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the Muslim “Crying Boy” in turkey:
aestheticization and Politicization of
suffering in islamic imagination
Özlem SavaŞ

A group of paintings known as Crying Boys—attributed to Italian painter
Bruno Amadio (1911–81), also known as Bragolin—gained widespread popularity in many parts of the world in the 1980s. Portraying the tearful faces
of children, these works have inspired various popular cultural practices,
including the establishment of fan clubs and the telling of urban legends
devoted to the subjects’ “curse.”1 In the 1970s and 1980s one of these paintings became especially popular in Turkey (fig. 5.1 and plate 11). Initially,
Crying Boy was in vogue in the private realm, displayed in many workingand middle-class homes—reproductions even served as a salient wedding
gift. The face of Crying Boy later appeared in public spaces, including shops
and coffeehouses, as well as in rear windows of long-distance buses and
trucks; the striking image also was reproduced on postcards, paintings, and
posters sold by street vendors. With tears in his eyes, Crying Boy used to
gaze at people everywhere, from homes to cafés to highways.
At the same time, Crying Boy emerged in a specifically Islamic context
with his appearance on the cover of the first issue of the magazine Sızıntı,
in 1979. The editorial text, written by one of the leading figures of political
Islam in Turkey, opened with a proclamation to the child: “we took this
road for you.” Since that time, this picture has become part of the Islamic
visual vocabulary in Turkey. This article explores the place and power of
Crying Boy in Islamic political imagination and visual culture in Turkey,
from the 1980s to the present day.
An image’s meaning is not inherent but emerges from a complex
social relationship that involves its producers and viewers. Images acquire
multiple meanings when they are viewed, interpreted, and appropriated
into various social, cultural, and historical contexts.2 As noted by W. J. T.
Mitchell, they attain social lives when they are viewed in diverse ages and
places.3 Christopher Pinney proposes thinking of images as containing their
own contexts, which precede any specific temporal or geographic context.4
He criticizes the scholarly view of objects and images that considers them
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Figure 5.1. Crying
Boy picture popular
in Turkey during the
1970s and 1980s.

empty spaces to be invested with meanings by other forces—culture and
history, for example. He argues that their qualities are merely reduced to
“biographies” and “social lives.” Therefore, Pinney suggests, “it may be
more appropriate to envisage images and objects as densely compressed
performances unfolding in unpredictable ways and characterized by what
(from the perspective of an aspirant context) look like disjunctions.”5
The manner in which Christopher Pinney regards images—as having
a complex identity that unfolds in various ways as they pass through the
paths of different narratives and imaginations—offers a useful theoretical
framework for addressing the circulation of Crying Boy in Turkey. This
article explores Crying Boy’s path through a particular Islamic imagination
in Turkey and demonstrates the ways in which a visual image originating
in Europe unfolds its identity in an Islamic context. It is important to note,
however, that Crying Boy can never be considered solely an Islamic image
in Turkey. In other words, the Islamic imagination can never fully “possess” this image. Indeed, the appropriation of Crying Boy into an Islamic
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context has remained widely unknown by many. Neither can the secular
and the religious appropriations of Crying Boy be regarded as incompatible or opposed to each other. Rather, the tearful face of an innocent child
unfolded itself in a variety of cultural contexts simultaneously, as viewers
strove to explain the reason for the subject’s tears.
Exploring the dialogue between a picture and its beholder, W. J. T.
Mitchell suggests that pictures “speak to” us, as “they present, not just a
surface, but a face that faces the beholder.”6 As it is almost impossible to
pay no attention to the face of a tearful child who directs his gaze at the
viewer, Crying Boy transfixes its viewers and invites them into a dialogue
by requiring them to discover the reason for boy’s tears. The lack of any
clue in the picture about why the child is crying opens a wide range of
possibilities of who or what provoked the tears. As the subject’s pain can
be explained by a variety of reasons, the Crying Boy picture can be interpreted in various ways.
This article seeks to explain the tears of the Crying Boy as reproduced
on the cover of the first issue of Sızıntı and to explore the dialogue between
Islamic imaginations in Turkey and the tearful face of an innocent child.
First, I will address the position of the Crying Boy picture in popular culture and national imaginations in Turkey. Next, I will explore the meaning
and value of the Crying Boy who appears on the cover of Sızıntı, analyzing
the conjunction of this image and the caption directed to him and locating this image within a particular Islamic imagination that relies on tears
and childhood innocence. Finally, I will discuss the power of Crying Boy in
today’s political Islam in Turkey, where the image’s narrative is based on
the discourse and ideology of undeserved suffering.

Crying Children in Turkish Popular Culture
During the 1970s and 1980s, Crying Boy pictures were viewed, possessed, and valued in Turkey for many reasons. Some valued the Crying
Boy picture only for its popularity; some displayed it on the wall of the
living room because it was a wedding gift. Others cherished it for the
beautiful face of the child: with his Western appearance—his blond hair
and blue eyes—Crying Boy was a candidate for the most beautiful child in
Turkey. Pregnant women would contemplate this image while hoping for
a beautiful child—who, however, would not cry much. Some mothers used
Crying Boy as a means of disciplining their children, warning them that he
cries because he misbehaved and was punished. Long-distance bus drivers
pinned the picture to the rear window of their buses in order to warn other
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drivers: “Do not drive fast; you may leave behind orphans.” Today, Crying
Boy is no longer fashionable (except in Islamic contexts); instead, it is often
satirized. In one cartoon, for example, Crying Boy is weeping because of
cutting onions during long hours of work in a restaurant. Fenerbahçe soccer fans created a version of the Crying Boy picture, in which the child
wears a Galatasaray uniform as he cries in defeat. In a television sitcom, a
Crying Boy picture completes the kitschy decoration of the living room of a
character who is of rural origins and struggling for upward social mobility
in a ritzy Istanbul neighborhood.7
All of these individual uses of Crying Boy seek to explain his tears. Yet,
as several critics who examine the life of Crying Boy in Turkey observe,
viewers’ reactions to his tears are complex and varied. For Murat Belge,
Crying Boy evokes the deep feeling of guilt in Turkish society toward its
children.8 Other scholars note that Crying Boy stirs in Turkish society a
collective unconscious tinted with feelings of misery, repression, isolation,
and resentment at having been treated unjustly. For Necmi Erdoğan, Crying
Boy provokes distress, suffering, and oppression deep inside and serves as a
“surface on which memory of past defeats, speechlessness and oppressions
were registered.”9 Likewise, for Nurdan Gürbilek, Crying Boy is crying for
the maltreatment with which he copes despite his innocence, just as an
“innocent” Turkish society cries for the same reason. She sees in the tearful
face of Crying Boy a reflection that society perceives itself not as a guilty
adult but as a devastated and heartbroken child. Rather than positioning
themselves as cruel antagonists of the child, viewers identify with him by
feeling downtrodden and victimized. In other words, the image’s beholders
contemplate their own sorrows in the innocent face of Crying Boy.10
It is important to note that Crying Boy is only one of many images of
innocent-yet-suffering children that dominated Turkish popular culture
in the 1970s. The value of the Crying Boy image can only be grasped by
considering its inherent references to other images and texts on childhood suffering. For example, a familiar character of popular films in the
1960s and early 1970s is a lonely, suffering child, usually an orphan, who
struggles to survive in a big city but bears the affliction with great dignity.11
The child character—often named Ömercik, Sezercik, or Ayşecik12—has to
struggle with pain and evil, which he or she does not deserve to experience at such an early age. Similarly, the main character of popular novels
by Kemalettin Tuğcu, which were widely read in the 1970s, is a miserable, poor, often orphaned child whose happy childhood was interrupted
by trauma or disaster.13 However, these well-behaved and brave children,
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often boys, withstand all of the harm and ultimately rescue not only themselves but also their families from a world of brutality. Sometimes they
even save those who mistreated them.14
Gürbilek argues that through these multiplied images of the innocent
and suffering child who emerges triumphant, Turkish society can objectify its pain and achieve national honor out of deprivation. Yet, she notes,
Crying Boy could become a metaphor of a collective social suffering as long
as the pain could be divorced from its accompanying negative emotions;
that is, as long as pain could be depicted in the image of a child who is
suffering yet dignified. Despite misery and orphanhood, these children—
with their blond, well-combed hair, blue eyes, clean clothes, and sunny
faces—appear purified from moral contamination and devoid of the feelings of revenge and violence that tend to be outcomes of pain.15 Gürbilek
characterizes Crying Boy as follows:
Indeed, this face tells us not the suffering, but being exposed to
suffering though not deserving it. This child stands for being
persecuted despite being innocent, being punished despite being
guiltless, being victimized by an unjust act. . . . The suffering child
also symbolizes resistance for those who behold him. More than
an irrecoverable feeling of terror experienced at an early age, an
intense desperation, or a frightening revenge, which emerges
sooner or later, he points to a dignity saved despite everything.
He is hurt deep inside, scarred at an early age, but despite this (or
perhaps because of this) he does not break down; he resists the
world that treats him badly. . . . Suffering experienced at an early
age in a brutal world now appears in front of us as the source of
dignity, virtue, and goodness.16

In sum, Crying Boy has usually been perceived as an innocent child
who is suffering because of some guilty others and has generated powerful national discourses in a society that perceives itself as sinless yet suffering. Fethi Açıkel regards such pain-centered psychologies and political
discourses as the most significant ideological articulation of the Turkish
Right.17 As mentioned previously, Crying Boy pictures were not merely put
to religious use; rather, they were popular images in nonreligious social
narratives about undeserved suffering. Moreover, in Islamic imagination,
the tears of Crying Boy can unfold in another context of interpretation,
which is based on the merit of crying in the manner of God in order to seek
and establish a better world order.
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Crying Boy in Islamic Imagination
The Crying Boy picture first appeared in an Islamic context with its
inclusion on the cover of the inaugural issue of Sızıntı in 1979 (fig. 5.2 and
plate 12).18 Sızıntı is described as “the monthly magazine of ilim [science]
and culture,”19 published by the “community of Fethullah Gülen,” which
is the most influential among the many Nurcu movements that are based
on the writings of Said Nursi (1878–1960).20 The Gülen movement, as
M. Hakan Yavuz notes, has been the most significant Islamic social and
political movement in Turkey, because it reframes nation, state, and identity within an Islamic framework. The movement promotes a religiousnational vision of Turkey and a Turkish-Islamic identity in order to build a
country that can retrieve its historical power and leadership in the Turkish
and wider Islamic world by appropriating its Ottoman past. It aims to
“bring ‘God’ back into life, institutions and the intellect.”21 The movement
has tried to achieve legitimacy from the Turkish state by presenting itself
as a “soft” and “moderate” form of Islam; it also seeks to attain worldwide
influence through its emphasis on brotherhood, tolerance, reconciliation,
and peace.22
Although the group initially avoided political activity, the Gülen
movement assumed a conservative-nationalist position in the 1970s as a
response to the polarization of Turkey into competing left and right ideologies, and particularly to the rise of the left. During this period, rather
than engaging actively in politics, the movement focused on the market,
educational institutions, and media, through its groups of followers and
by establishing its own institutions.23 The Gülen community attributes a
particular significance to media and owns various publishing houses and
broadcasting companies.24 Fethullah Gülen himself disseminates his ideas
through a wide range of media, including videotapes, television, the internet, books, and essays in magazines. He is a columnist in Sızıntı, and his
essays are often republished in the newspaper Zaman, itself owned by the
Gülen community.
Yavuz considers the publication of Sızıntı in 1979 as “the major leap of
Gülen’s movement,” the goal of which is “to give a Muslim orientation to
a new generation of Turks to help them to cope with, benefit from, and if
necessary resist the process of modernity.”25 The Crying Boy that appeared
on the cover of the first issue of Sızıntı has become a pervasive symbol of
the magazine and of the Gülen movement, whose visual imagery rests first
and foremost on the iconography of weeping. The Crying Boy on the cover
of Sızıntı is accompanied by two texts. The first is a line of poetry, entitled
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Figure 5.2. Crying
Boy on the cover
of Sızıntı, February
1979.

“Uyan” (Wake Up) and written by Mehmet Akif Ersoy, one of the acclaimed
poets of the Islamic movement in Turkey.26 The poem reads: “Say, you do
not have compassion for your nefs [soul]; have you no compassion for your
child?” The second text reflects the editorial for the first issue, written
by Gülen under a pseudonym. Titled “To Stop This Pain, Child,” his essay
addresses Crying Boy directly:
We took this road for you. In order to share your pains, to stop
your suffering, to gratify your heart and soul. Do not be offended;
we could not come on time to help you. Although I wanted to
give voice to your song, by adding a melody from your song to
my own cry, your mourning devastated me; your grief magnified
in my eyes; I felt a deep sadness. . . . Who did deem you worthy of
this? You were living in a safe country. You had a warm heart and
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home. . . . Then, you arrived at this brutal garden. However, this was
beyond your power. You could not find anyone who knows you. You
were wretched. You were alone. You were deserted. Yesterday gave
birth to today and today is laying uncertain, cloudy tomorrows.
You are at the parting of the ways. Now let me be your hero within
this disaster. I will use my plectrum for you, make your soul hear
my cry. I will put my guilty head under your feet like a pavement
stone, since I could not come to help you when necessary in this
storm and fire. Let me apologize to you in the name of all guilty
people: Forgive those who . . . caused your misery by contaminating your soul with brutality.27

The juxtaposition of the Crying Boy picture and the editorial text that
addresses him epitomizes the conventional division of labor in image–text
relations, which is described by W. J. T. Mitchell as “the straightforward discursive or narrative suturing of the verbal and visual.”28 That is, the speech
directed at Crying Boy narrates, designates, and explains the meaning of
and reason for his tears, and the Crying Boy image illustrates, exemplifies,
and reinforces Gülen’s words. Such a combination of image and words,
Mitchell suggests, forms a “visible language,” which is intended “to make
us see.”29 What is it, then, that this image/text in the first issue of Sızıntı
wants to make us see? How is the tearful and innocent face of Crying Boy
anchored by Gülen’s speech in the particular Islamic discourse of Sızıntı?
The current editor-in-chief of Sızıntı, Sedat Şentarhanacı, explains the
first use of the picture in an Islamic context as linked to the historically
specific circumstances in which the magazine was launched:
This picture was used on the cover to further the aims of founding Sızıntı in 1979. Back then, the youth were in dreadful circumstances due to the political situation in the country. The youth
were crying. They were crying because of the loss of moral and
religious values. Sızıntı was founded with the aim of regaining
these values. It was founded with saying the motto “To stop this
pain, child.” Sızıntı was against both the left and the right movements of that period. The former was glorifying communism and
the latter was glorifying nationalism. Sızıntı was founded in order
to vive the decaying belief in God. For example, the theory of
evolution was gaining enormous popularity. Sızıntı is against it. It
wanted to highlight the miracle of creation, based on science, in
order to give the youth the values they need. Crying Boy stands for
the crying youth of that time. Since then, this picture has become
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sort of nostalgic for us. It has become the symbol of Sızıntı. We still
employ this picture in our meetings, booklets, advertisements,
and so on. Besides, Crying Boy is still valid for today’s youth. The
decay in the belief in God is always a threat for the youth.30

The original essay addressed to Crying Boy can be read in relation to the
objectives of Sızıntı expressed by its current editor. Those words—directed
at the youth of Turkey in the late 1970s, and accompanied by the image
of Crying Boy—refer to the battle between left-wing and right-wing youth
groups in Turkey, which led to the military coup on September 12, 1980.
Just as Crying Boy is innocent but suffering, the Turkish youth is presented
as innocent yet lured into committing violent acts: they were deprived
of moral and religious values because of outside factors. However, unlike
so many tearful children of Turkish popular culture, who survived without any moral degeneration and rescued themselves and others through
virtue and dignity, the crying youth of the late 1970s had been contaminated by evil and needed a savior. In this case, salvation is no doubt Islam,
or a return to Islam—a return promised by the Gülen movement and its
monthly publication, Sızıntı.
Yet, the place and power of the Crying Boy picture in the Islamic imagination in Turkey extends beyond such a historically specific message. It
is necessary to consider both the tearful face of a child gazing at viewers
from the cover of Sızıntı and the speech directed at him in the editorial
text within the larger context of Islam and contemporary Islamic political
discourse in Turkey. Since its first appearance in an Islamic framework in
1979, the Crying Boy picture has been employed in many Islamic contexts.
For example, in 2001 the Fazilet (Virtue) party, an Islamic political party,
used Crying Boy on posters for its conference on corruption and poverty.
Today, the Crying Boy picture is distributed free of charge as postcards by
Islamic bookshops during the month of Ramadan.
However, Crying Boy cannot be isolated as a single picture and phenomenon. Its meaning and power arise from the persistent flow of images
of crying that dominate today’s Islamic visual culture in Turkey. Various
photographs, illustrations, and drawings of pain and tears, mostly of children, circulate through a wide range of Islamic media, from television to
print media to the internet. For example, a recurrent category in Islamic
websites devoted to religious information and Islamic way of life is “crying
child pictures” or “crying children.”31 Visitors to Islamic websites exchange
photographs and drawings of the tearful faces of children, including
the Crying Boy picture. These pictures are sometimes listed alongside
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c ategories such as “prayer,” “life of the Prophet,” “hajj,” and “tesettür”
(Islamic dress codes); sometimes they appear as a subcategory of “religious
pictures,” alongside others such as “Ka’ba pictures” and “mosque pictures.”
Certainly, current international politics play a significant role in the multitude of images of crying children in an Islamic context: some of the pictures of crying children exchanged on Islamic websites are images of destitute children in Iraq and Afghanistan, and on the cover of its March 2009
issue Sızıntı depicted a child’s tearful face looming above a war scene in
the foreground (fig. 5.3). Empathy with the pain of these children implies
an Islamic solidarity against external oppression, particularly against the
United States. For example, on an Islamic website, a child’s tearful face is
accompanied by the following words (fig. 5.4):
He is a child who keeps the heaven in his closed eyes, whose
forehead is caressed by the Prophet at tired nights. . . . His black
eyes look at our eyes at every moment during his painful life.
Constructing a mirror, he starts crying inside us. And, we carry a
crying child in our heart. His name is: Palestine; his name is: Iraq,
his name is: Afghanistan, his name is: . . . 32

In short, the iconography of tears and childhood suffering forms a persistent and powerful visual language within an Islamic framework. The
Gülen movement especially is characterized by the imagery of weeping;
Sızıntı contains many photographs, drawings, and illustrations of tears
and crying, mostly of children, which present, clarify, and reinforce its
Islamic discourses. As Mitchell argues, a verbal representation “may refer
to an object, describe it, invoke it, but it can never bring its visual presence
before us in the way pictures do.”33 The Crying Boy picture, as well as other
images of crying that illustrate articles in Sızıntı, endow this particular
Islamic imagination with a lively and vital presence.

Tears and Childhood in Islamic Imagination
In order to understand Islamic discourses on the crying child, it is
necessary to locate concepts of childhood and suffering within an Islamic
context in general, and the Gülen movement in particular. The Gülen
movement attributes a particular significance to the meaning and value of
tears. Gülen is indeed known as the “crying hodja,” because he cries while
delivering sermons and speeches; his listeners accompany him in tears
and voices of mourning. Tears, suffering, anguish, sorrow, grief, mourning,
groaning, and crying seem to form the most significant themes addressed
112
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Figure 5.3. Cover of Sızıntı, March 2009.
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Figure 5.4. The image of a crying child, placed in the context of war on an
Islamic website. The caption states: “I grew my hopes in tearful eyes and in
prickly nightmares.” From http://islam.seviyorum.gen.tr (accessed September 7,
2009; site discontinued).

in Gülen’s essays published in Sızıntı and elsewhere, as well as by other
Sızıntı columnists.
Gülen’s essay “Bence Tam Ağlama Mevsimi” (I think, It Is Just the Time
for Crying), first published in Yağmur in 2002 and republished in Sızıntı in
2005 and 2009, explores the prominent position attributed to tears in an
Islamic context. For Gülen, tears are the expression of sorrow, joy, and compassion felt in the manner of God.34 He differentiates crying for God from
“ordinary crying,” which is simply the result of the sensual and spiritual
nature of humans. As crying for God is the “groans of love felt towards
Him,” other forms of crying that do not come from the heart are disrespectful to these tears.35 Tears coming from the heart are equated with
keeping one’s self in the way of God because “grief and crying are the usual
disposition of the friends of God, and weeping for God day and night is the
most direct way of approaching God.” In this essay, Gülen gives examples
of tears shed by such prophets as Adam, Noah, Jacob, and Muhammad, and
cites the Qur’an on the value of crying and its warnings to those who spend
their lives solely in joy and laughter.36
In this religious context, crying is not only a way of approaching God,
but also a means of achieving a better world. Gülen considers the mü’min
(Muslim believer) as one who “weeps to prevent the world from groaning
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and makes his tears turn into a river flowing into the heaven to prevent
others from crying.”37 For Gülen, a lack of tears indicates the unawareness, heartlessness, conscienceless, and absence of compassion that make
today’s world a harsh and ungodly place. Therefore, his call for crying
argues for the value of tears to the well-being of the world:
It has been so long that our prayer rugs have been dry; for years,
our ears have been longing for cries of the heart. . . . With this
heedlessness, it must be very difficult to walk towards the future,
to survive. . . . In these circumstances, the only thing we need is
sorrow tears that will purify our soil across several centuries.38

As crying implies one’s effort toward, or wish for, making the world
more livable, people who cry from the heart are considered to be committing themselves to the well-being of others. In Gülen’s essays, as well as
in other contributions in Sızıntı, a person who cries—whether for God, for
the world, or for others—often is symbolized by a candle, illuminating the
world as it diminishes. Gülen presents himself as, and is perceived as, one
who cries for the wellbeing of others and of the world. The value of Gülen’s
tears is also discussed in other contributions to Sızıntı. For example, Arvasi
relates his experience of listening to a tape recording by Gülen:
It is as if tears of hatip [preacher] are coming down to my heart and
I am being touched as they come down to my heart. It is as if life is
flowing into my heart that is at the threshold of death. While he
is crying, I say, “the one whose eyes from which life flows, cry, cry
because your tears are the lively water of dead hearts!,” and I cry.39

Crying Boy is the preeminent visual symbol of the Gülen movement,
which mythologizes crying and promotes imagery underpinned, first
and foremost, by tears. The movement’s identification with, or sympathy
toward, Crying Boy implies a belief in crying in the manner of God and for
the well-being of the world. It also serves as a proof of one’s consciousness,
love, compassion, innocence, purity, and longing for a better world. As the
preoccupation of Islamic visual cultures with children—and particularly
with crying children—reveals, the suffering child symbolizes the suffering
of the innocent in a brutal world.
As Sander suggests, religious traditions express a child’s innocence
through the image of a relationship between God and humans, in which
God is the father and humans are children. Therefore, in almost all religious mythologies, “the image of the child is used to represent innocence,
humility, purity, wonder, receptivity, freshness, non-calculation, simplicity,
The Muslim “Crying Boy” in Turkey	
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the absence of narrow ambitions and purpose, and other similar characteristics that are normally considered more or less indispensable for a
close relation to the transcendent.”40 Furthermore, unlike the prevailing
Christian view of children as born already contaminated with sin, Islam
considers the child to be “born as a good Muslim, free of sin, pure at heart
and with an innate disposition to follow . . . the ‘straight path’ according
to God.”41 Indeed, in Islam a child who dies before the age of a religious
education is saved.42
In the Islamic context of Sızıntı, as well, the child is represented as
innocent, pure, uncontaminated with evil and hate, and often as suffering due to the cruelty of a world that used to be a heavenly place but has
become merciless. Indeed, a child is born as a heavenly creature, with a
heart and soul that naturally follow the way of God, but the brutal world
and humans contaminate him or her with evil. For example, Dikmen’s
poem “Masum Çocuk” (Innocent Child), published in Sızıntı in 1996, states:
With tears in your eyes, “hold my hands,” you were saying:
“Tell me, can you understand my sorrow?
Men are cruel. . . .
My small world has collapsed in this brutality.
...
On the one hand, they gave me many playthings.
On the other, they caused me to forget the Creator. . . .”
Innocent child, why did they contaminate your stainless world?
...
Those who blindly burned you are aware of nothing.
We are desperate; our hands are tied.
If God says “God never dashes the hopes,”
The new sun will rise as promised.43

To this particular Islamic imagination, an individual’s identification
with a weeping child serves as proof of innocence before God and of pain
and suffering in a world brutalized by others. For the value attributed to
tears, good Muslims, innocent but suffering, cry not only because of their
pain but also for that of others, even for those who are guilty. These believers are aware of the suffering that takes place in a brutal and harsh world,
and they silently cry for the well-being of the entire world, with consciousness and compassion in their hearts. To put it simply, just as Crying Boy
is innocent but made to weep by others, those who see themselves in his
tearful face imagine and present themselves as crying because of the bru116
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tality of the world, bearing no responsibility for its causes. The guilty is the
other. And, in such a context, regardless of the artist’s intention, the Crying
Boy picture occupies a powerful position in political Islam. The image of
the tearful boy represents the innocent and blameless, the downtrodden,
tyrannized, repressed, suffering subject at the center of discourses found
in political Islam. By metonymy, Crying Boy refers to all imagery of suffering and its aestheticization in the political Islamic imagination in Turkey.

The Aestheticization of Suffering in Political Islam
Max Weber argues that common to all “religions of salvation” is a tendency to envisage the world as the locus of undeserved suffering, regardless of “whether the suffering actually existed or was a constant threat,
whether it was external or internal.”44 Prophets of all three Abrahamic
traditions are indeed seen as wretched, oppressed, victimized, and suffering subjects themselves. The Qur’an often refers to the cruelty, injustice,
and oppression that Muhammad and other prophets faced. Their childhood years are narrated in the contexts of orphanhood, innocence, and
repression. Moses was abandoned to the river in a basket; Jesus was born
without a biological father; Muhammad’s father died before he was born,
and his mother died when he was a child. The description of prophets in
orphanhood, desolation, misery, and innocence plays a significant role in
their mythologies.45
The narrative of undeserved suffering is central not only to the religious mythology of Islam, but also to the Turkish-Islamic political imagination. Fethi Açıkel describes the psychology and discourse of the celebrated
suffering, downtrodden, and wronged subject as “holy mazlumluk.”46 He
considers this character central to Turkish Islam and its political claims.
The holy mazlumluk is not an anticapitalist or antimodern discourse, but
rather a political project that is articulated in the context of modern economic and social structures. Constructed as a response to the harshness of
the belated capitalization and fast-paced modernization of Turkish society,
this ideology of suffering involves a variety of discursive formations, from
the glorification of pre-capitalist values to anti-cosmopolitanism, from
nostalgic historical narratives to individual feelings of suffering, and from
nationalism to political Islam.47
For Açıkel, the discourse of holy mazlumluk is the desire and search
for power. In the ideology of mazlumluk, individual feelings and expressions of suffering are transferred to an ambivalent political discourse—
expressing a need and demand for limitless compassion and affection on
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the one hand, and a desire for power and revenge on the other. Indeed, the
Prophet Muhammad’s emigration from Mecca to Medina in 622 ce should
be considered the beginning of political Islam, as it is the first moment
of transformation from a discourse of mazlumluk to a discourse of power.
The ideology of mazlumluk has great potential to be elevated to a revengeseeking political project, as it involves a need for avenging the unjust treatment of “guilty others.”48
The value attributed to tears in the Gülen movement stretches beyond
one’s inner crying for God and demonstrates the ways in which this Islamic
political imagination operates within the ideology of mazlumluk. The aestheticization and politicization of suffering, which are best objectified in the
tearful face of Crying Boy, seem to be the primary power of this movement.
The Muslim Crying Boy “speaks to” those who cry because of the brutality
of the world and for its well-being, withstanding the pain with great dignity
in the way of God, though being mistreated, wronged, and downtrodden.
In his essay entitled “Garipler” (Wretched Ones), Gülen defines garip (most
likely referring to himself) as the one who commits himself to the wellbeing of others but is nevertheless dismissed, imprisoned, and exiled by
those to whom he devotes himself. Garip is always suffering because of the
decaying values of his society, but resists the brutality and threat he faces.
He also never fears or gives up; most importantly, he never feels offended,
especially “when he sees that the sparks that he disseminated to the soul of
his nation are spreading all over the country”49 (fig. 5.5). Thus, the celebration of suffering as such calls not only for resisting pain with dignity in the
way of God but also for action to achieve an ideal world. On the emotional
and tearful preaching style of Gülen, Yavuz states:
His emotional preaching stirs up the inner feelings of Muslims
and imbues his messages with feelings of love and pain. He targets
people’s hearts more than their reason, and this appeal to feelings helps him to mobilize and transform Muslims. Gülen’s style
is effective and forms a powerful emotional bond between him
and his followers. He not only stirs up the emotions of the faithful
but also exhorts them to self-sacrifice and activism. Thus he arms
his followers with an emotional map of action to translate their
heart-guided conclusions into action.50

The celebration and politicization of tears in the political Islamic
imagination, embodied in the face of Crying Boy, serves to attract mazlum
subjects, not simply by appealing to their hearts and emotions, but also,
more powerfully, by articulating all forms of suffering with the pain felt in
118
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Figure 5.5. Cover of Sızıntı, April 2001.
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the way of God. As Açıkel argues, holy mazlumluk is an ideology that reorganizes relationships of collective subjects with reality. It leads the suffering
subject to collaborate with others whom he or she believes share the same
destiny against brutality and to identify with other examples of mazlumluk.
In such an ideological framework, the suffering of Muhammad and the first
Muslims in Mecca, the hardship experienced during the downfall of the
Ottoman Empire, and cultural alienation during the modernization period
can be associated with one another and articulated into the same political
discourse.51 Or, the childhood pains of the Prophet and the poverty of children whose fathers are unemployed can be projected onto the tearful face
of Crying Boy at one and the same time. All forms of suffering, regardless of
their reasons and contexts, can be translated into a discourse of suffering
in the way of God.
Islamic popular culture in Turkey often addresses and reworks socioeconomic problems, such as suffering from poverty, migration from a village to a large city, transformations in the family, and so on, by associating them with Islamic ideas of suffering. For example, pain aestheticized
through a discourse of mazlumluk is central to the themes of Islamic films
such as Bize Nasıl Kıydınız? (How Did You Harm Us?), by Emine Şenlikoğlu,
and Islamic-arabesque novels that have become widespread since the
1980s, such as Minyeli Abdullah (Abdullah from Minye) and Derdimi Seviyorum
(I Appreciate My Grief). Based on a romanticized vision of the past, these
texts attempt to bridge the problems of modernization and capitalism with
the aestheticized pains of the mazlum subject of Islam.52
Articulating various forms of suffering in and through a political
Islamic discourse is characteristic to most Turkish Islamic movements.
For example, according to Fulya Atacan’s study, Kaplan Grubu, a radical
Turkish Islamic organization that was established in Germany and predominantly targets Turkish emigrants in Western Europe, exemplifies the
ways in which diverse forms of suffering can be addressed and reworked by
political Islamic discourses. Atacan argues that the organization imposes a
sacred meaning on the difficulties of migration and displacement, of which
the most significant is social exclusion, by convincing its followers that
they were chosen as “Islam mücahidi” (fighter for Islam) in a non-Muslim
setting. Thus, not only is their pain converted into a positive goal; their
real social position, “the second-class Turkish worker,” is transformed into
a highly honorable social position.53
The success of employing politicized, Islamicized pain to attract
masses can be observed within the current politics in Turkey. It is widely
argued that Islam has been reconstructed by those who are at the mar120
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gins, who mostly inhabit rural towns or the peripheries of large cities and
seek an alternative to secular Westernization.54 For example, the dramatic
increase in votes for the Islamic Refah (Welfare) Party in the 1991 elections
is explained by the group’s success in appealing to the urban poor,55 who
have mostly migrated from rural areas and struggle to survive in a large city,
and to small business owners, who have recently migrated from rural towns
and attempt upward social mobility in the city.56 The Refah Party managed
to attract a large group of people who suffer from socio-economic problems
and cultural alienation and to unite them under a shared Islamic identity,
addressing misery, poverty, and pain. In its political campaign for the 1991
elections, the Refah Party employed the slogan “justice order” and used in
its posters the pained faces of suffering people: a man who is facing bankruptcy due to high interest rates, a suffering prostitute, a little girl crying
because her father has been fired from his job. Those images of suffering
point to a new strategy employed by the Refah Party to attract not only its
supporters, but also those suffering in the peripheries of large cities.57
It is important to note, however, that political Islam in Turkey can no
longer be described as a peripheral identity supported solely by people
at the margins. The Islamic way of life has witnessed the arrival of an
Islamic middle class and even of “Islamist Yuppies,”58 and the subsequent
emergence of Islamic public sites of consumption and leisure, such as
Islamic cafes, hotels, fashion shows, entertainment industries, and so
on.59 These new experiences seem to create a new Islamic understanding
of the worldly life that can no longer privilege the ideology of mazlumluk.60 Yet, far from vanishing, the ideology of mazlumluk continues to be
attractive to the urban poor and maintains its power in constituting one
of the core Islamic subjectivities in Turkey. For example, AKP (Justice and
Development Party), the current government party in Turkey, seems to
use a similar strategy of politicizing suffering, especially in its repeated
image of “taking the side of the wretched.” Indeed, its electoral success is
partially explained by its ability to attract different classes, from business
elites to the urban poor.61
The politicization of suffering in the Gülen movement is also apparent
in the direct link constructed between suffering and the well-being of the
nation. In his essay “Çile” (Suffering), Gülen suggests that nations and civilizations established by a suffering leader have a brilliant future, whereas
those established by one who has never cried or suffered are prone to
disappear. Indeed all “ideal periods” were raised by suffering people and
later destroyed by their successors, who did not know the value of crying.62 The ideal period to which Gülen refers is surely the lost imperial
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Ottoman past, guided by a liberal Islam.63 Indeed, Açıkel argues, the ideology of mazlumluk is historical in the sense that it is based on imagining a
glorious, triumphant, and happy past that has been lost due to injustice.
The Turkish-Islamic mazlum subjects see in the imperial past their tragic
loss, caused by some guilty others, by whom they were wronged and mistreated. Simultaneously, this subject imagines a “just” future, when the
power will be retrieved.64
Crying Boy complements this historical narrative of a glorious imperial past and its links to contemporary Turkey: the image refers to the
Islamic mazlum subject whose happy past was disrupted by cruelty, and
the imagery of childhood invokes a powerful nostalgia for a lost, peaceful
world. As Patricia Holland argues in her analysis of the imagery of childhood in contemporary visual cultures, “in the constant renewal of childhood, this lost harmonious past remains forever present and promises
a future in which innocence may be regained; in a world dominated by
commercial imagery, a child claims to be outside commerce; in a world of
rapid change, a child can be shown as unchanging; in a world of social and
political conflict, a child may be damaged but remains untainted.”65 In the
particular political Islamic imagination of the Gülen movement, the Crying
Boy represents not only the suffering of the innocent in a brutal world but
also the one who used to be happy in a lost past and who will achieve power
and well-being in an ideal future. In such a historical narrative and political
Islamic imagination, Crying Boy wins in the end.
In sum, Crying Boy is the embodiment of the historically constructed
suffering subject of Islam and Islamic political imagination in Turkey. As
the reason for his tears is explained in such a religious and political context, the image unfolds its identity in a particular political Islamic imagination in Turkey. Crying Boy is a political Islamic image, and can be appropriated in the Islamic ideology of mazlumluk. Hence, an Islamic visual culture cannot be said to draw necessarily on a distinct inventory of images.
As the Islamic life of Crying Boy in Turkey demonstrates, a visual image
that originated in a different context and space can be appropriated into
an Islamic imagination. Indeed, Crying Boy derives its power in political
Islam—though this may seem paradoxical—from the fact that it is not an
inherently Islamic image.
Images have the capacity to speak to viewers who are susceptible to
the issues that they raise and to “hail” them as the subjects they imagine.66 Crying Boy gazing at people from the cover of Sızıntı speaks to the
innocent-yet-suffering Muslim, who forms the core subject of political
Islam. An image with inherent Islamic associations, such as the artisti122
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cally calligraphed name of God or a replica of Ka’ba in Mecca, would not
have the same ability to articulate various forms of suffering within the
Islamic ideology of suffering in the manner of God. Crying Boy, as part of a
larger visual culture—that is, as an image that is not merely claimed by the
Islamic imagination—speaks to a broader society. It speaks not only those
to those who have Islamically oriented worldviews, but also to those who
feel pain and suffering for any reason whatsoever.
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