
Academics for Peace - a hearing on 12th June

Alena Vencovská

Abstract

This is a report on my attendance at the hearing on 12th June 2019
in the case of one of the Academics for Peace, professor Ayşe Berk-
man. Although it was originally expected to yield a verdict, professor
Berkman’s lawyer was unwell and did not attend. The hearing was
consequently very short and it will take place again on September
11th.

I am a researcher in mathematical logic, currently a visitor at Manchester
University. I chose to go to Turkey as an external observer after reading some
of the defences of the academics on trial for signing the petition ‘We will not
be a party to this crime’, in particular that of professor Ayşe Berkman, who
is my friend and colleague. Reports of previous visits by mathematicians to
witness other hearings in the same cause can be found for example in [1] and
[2]; I refer the reader to these for an informative and readable description of
the context and setting of the trials.

Professor Berkman is one of the original signatories of the petition. I travelled
to Istanbul to attend a hearing of the case against her scheduled for June
12th. This was to be the fourth hearing and on the three previous occasions
it was heard in conjunction with the cases of four other academics, in front
of the 36th court in Istanbul, with Hakan Özer as the presiding judge and
Meriç Eyüboǧlu as the defence lawyer. All the defendants are charged with
‘making propaganda for a terrorist organisation’.

The first hearing took place on October 31st, 2018 when the bills of indict-
ment were read and no defence given. The second one was on January 10th
2019, where all the five defendants gave their defence - see [3] for that of
professor Berkman. This trial was attended by Adrien Deloro who describes
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the proceedings in some detail in [1]. The third hearing occurred on April
2nd 2019, when very little happened since the lawyer rejected the judge (this
is a possible strategy aimed at making the case stronger in case of an appeal
to the Constitutional Court). The next hearing for the five defendants was
then scheduled for June 18th but since professor Berkman had a prior com-
mitment which meant she would be in the USA on that day, the date for her
hearing (alone of the five) was moved to June 12th, again in front of the 36th
court and with the same judge.

This hearing on the June 12th was supposed to start at 4 pm but since there
were 13 other Academics for Peace on trial at the Palace of Justice we agreed
to meet earlier and go to another hearing, to witness the proceedings and
meet other activists. However, during the morning professor Berkman learnt
that her lawyer was unwell so it was unclear what would happen.

We did go to the to the Palace of Justice, arriving there at about 2 pm. There
was a number of people waiting to attend a hearing of the case of another
Peace Academic and we joined them. I met a member of the Coordination
Committee which aims to have a representative at every trial with Peace
Academics and keeps a record of all the cases. The hearing finally started
and professor Berkman and I went in along with the others. I do not speak
Turkish but I got some explanation from my companion. The academic
on trial (professor Gül Köksal) is an architect and she read her defence,
illustrating the various points of her arguments about the Kurdish region
with double sided pictures lifted to be seen both by the judges and the public.
She resorted to this after she had asked for some facility to project the images
but was told that it was not possible. Looking at her defence afterwards (see
[5], in Turkish), I noted that amongst other things she was referring to the
destruction of Diyarbakır, see for example [4], [6]. She turned her defence
into a powerful accusation of the Turkish government and its handling of
the cultural heritage in the Kurdish region, pointing out also the world’s
(UNESCO) failure to help. We had to leave the hearing early since the time
of professor Berkman’s trial was approaching, while the defendant’s three
lawyers were presenting their speeches, occasionaly interrupted by one of the
judges objecting that they take too long.

About an hour before it was due to start professor Berkman got a final
message from her lawyer confirming that she would not be attending . Hence
the hearing took only a few minutes, the lawyer’s apology for her absence
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was accepted and the trial was postponed to take place on September 11th.
All other hearings where Meriç Eyüboǧlu was to act as a lawyer that day
were also postponed.

After the trial we sat in the cafe opposite the Palace of Justice, along with
friends who came to the hearing in spite of the messages circulated earlier in
the afternoon about its likely postponement. People reflected on the history
of the struggle, remembering the early days when every hearing became an
occasion to draw public attention to the issues that brought the Peace Pe-
tition into being. After the hearings, supporters would congregate in front
of the Palace of Justice and there would be some impromptu speeches at-
tracting media coverage. There are too many hearings now and only some
of them will become a focus of media attention.

I had the impression that the general feeling is that of hope and expectation
of some end to these trials. At the moment, the court decisions on ‘carrying
out terrorist propaganda’ depend heavily on the court and the judge (ranging
from the judge applying to the Ministry of Justice for a change of the charge
to the milder ‘insulting Turkishness’ charge, through the most common 15
months in prison up to 36 months in prison, see [7], [8]). Pressure from the
European Council and the changing political mood of the citizens of Istanbul
expressed in the support for the opposition mayoral candidate are seen as
rays of hope that the persecution could stop and be resolved, remaining cases
dropped and the people already sentenced pardoned.

One theme that kept drawing my attention in the discussions with my Turk-
ish friends was the similarity between their situation and that which I have
seen in Prague in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In the bleak years following
the Prague Spring of 1968, the government suppressed all efforts to reform
the communist regime and returned to severely limiting the freedom of the
citizens. A group of intellectuals, some still employed in their professions
and some who had already been forced to leave their jobs came together to
sign a document (Charta 77) calling on the government to heed human rights
guaranteed by the Czechoslovak Constitution and international agreements.
The aftermath bore many similarities1 to what is happening in Turkey:

Rather than engaging in any meaningful exchange of ideas, the Czechoslo-
vak government reacted by labelling the signatories in the official press as

1Naturally, there were also many differences in the Czechoslovak situation which I leave
aside.
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traitors, ’loyal servants and agents of imperialism’ and enemies of the state
and socialism; with remarkably similar rhetorics, president Erdoǧan repeat-
edly attacked signatories of the Peace Petition accusing them of treason and
of being the ’fifth columns’ of foreign powers, of sympathising with terrorists
and being bent on undermining Turkey’s national security.

Shortly after the emergence of Charta 77, there appeared what came to be
referred to as Anticharta, a statement condemning Charta 77, signed by
many representatives of the Czechoslovak cultural scene - some signatures
were genuine, others forced or made up. Similarly, the Academics for Peace
petition was followed by the pro-government Academics for Turkey petition,
see for examle [9]. In both cases the aim was to isolate the signatories and
portray them as irregular, misguided individuals.

The persecution of signatories of Charta 77 and of the Peace Petition have
much in common: threats, lost jobs, prison sentences. The proactivity of
career-bent citizens eager to please the regime has been affecting Peace Aca-
demics just as it affected those who endorsed Charta 77.

To keep records and to help those who were attacked by the regime in the
wake of the Charta 77, the Committee for the Defence of the Unjustly Pros-
ecuted was established that documented individual cases and released state-
ments about them. This played a big role, making it impossible for the
regime to deny or obfuscate facts. In Turkey, a similar role is being assumed
by the Organisation Committee (Academics for Peace solidarity group for
trials).

We cannot continue the parallels because history has not played itself out
in Turkey yet, but we can continue the Czechoslovak thread: 12 years after
Charta 77 was published, the Soviet block crumbled and a number of the
signatories of Charta 77, on the platform of a wider political union called
Civic Forum, gained the opportunity to shape the country’s future in the
government of the new, democratic, state.

***

Looking back two weeks later, there are reasons to be optimistic. The re-
run mayoral election on June 24th was indeed again won by the opposition
candidate Ekrem Imamoǧlu, this time by a large margin. This has ended the
long rule of Erdoǧan’s AKP party in Istanbul and brought fresh hopes of a
restoration of genuine democracy in Turkey.
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The hearing of professor Berkman’s colleagues on June 18th pronounced no
verdict. The lawyer argued that the Constitutional Court ruling on Aca-
demics for Peace should be awaited; her request was accepted and a next
hearing scheduled for October 1st. The Constitutional Court has in fact
convened previously, on May 29th to examine the appeals of 10 Peace Aca-
demics whose prison sentences have not been deferred, but adjourned on the
grounds that the Ministry of Justice did not submit the requested opinion,
see [10].
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