality that became viral. Even so, that was 
hardly the case, either. Rather, it comes down to something  postmodernists 
have been decrying for a while now, the degree to which appearance is 
reality, but how, as cyberpunk illustrates so well, that post-industrial 
dystopias consist of mega corporations gone mad and the utilization of 
applied science in ways that inventors, in this case Bill Gates, say, never 
anticipated. The Internet, and Facebook in this case, has been characterized as 
highly democratic (free) and yet unreal (virtual). Nevertheless, in my case, 
and one thing that I desire to emphasize is that Facebook is quite real, in 
fact. I didn’t go to cyber-jail. My court trial wasn’t a video game with a 
restart button. Had the Turkish police decided to slay me in my cell as I 
slumbered, they didn’t give me another life. In the unreal world of the so-
called “New Turkey,” who you are on Facebook is who you truly are, even 
if you aren’t. There is no room for ambiguity, duality, or, a sense of fun, 
online or off. Fascists don’t know how to have fun, of course. For them, 
everything and everyone are deadly serious and to be feared, regardless. 
But these days it has gone online. One is loyal or disloyal online. 
Facebook in particular has become deadly serious, the stuff and shoving of 
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a Borges postmodern detective fiction and thus the combination of the 
marvelous and necessary, but the monstrous and unfathomable, too.  

Indeed, Borges’ personal battle with his native Argentina and its 
cultural absorption and seduction by the Nazi ideology proves instructive. 
Its newly elected President (1946), Juan Perón, transformed the country 
into a one-party state—which Erdoğan is presently undertaking in Turkey-
-the spoils system becoming the rule of the day. Critics of the ruling 
Partido Justicialista were fired from their government jobs, Borges 
demoted in the figure of a “promotion” from the curator of the Miguel 
Cané Library to Inspector General of poultry and rabbits at the Buenos 
Aires municipal market. Subsequently, what he said of Perón's Argentina 
can be said of Erdoğan’s Turkey: 

 
Dictatorships breed oppression, dictatorships breed servility, dictatorships 
breed cruelty; more loathsome still is the fact that they breed idiocy. 
Bellboys babbling orders, portraits of caudillos, prearranged cheers or 
insults, walls covered with names, unanimous ceremonies, mere discipline 
usurping the place of clear thinking.... Fighting these sad monotonies is 
one of the duties of a writer.2  
 

Borges also had this to say about two types of histories of Peronism that 
were written, the first a “criminal one,” which the police state used to 
attack and castigate real and supposed anti-Peronism. The second was no 
better and what he termed a “theatrical one … of tales and fables made for 
consumption by dolts,” the methods which the fascists used to imprint 
their message on the public consciousness the same as that which multi-
national corporations had used to peddle their products. Lastly, and once 
more a frightening synopsis of the present state of affairs in Turkey and 
the methodology of its ruling strongman Erdoğan, Borges’ Argentina was 
likewise dedicated to conspiracy theories and how Argentina’s ruling 
couple, Juan and Evita Perón, maintained control over an adoring and 
unsuspecting public. 
      How does one tell such a story, then, in which conspiracy theory rules 
supreme vis-à-vis the exiled Muslim cleric Fethullah Gülen, a “criminal 
history” written by the Turkish governing party and its police dogs, 
designed to convict real and supposed anti-Erdoğanism, and rife with 
conspiracy theorizing, which the Turkish public are predisposed to 
swallow hook, cable, and sinker? Has it come down to Facebook and what 
someone posts, or likes, or shares, daring to offer a comment or two on 
current events now becoming the difference between life and death? Such 

                                                 
2 Cited in Edwin Williamson, Borges: A Life. (New York: Viking, 2004), 295. 
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a sorry state of affairs forces us to take the proverbial question, what is the 
world coming to, or rather what will become of Turkey if something is not 
done to put a stop to the current lunacy.    
      If Social Media or Facebook is the problem, can it be the answer, or at 
least one answer to the present troubles? And if, as Borges observed long 
ago, “fighting these sad monotonies is one of the obligations of a writer,” 
does this, or might it well include writing/posting on such a populist 
medium as Facebook? Can Facebook be trusted as a reliable “source” or 
basis from which to discourse on the intolerable state of personal business 
and/or sad monotonies of life in Turkey at the moment?  
     Trained in history, my education is a rather traditional if not 
conservative upbringing in the study of the past vis-à-vis one of Canada’s 
better known but old-fashioned universities (Queen’s University, Kingston, 
Ontario), where my teachers would no doubt be appalled at the mere 
suggestion of a “history” that claimed as its inspiration anything so 
pedestrian and/or felonious as Facebook. God forbid, I can already hear 
them saying. Yet, this is exactly what I propose to perform--an experiment 
in history writing that is not only postmodern in its most revolutionary, 
literary sense, but merely one that demands hard questions of the whole 
“medium” of storytelling in the literary sense, besides. In some respects, 
I’m attempting something akin to what Jackson Pollock did when he 
jettisoned the paintbrush altogether in order to understand what could be 
done by dribbling paint on a canvas, the state of art, so to speak, turned 
along its axis. A “Facebook Book” is precisely such a tilting, but of the 
literary and historical canvas laid flat on the ground and decorated using 
electronic and ephemeral dribs and drabs.  

A 2015 Pew Research Center poll by Michael Barthel at al. points out 
that more and more people are getting their news via Twitter and 
Facebook than ever before. Moreover, when it comes to political subject 
matter, Facebook users are more likely to comment.3 Likewise, Facebook 
is now the preferred source of political news by Millennials, whereas Baby 
boomers are still more inclined to rely upon such “trusted” and traditional, 
televised news casting as Fox News, MSNBC, CBS News, ABC News, 
NBC News, PBS, the Sean Hannity Show, the Rush Limbaugh Show and 
the Ed Schultz Show.4 Gen-Xers fall somewhere in the middle of the two. 
The important point is simply that Facebook matters. Yet, as Lindsay 

                                                 
3 http://www.journalism.org/2015/07/14/the-evolving-role-of-news-on-twitter-and-
facebook/ 
4 http://www.journalism.org/2015/06/01/facebook-top-source-for-political-news-
among-millennials/ 
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Hoffman, Professor of Communication and Political Science, University 
of Delaware, explains in a Huffington Post blog (10 July 2010): 
 

I am often asked what role social networking sites, like Facebook, play in 
citizens’ understanding of, and participation in, politics. After all, 
Facebook allows its millions of users to talk about politics, share news 
stories, generate support for issues, and connect with other like-minded 
individuals in addition to updating a status and posting baby photos. As 
with all questions related to politics and technology, I usually answer, 
“Well, it depends.”5  
 

In the United States, at least, and as the election of Barack Obama 
demonstrated, but that of Donald Trump, too, social media matters. 
Elections are won and lost on Facebook and Twitter. In fact, Erdoğan was 
quick to use it to save himself and his party, calling upon Facebook friends 
in the millions to go to the streets and stand up to the coup plotters. In the 
aftermath, mind you, the AKP has attempted to police the internet and 
Facebook in particular. Importantly, Turkish society at the moment has 
become a fascist instance of everyone watching everyone, but online, and 
so posting on Facebook is the difference between life and death, freedom 
and imprisonment, advancement and demotion.  
      At present, a “Facebook Book” is something other than what I’m 
suggesting. Rather, it’s normally a book in the traditional sense, which 
Facebook has deemed worthy of reading and part and parcel of what is 
experienced as the Facebook book exchange or challenge. To date, no one 
has thought to compose a book, memoir, or, let alone, serious political 
story and commentary, using Facebook as its chief source or locus. In 
some respects, the degree to which Facebook can be seen as a credible 
source and pool of data depends largely on the user, but also on the quality 
of Facebook friends who add to the pool, which is then added to the pool 
and so on. In my case, because so many of my Facebook friends are 
academics, scholars, former pupils, University administrators, creative 
people, musicians, and the like, the quality of my Newsfeed ought to be 
rather high. However, there is also a social-historical component or side of 
what might become part of my Timeline, in my case, a somewhat lopsided 
and overly academic slant, to be sure, but of high quality notwithstanding. 
Politically, my close allies and colleagues tend to partake in my liberal-
democratic and social-justice aspects, to be certain. Still, many of my 
students, in particular my erstwhile Turkish students, have tended to be 

                                                 
5 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/lindsay-hoffman/social-media-news_b_150 
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quite conservative both politically and religiously. Thus there is a sort of 
equilibrium between opposing viewpoints and, if brought into account 
when telling my tale, a more nuanced view is possible. Every Facebook 
account is different.  
      There are some other advantages to using Facebook as a primary 
source, especially when one considers the degree to which this webpage 
format lends itself to a higher degree of organization, albeit chronological 
in the main. Again, it depends! In my example, I was conscious of how my 
positions—whether commentary or news stories that I shared—might later 
be harvested and organized into an essay or script. In some significant 
respects, Facebook can be envisioned as a postmodern version of the old 
card system, which was how one conducted research and composed in the 
days before word processing changed dramatically how both research and 
writing are done—or can be made out. In the days of typewriters, ribbons, 
white out, back-correct, and the like, being organized was essential. 
Writing on a typewriter was verboten. No longer is this the case. And so, 
what I’m proposing is a book and a storyline / timeline that attempts to 
recount my latest foray into the savage world of the academy abroad, 
living and working in the heart of AKP country, Karabük—a University 
and community that has freely chosen oppression, servility, cruelty, and 
idiocy, to paraphrase Borges, and where cheers and insults are now 
prearranged, ceremonies unanimous, and discipline has replaced clear 
thinking. Fighting the sad monotony of Erdoğan’s New Turkey through 
writing is the end in sight, first documented in real time on Facebook and 
now organized only slightly better into what I’m calling a “Facebook 
Book.” But take a moment as I pour us both—reader and writer--a tall cup 
of Turkish tea, which, alas, is a little on the acid side and thus a measure of 
poetry the only sweetener.  
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TAKEN OFF A BUS, IN THE DEAD OF A 
TURKISH NIGHT, LIKE A COMMON CRIMINAL 
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15 July 2016 5:51am. “Winter is coming….” 

 

 
I was in Turkey on the night of 15 July 2016 when the tanks rolled onto 
the Bosphorus bridges and began shooting. My wife and kids were at a 
colleague’s. I was home relaxing. When I phoned to check on how 
everyone was doing, I learned about the coup. I couldn’t believe it, but it 
appeared to end as quickly as it had started. In fact, the real coup would 
begin the moment the so-called “failed coup” ended. The Turkish 
University where I had been working for two years, Karabük University, 
seemed a little too eager to ferret out the “Gülenists” in our midst. Rightly 
or wrongly, the University seemed chock full of them, the Turkish 
Language and Literature Department a case in point. One day, like any 
other at the University, I was taking the air with my assistant and we 
passed a woman who looked very upset. Her eyes were reddened and she 
was being marched out of the building. She had been “charged” along with 
loads of other Turkish faculty. My assistant stopped and embraced her. I 
didn’t know what to say or how to act, other than to think to myself that 
something was amiss. A student of American history, it appeared like a 
witch hunt. And thus, I composed a poem, the foremost of several, in a 
weak effort to hold out with myself. A week later, and to everyone’s 
dismay, the English Language and Literature Department, my section, 
came under attack. An Albanian and two Romanian colleagues came to 
school only to discover themselves locked out of their offices and charged 
with “assisting and abetting a terrorist organization.” They would be 
driven to suffer a humiliating inquisition headed by the University, and, 
then, if the tribunal was not convinced of their pureness, a police 
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investigation, court trial, and life in prison if found guilty. It was so insane, 
that I never thought they would come after me, a full professor, an 
American citizen—although more Canadian than American truth be told, 
having risen up in Ottawa, taking my PhD from Queen’s University, class 
of ’94. My Albanian colleague was also a former student, and when she 
looked into my eyes and asked, “Hocam (my teacher) will they torture 
me?” I could not get it out of my head. And then I sat down and composed 
some other poem, placing it on my Facebook page; and I guess I knew, or 
should have known, that I had, in gist, just purchased a ticket for one on 
the Midnight Express.  

The following week, the lock on my office door was changed and I 
was summoned to the Dean’s office to collect my indictment for high 
treason. My assistant insisted that I go, but I would not go quietly. And 
when I was asked to sign, I asked for an English translation. It was my 
“Canadian moment,” so to speak, for I would insist that my minority 
language rights (although I was holding out and working in Turkey) be 
observed. Of course, the little Eichmann whose job it was to bear the bad 
news was incensed. “Turkçe!” or Turkish! I had refused to sit and rebuffed 
his disingenuous invitation to have a cup of tea. Give me a freaking break. 
He sat, I resisted, and I said no. The long and short of what happened next 
beggars the imagination. First, HR claimed to send an English translation, 
which the Dean’s office refused to hand over to me, then the document 
was lost, then it had never existed. Of course, it was impossible to get any 
proof of their tomfoolery documented in writing. I was told that because I 
had refused to sign the indictment, they had decided simply to fire me, and 
so there was no investigation—no indictment. My fellow workers had 
done a masterful job, or so they believed—of defending themselves 
against the guardians—and so when the police appeared on all our 
doorsteps the following Saturday evening, to search our homes, taking our 
phones, computer hard drives, and anything else they considered 
potentially incriminating, we were outraged to say the least, but shocked 
above all. I was on a bus from Ankara to Karabük when my wife phoned 
to tell me that the police were there to arrest me. My Albanian colleague 
had fled the country, thankfully. She may yet be held in her native 
Albania, which appears to fear and tremble when Turkey’s President, 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan opens his mouth. I had a little time to think, 
phoning the American Embassy in Ankara; and not to put too fine a point 
on it, but they were useless. I was drawn off a Turkish bus on the road 
from Ankara to Karabük, along with my assistant, and escorted first to a 
hospital and then to a Turkish jail to stand trial for high treason in a state 
renowned for caring for its prisoners badly, to state the least. I was 
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processed, forced to put my affairs in an envelope, which included my 
shoelaces. I would be interrogated twice, and without a lawyer. The 
questioning, in fact, was so thoroughly inane, mind you, that I didn’t need 
a lawyer. I did take, nevertheless, a good translator, and my helper came to 
my aid, setting herself in peril, too. The Dean’s office had already 
threatened her, asking if she understood what was meant by a “state of 
emergency,” to stop helping my family and me or else. The Dean’s 
Secretary was heard to say, “I don’t know why they are here.”  

After languishing in jail for 24 hours, I was carried upstairs and asked 
to unlock my phone and then sit as the arresting officer scrolled through it, 
looking for anything and everything. It was invasive to say the least. They 
had brought my music CDs and asked me what they should do with them. 
I suggested they might listen to them; they were good. Everyone laughed 
and it seemed to relieve the mode. By the end, thankfully, they found 
nothing, and I was required to sign a report, all in Turkish, which sounded 
out as much. Then a mug shot and my fingerprints were submitted. That 
was my Sunday. I returned to my cell and, as quickly as I could, curled in 
a ball and went to sleep.  

Monday, I waited all day, falling asleep on the bench in my cell, and 
then summoned to an interrogation proper. The mood was light, the 
questions, too. They asked if I had books and/or magazines, read Zaman (a 
Gülen newspaper), used WhatsApp, knew about and used social media 
other than Facebook, and, most telling of all, had an American one-dollar 
bill on my person. Of course, the answers to their interrogations were all in 
the negative, and a good thing, as well. And yes, I looked them in the eye 
when they asked me if I had books, with a full library back at the 
University, and said unequivocally, that I didn’t. Yet, all of this was 
prolegomenon to just one question: who was the person on the cover of 
my new book, Divine Rite of Kings: Land, Race, Same Sex, and Empire in 
Mormonism and the Esoteric Tradition (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 
2016). And when I told them, plainly, that it was Joseph Smith, the 
founder of the Mormon religion, it was as though I had burst their bubble. 
The caricature of Smith, done by my graphic artist brother, Scab Scabby, 
was disrespectful, to be certain, and Dracula-esque. They too looked as 
relieved as I was that it wasn’t an effort to ridicule the father of Turkey, 
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. They had nothing else. They knew it, and I knew 
it. I was taken back to my cell and felt confident I would be exonerated.  

Tuesday was a different day altogether. I was not harmed physically in 
any way. But the temper of the guards and arresting officers, which had 
been jovial in the extreme, suddenly bent. My classmates had prayed more 
than five times a day and seemed to recognize something I didn’t. One had 
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a Green Card, and I wondered if the anti-Americanism in Turkey had 
reached such a fevered pitch that it might have been enough to tip the 
scales of justice (or rather injustice) against him as it had me. They lined 
us up, calling me “America” and inviting me to stand at the front of the 
line. I naively assumed this bode well and that I would be home in time for 
dinner. What I didn’t recognize was that the police were planning an old-
fashioned “perp walk,” until, of course, we arrived at the courthouse and I 
caught the camera crew, clicking off like wild. I was tempted to take a 
bow, but lost my nerve. In the courtroom, we were forced to wait for over 
an hour. One brave woman (whose husband would be convicted, in fact) 
gracefully declined the day-old sandwich offered her, only to be commanded 
to eat or else. I ate half of mine, laying the rest at my feet, which one of 
the guards told me to put on the windowsill or else. Apparently, it’s a sin 
to put bread on the ground—although in his religion, not mine. When I 
finally came to see the judge, he ordered me to uncross my legs and sit up 
straight. I didn’t stand before him, but sat in an office with a lawyer 
appointed by the state who didn’t utter a word and a translator who did her 
best to cast my English in the best anti-Gülenist light possible. The 
magistrate asked me why I was at that place. I said it was because I was a 
foreigner, but perhaps because I had taught at Fatih University, a Gülen 
school, albeit when Gülen and Erdoğan were teammates in a pincer move 
designed to overthrow secular-humanist elites in Turkey and elsewhere. In 
my case, I left after just a few years and in protest after Fatih University 
fired a host of my foreign colleagues for their anti-Gülenist opinions and 
secularist scholarly leanings. “They hated us and we hated them,” I 
explained. I didn’t seem to be in any danger and the encounter lasted just 
around 40 minutes. All the charges were dropped and I was free to return 
home. I asked the interrogating officer if I could take a keepsake copy of 
my mug shot, in fact. I wanted to frame it, I told him, and hang it in my 
office at the University. The conversation quickly turned to football. 

My translator, a former pupil and friend, drove me home. When I 
tapped on the doorway, my wife was on the phone with her family and 
burst into tears at the sight of me. The kids both came running, grabbing 
one leg each and exclaiming, “Daddy, Daddy!” They had only been told 
that I was only in hospital. My assistant appeared shortly thereafter, 
relieved that I was free, and explained that the Dean had summoned me 
once again to his office and I had better go. What awaited me was a 
Turkish/English letter, which said that I had been fired for “aiding and 
abetting a terrorist organization,” despite the fact that I had been 
vindicated. It was contracted by my former Chair and Vice Rector, Ali 
Güneş, who nevertheless holds that he had naught to answer with any of it. 
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It was, of course, a lie. At no time did he write me to express his regret 
about what had happened, or, for that matter, to offer anything in the way 
of help. Rather, the best he could offer up was a kind of Nuremberg 
defense. My Romanian colleagues were also fired, but refused to sign 
anything so scandalous. “Fire me for any reason you want, just not for 
that,” was how one put it. In fact, the decision to fire all of us had been 
taken the day before we were released.  

The police and court didn’t return my phones or computer hard drives, 
mind you. I was told that everything would be fine as long as they didn’t 
find anything. Of course, it was only a matter of time before they would 
manage to locate a text message or email in which I was less than 
respectful of their reigning madman or question his belief in an American-
led, Western conspiracy to overthrow him—which I had made a point to 
ridicule every chance I got. I had set out a theme for an upcoming 
conference on the subject of the Gülen conspiracy and so-called “crypto-
parallel,” indicating that both Gülen and Erdoğan had created a sort of 
Frankenstein monster, which their electronic team was certain to uncover. 
That was enough by itself to send me away for the rest of my life. 
However, when I saw the Turkish coverage and the story of the 19 arrests 
at Karabük University, my name the centerpiece for the propaganda they 
had been planning from the start, I feared the worst: they would come for 
me regardless, imprison me, and, this time, torture me, to be sure. I would 
become a spy for the Gülen Terrorist Organization or FETÖ by hook or by 
crook. The Turkish government desperately needs proof of American 
involvement and I would supply that proof for them. I knew I had better 
leave Turkey while I still could. They had given me back my passport and 
I didn’t surrender my work permit to the University, claiming that I lost it. 
My Romanian colleagues were not as fortunate, and very nearly had to 
turn around at the Turkish-Bulgarian boarder, because they had no proof 
they had been employed at Karabük University and were in Turkey 
legally. But to a greater extent than this, they had no proof they had been 
forced out, either, because they hadn’t signed their release papers. As their 
bus waited for them to cross into Bulgaria, they were on the telephone 
with the police in Karabük asking them to explain to the authorities that 
they had been charged with treason but acquitted and, therefore, free to 
leave. Moreover, they had to leave with more or less only what they could 
carry.  

While in prison, my friends and colleagues were hard at work. A 
former colleague at the American University of Central Asia where I had 
worked emailed me to say that he had come out of a meeting with its 
President, Andrew Wachtel, and others. Everyone was seriously concerned 
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for my safety and Andrew had said that I could get back to AUCA if I 
desired. The invitation was all the more gracious, because Andrew and I 
had not left on the best terms. I reserved a plane ticket for Bishkek and two 
days later was on my way to Kyrgyzstan where I am safe for the minute.  

My wife, Cholpon Alieva, is a native of the Central Asian Republic of 
Kyrgyzstan, which is among the poorest but also considered the most 
democratic of the various “Stans” in the region—Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, 
Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan. Our two children, Acacia (8) and Attila (6) 
are American citizens. A friend of our friends, Michael and Lydia Pope, 
had agreed to take Cholpon and the kids into her home. The only catch 
was an American tourist visa for Cholpon. The other side of the story is 
the American Embassy in Ankara and how perfectly awful they have been 
about just everything. I wrote them two weeks before my arrest, asking if 
they might be able to expedite a tourist visa for Cholpon so she would be 
safe and I could worry about my safety and my safety alone. Diplomatic 
families had already fled the state. The Mormon Church had pulled its 
missionaries out. I assumed they appreciated the extreme nature and 
urgency of the situation. The Embassy directed me to their webpage, 
where I had to make an appointment for an interview for a non-immigrant 
tourist visa for my wife so she could bring my children to their native 
country and look after them. We travelled to Ankara on the appointed day, 
Cholpon waited in the sun for two hours, and then after just four minutes 
was told to apply for an immigrant visa. She had questions, but was 
ordered to go away at once. I waited in a café nearby as instructed, and 
when I heard the news I could scarcely believe it. I marched straight back 
to the Embassy to play my “American Card.” I said I was an American 
citizen living in Turkey, it was an emergency, and I wanted to talk to 
somebody. I was ordered to go away or they would call the police and I 
would go to prison. Yes! Lydia organized a citizen’s petition, bringing it to 
the House of Representatives in nearby Washington, DC. After meeting 
with the congressman for Sykesville, Maryland, the wheels of justice 
began to grind slowly. I received a shout from someone at the American 
Embassy in Istanbul who phoned the American Embassy in Ankara on my 
behalf. Their heads would roll. Unbelievably, when the American 
Embassy in Ankara phoned me, they instructed me to go to the website yet 
again and make another appointment for an immigrant visa. They admitted 
that normally it takes about a year, but they promised to expedite the 
process. Nowadays, it appears, they think we ought to apply for a non-
immigrant tourist visa. At least we recognize why the American Embassy 
in Ankara rejected Cholpon’s application, that because she was bringing 
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the children, she planned to stay in the United States after her visa expired 
and apply for American citizenship. WTF? 

Just where did things stand as I first wrote this? I was in Bishkek, 
Kyrgyzstan, staying with my sister-in-law in a studio apartment with her 
fifteen-year-old son. She is sleeping on the floor so I can sleep in her bed, 
which is off the balcony. Cholpon and the kids were trying to move 
everything into our friend’s apartment for the time being. In that respect 
there was neither time nor money to engage a moving company. 
Regardless, a moving company would not move us, not in this climate. A 
local firm pulled out when the University sent a camera crew to shoot 
them as they bundled up my office library and art. My wife and my 
assistant had to manage it themselves. Of course, the University declined 
to help them. I created a GoFundMe page, which managed to bring up a 
little much needed money to help me take my family out of Turkey and 
resettle in Kyrgyzstan. Where my kids would go to school was eclipsed by 
the question of whether they would go at all, at least in September. They 
had managed to teach themselves enough English to negotiate successfully 
an American public school in Maryland and were excited to see the United 
States. Entering an American private school in Bishkek was financially not 
an alternative. My University salary was set very low indeed, everything 
combined just 1,500 USD a month—which for Kyrgyzstan is not bad, but 
it’s not good either. Cholpon was to begin medical school in the fall, after 
passing her Turkish language requirement. All of that is now history.  

Before coming to Turkey, I published a memoir, entitled Savageries of 
the Academy Abroad: My Life Among the “Headhunters” of Presbyterian 
Taiwan and Narrow Escape from the Saudi Arabia Prison. The allusion to 
the Saudi prison was a metaphor and meant to say something about the 
appalling state of education in the Kingdom, that teaching for the 
University in question was tantamount to a prison sentence. Ironically, it 
was the American University of Central Asia that saved me from a fate 
worse than death, offering me a job in 2013 when the Saudis failed 
miserably to procure a work visa for me and it proved easier for them to 
fire me, too. I couldn’t have imagined that Turkey would succumb to the 
same callused, Occidental attitudes and behaviors. More than this though, 
that I can now say that I narrowly escaped a Turkish prison—albeit not a 
Turkish jail—and I’m not waxing metaphoric, that is surely something 
now isn’t it. 
 



CHAPTER ONE 

THE POETICS OF DISSENT 
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It was a poem that brought me into trouble, pure and uncomplicated. Had I 
held my mouth shut, I might not have been sent packing. My kin and I 
might not have been driven to take flight for our very lives from a nation 
that had lost its head. Then again, I remain convinced that nothing I might 
have done could have saved me from being falsely accused of high treason 
essentially, despite the fact that I wasn’t Turkish, and so logically I 
couldn’t possibly be guilty of disloyalty to a country to which I had no 
allegiance. I could be falsely accused of spying, except I wasn’t a spy. I 
was a teacher with an agenda that was anti-American if anything, truth be 
told. If a spy, notwithstanding, then I was the worst spy one might 
imagine, having a conscience, as well as an historical perspective that 
favored the other side, the side to be conquered, and for whom I tended to 
lobby. No matter, as I have said, it was a poem that started things off, 
propelling me in a direction that would nearly land me in a Turkish prison 
for the remainder of my days, convicted of “aiding and abetting a terrorist 
organization.”  

I’m not a poet. A playwright, but not a poet, and yet poetry was how I 
attempted to cope with a moral dilemma and national crisis that really had 
nothing to do with me. I was Turkey’s guest, and reminded of this fact 
every day of my existence, living and working in the country. Being a 
guest in Turkey has its advantages and disadvantages. I need never worry 
about being included in the decision-making process or sitting on any 
boards. I would never become department Chair or rise up the ranks. In 
fact, that was okay with me. However, being their guest also meant that I 
ought to know my place, and if I didn’t, I might need to be reminded of 
where I really stood in the pecking order—at the bottom, regardless of my 
academic rank. I was a more accomplished scholar compared to my Turkish 


