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Currently active parties are shown in bold.





Key moments in Turkey’s history

Turkey before 1980

1839 Announcement of the Tanzimat, the era of reorganization, i.e. military and legal reforms.

1875 Ottoman Empire defaults on its European creditors.

1876 First period of constitutional rule, soon aborted by Sultan Abdülhamit.

1878 The British Empire acquires Cyprus from the Ottomans.

1908 Constitutional revolution, Young Turks reinstate the constitution of 1876.

1912–13 and 1914 Balkan Wars end the presence of the Ottoman Empire in the Balkans (‘Turkey in Europe’); 400,000 Muslims flee to the capital.

1914 Start of First World War.

1915 Gallipoli campaign, British and Commonwealth forces lose against the Ottoman army.

1915–16 Armenian genocide executed by parts of the Ottoman army and bureaucracy, under the direction of the Committee of Union and Progress.

15 May 1919 Occupation of Smyrna by Greek troops. The event sparks national feelings among Muslims and Turks and triggers the ‘War of Independence’. Greek troops foray deep into Anatolian territory.

23 April 1920 The Turkish Grand National Assembly (Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi), the parliament of the nationalist movement, has its constitutive meeting in the future capital Ankara.

1 November 1922 Abolition of the Sultanate clears the way for the emerging Turkish Republic.

9 September 1922 Turkish troops march into Smyrna and terminate the Greek occupation. The great fire of Smyrna consumes the Greek, Armenian and central quarters of the city.

24 July 1923 The Treaty of Lausanne formalizes the conditions of Turkey’s statehood and of the population exchange between Greece and Turkey.

29 October 1923 Establishment of the Turkish Republic. Mustafa Kemal becomes first president.

3 March 1924 The Turkish Grand National Assembly decides the abolition of the Caliphate and thereby ends one of the most important institutions of Sunni Islam.

February 1925 A rebellion under Sheikh Sait Piran in Bingöl and Diyarbakır marks the first Kurdish uprising against the republican government.

1924–1930s Period of top-down bureaucratic reforms and legal changes (also called Kemalist reforms or revolutions).

1931 Turkey officially becomes a one-party state with the Republican People’s Party and Mustafa Kemal as ‘eternal leader’.

18 July 1932 The Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet) mandates the Arabic call to prayer (Ezan) to be delivered in the Turkish language.

October 1933 Mustafa Kemal delivers his ‘Speech’ (Nutuk), in which he gives a personal account of the history of the War of Independence.

25 December 1935 The ‘Tunceli Law’ prepares the legal framework for the destruction of Alevi tribesmen in the province of Dersim.

March 1937–December 1938 Ethnocide of Alevis in the eastern province of Dersim (later renamed Tunceli). The Turkish air force and Mustafa Kemal’s adopted daughter, the female pilot Sabiha Gökçen, bombard towns and villages, while soldiers attack the villagers. Tens of thousands of men, women and children are tortured and killed.

15 November 1937 Seyit Rıza, the leader of the Dersim tribes, is executed together with his son, despite his old age. During the course of the year, all leading Dersim tribesmen are executed.

10 November 1938 Mustafa Kemal dies. He is succeeded by Ismet Inönü as second president of the republic.

September 1939 Start of Second World War. Turkey remains neutral until the end of the war.

November 1942 Wealth tax levied on all non-Muslim citizens. Many Armenians, Greeks and Jews, who fail to pay exorbitant tax dues, are deported to eastern Anatolia.

February 1945 Turkey joins Allied forces in a symbolic gesture and declares war on Germany.

21 July 1946 First multiparty elections take place with allegations of vote-rigging and heavy manipulation. The Republican People’s Party remains in power.

12 March 1947 The USA declares the Truman Doctrine and supports Turkey and Greece as front-line states against Russia.

9 August 1949 Turkey becomes member of the Council of Europe.

14 May 1950 Election of the Democrat Party under Prime Minister Adnan Menderes brings to an end three decades of Kemalist rule.

16 June 1950 The Arabic call to prayer is reinstated by the Democrat government.

18 February 1952 Turkey enters NATO and officially becomes part of the ‘West’.

6/7 September 1955 September Pogroms (Septemvriana) against non-Muslims devastate large parts of Istanbul and trigger a wave of emigration by Istanbul Greeks.

31 July 1959 Turkey applies for membership of the European Economic Community. The EEC initiates an interim association agreement before full membership.

27 May 1960 The first military coup after the introduction of democratic elections in 1946 goes hand in hand with the drafting of a new constitution that strengthens military control over politics.

19 August 1960 Cyprus becomes an independent republic, after almost a century of British colonial rule. Turkey and Greece are among the guarantors of the new republic.

16 September 1961 Former prime minister Adnan Menderes is executed on behest of the putschist generals, after a show trial and a hate campaign in the state media and newspapers.

31 October 1961 Turkey and Germany sign immigration treaty, marking the start of mass immigration from Turkey to western European countries.

12 September 1963 Turkey and the European Economic Community sign the Ankara Agreement, which sets out a time frame for Turkey’s gradual integration into the EEC and the realization of a customs union. The goal of full membership is spelled out in the agreement.

1963 Conflicts between Greek Cypriot nationalists (EOKA) and Turkish nationalists lead to the establishment of Turkish safe zones and ethnic cantons. The capital (Levkosia or Nicosia) is divided into a Turkish part in the north and a Greek part in the south.

20 February 1965 Democracy is restored with the election of the Justice Party under Prime Minister Süleyman Demirel. The Labour Party of Turkey also enters parliament.

16 February 1969 Bloody Sunday; three student leaders killed in Istanbul’s Beyazıt Square.

12 March 1971 With a military memorandum, the acting generals force Prime Minister Demirel to form a new cabinet.

30 March 1972 Massacre of the student leaders of the People’s Liberation Army in Kızıldere.

6 May 1972 Deniz Gezmiş, leader of the socialist youth movement, is executed in Ankara, together with two of his companions.

14 October 1973 Elections produce unstable coalition governments, while political violence becomes normalized.

29 October 1973 The first Bosporus Bridge connecting Europe and Asia is inaugurated in Istanbul.

20 July 1974 Turkish forces invade Cyprus to protect the Turkish-Cypriot community. A second invasion results in the occupation of a third of the island by Turkish forces.

1 May 1977 Bloody May Day; thirty-four demonstrators are killed in Istanbul’s Taksim Square by covert security agents acting on behalf of the state.

19 December 1978 Maraş massacres against Alevis. More than one hundred people are confirmed dead officially, while eyewitnesses speak of up to five hundred deaths.

27 December 1979 Memorandum of general staff warning the government to re-establish order and security.

Turkey since 1980

24 January 1980 Important decisions on Turkey’s economic future, also called the ‘24 January Decisions’.

9 July 1980 The military descends on the eastern Black Sea town of Fatsa in a show of strength against the socialist mayor and his local experiment of a socialist democracy.

6 September 1980 Massive protests against the declaration of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital in the conservative city of Konya. Used by the generals as a pretext for the looming intervention.

12 September 1980 Military coup under the leadership of General Kenan Evren. Evren becomes president and signs a warrant for the torture of hundreds of thousands of citizens.

9 November 1982 Generals impose a new constitution that severely limits human rights after a tightly controlled referendum held under military law.

1980–83 Reign of the military. Hundreds of thousands are tortured and many executed extralegally as well as imprisoned. The terror of the armed forces and police is particularly grave in the Kurdish provinces.

6 November 1983 First post-coup elections lead to the victory of the Motherland Party, a choice not condoned by the generals. Turgut Özal becomes prime minister.

15 November 1983 Turkish Cypriot leaders declare the ‘Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus’ with the support of Ankara.

1984 The Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) starts a guerrilla war against the Turkish Republic with the aim of establishing an independent Kurdistan. The state responds with heavy military campaigns.

17 July 1986 The Turkish Human Rights Association is established.

28 January 1987 The Turkish Grand National Assembly ratifies the rights of individuals to apply to the European Court of Human Rights.

14 April 1987 Turkey applies for membership of the European Community.

17 May 1987 Women’s march in Kadıköy, Istanbul. First major public demonstration after the coup in western Turkey.

3 July 1988 Second Bosporus Bridge (named after Fatih Sultan Mehmet) is inaugurated by Prime Minister Turgut Özal.

October 1988 Turkey’s first shopping mall, called Galleria, opens in the Istanbul suburb of Ataköy.

May 1989 Bulgarian Turks are allowed to leave Bulgaria after a five-year campaign of enforced assimilation. Around 300,000 rush to the Turkish border. The Zhivkov government euphemistically calls this flight the ‘grand excursion’.

26 May 1989 First private Turkish TV channel, STAR 1, starts broadcasting from Germany despite a ban on private broadcasting in Turkey. Many other channels follow in the coming years.

9 November 1989 The fall of the wall in Berlin marks the end of communist rule in Europe. In Turkey, Turgut Özal is elected the first civilian president of the Turkish Republic. A period of proactive foreign policy begins.

20 December 1989 The European Commission postpones a decision on Turkey’s membership application on the grounds of the political situation but reinstates the goal of full membership.

2 August 1990 President Turgut Özal supports US war efforts in the First Gulf War with an eye on increasing Turkey’s role in the Middle East.

5 July 1991 The Kurdish activist and political leader Vedat Aydın is killed by counter-terrorism operatives in Diyarbakır. Dozens are killed during his funeral, when counter-terrorism forces open fire on the crowd.

25 June 1992 Establishment of the Black Sea Economic Corporation Council with its seat in Istanbul.

19 August 1992 A PKK unit attacks the Kurdish town of Şırnak. In response, army units raze the town.

24 January 1993 The investigative journalist Uğur Mumcu, who was researching allegations of the ‘deep state’ (see Preface), is assassinated.

17 February 1993 The commander of the Gendarmerie, General Eşref Bitlis, known for his efforts to find a solution to the Kurdish problem, is killed in a plane crash under suspicious circumstances.

17 April 1993 President Turgut Özal dies unexpectedly of heart failure, sparking rumours that he might have been poisoned. He is succeeded by Süleyman Demirel.

25 June 1993 Tansu Çiller becomes Turkey’s first female prime minister.

2 July 1993 The Sıvas Massacre results in the incineration of thirty-five mostly Alevi and leftist activists and intellectuals in the eastern Anatolian town of Sıvas after attacks by an angry Islamist mob.

27 March 1994 The Islamist Welfare Party wins the local elections in major cities like Istanbul and Ankara with around 20 per cent of the votes, after the two social democrat parties fail to act together.

3 November 1994 Tansu Çiller becomes the first Turkish prime minister to visit Israel. Start of a strategic military and security partnership between the two countries.

1995 The Kurdish provinces are effectively ruled by counter-terrorism officers and covert operatives. Thousands of activists are detained, tortured and killed.

12 March 1995 ‘Gazi events’; police attack and kill Alevi youth in Istanbul’s Gazi neighbourhood.

26 December 1995 Sixteen teenagers are apprehended and tortured in the Aegean town of Manisa.

December 1995/January 1996 A dispute over the uninhabited islet of Imia/Kardak in the Aegean brings Turkey and Greece close to war.

1 January 1996 Turkey enters customs union with the European Community.

June 1996 The Manisa trials begin and expose the torture of innocent university students by regular policemen.

5 November 1996 The Susurluk incident exposes links between police, mafia and crime networks.

30 January 1997 ‘Jerusalem night’ in the Ankara suburb of Sincan is seen as a provocation by the military.

1 February 1997 The citizens’ initiative ‘One minute of darkness for enduring light’ takes on the character of a mass protest with several million participants all over the country, in part as reaction to Susurluk.

28 February 1997 Bloodless military intervention against ‘Islamist’ reaction and the Islamist government of Necmettin Erbakan, also called the ‘Postmodern Coup’.

30 June 1997 Prime Minister Erbakan resigns after pressure from military and opposition.

12/13 December 1997 European Council in Luxembourg refuses to classify Turkey as candidate state.

16 January 1998 The Constitutional Court bans the Welfare Party of Necmettin Erbakan. The Virtue Party, established a year earlier, comes in its stead.

15 February 1999 The leader of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), Abdullah Öcalan, is captured in Kenya.

17 August 1999 During the Marmara earthquake east of Istanbul, at least 17,000 are killed. A large proportion of Turkey’s industrial heartland is destroyed.

10 December 1999 European Council meeting in Helsinki declares Turkey a candidate for EU accession on equal footing with other candidate countries.

16 May 2000 Ahmet Necdet Sezer, chair of the Constitutional Court, is elected president by the Turkish parliament.

November 2000 First signs of a financial crisis; the Turkish lira is devalued by a third.

February 2001 A stand-off between President Sezer and Prime Minister Ecevit sparks a severe economic crisis, which leads to the collapse of the banking sector and the destruction of a million jobs.

3 March 2001 Prime Minister Ecevit appoints former World Bank vice-president as minister of economy.

22 June 2001 Constitutional Court bans Virtue Party. Virtue is succeeded by the Felicity (Saadet Partisi). Reformist members establish the Justice and Development Party (AKP).

11 September 2001 The 9/11 attacks on New York’s World Trade Center.

1 January 2002 New Civil Code comes into force and introduces complete legal equality of men and women.

3 August 2002 The Turkish Grand National Assembly abolishes the death penalty in peacetime.

3 November 2002 Justice and Development Party (AKP) wins landslide victory.

11 November 2002 The United Nations announces a new plan for a comprehensive solution in Cyprus (also called the Annan Plan).

12 December 2002 European Council meeting in Copenhagen sets timetable for start of accession negotiations.

27 February 2003 February Uprising: close to 80,000 Turkish Cypriots march in Nicosia to demonstrate in favour of the Annan Plan, a united Republic of Cyprus made up of two constituent states, and against the Turkish Cypriot leader Rauf Denktash.

1 March 2003 Parliament refuses authorization for the use of Turkish territory and airspace by US troops for the invasion of Iraq.

9 March 2003 Recep Tayyip Erdoğan is elected in a by-election in Siirt province. Five days later he becomes prime minister.

23 April 2003 After massive protests in the north, the Turkish Cypriot leader Rauf Denktash opens the first border crossing between the Republic of Cyprus and the Turkish north.

15 and 20 November 2003 Istanbul attacks on British interests, banks and synagogues in Istanbul by a group with al-Qaeda contacts; fifty-seven residents including the British consul general, Roger Short, are killed.

24 April 2004 Referendum on the unification of Cyprus. Turkish Cypriots vote for, Greek Cypriots against, reunification.

1 May 2004 Cyprus joins the European Union with eight eastern European countries and Malta.

December 2004 European Council agrees to open EU accession negotiations with Turkey in 2005.

1 January 2005 New Turkish lira is introduced with six zeros stripped from denominations.

3 October 2005 Turkey and the European Union begin membership negotiations. The first six chapters of the Aquis are opened.

9 November 2005 The Şemdinli affair; gendarmerie officers are caught in the act of committing a terrorist attack.

10 November 2005 In the case of Leyla Şahin v. Turkey, European Court of Human Rights decides that Turkey can exclude women with headscarves from university education.

5 February 2006 A sixteen-year-old high-school student kills the Italian Catholic Father Santoro of Trabzon.

17 May 2006 Alpaslan Aslan, member of an extreme nationalist-Islamist group, murders the prominent judge Mustafa Yücel Özbilgin, allegedly for his anti-headscarf rulings.

3 July 2006 Turkish parliament passes Anti-Terror Law that leads to the detention of hundreds of ‘stone-throwing’ Kurdish children.

11 December 2006 Foreign minister of the European Union freezes eight acquis chapters over Turkey’s refusal to open its ports and airports to Cypriot vessels.

20 January 2007 Armenian-Turkish journalist and public intellectual Hrant Dink is assassinated by Ogün Samast in front of the offices of the Armenian Agos newspaper.

23 January 2007 100,000 mourners attend Hrant Dink’s funeral, which turns into a statement of civil disobedience against the manipulations and murders of the deep state.

April 2007 Republican marches against the presidential candidacies of Erdoğan and Gül.

18 April 2007 Three Christian missionaries are tortured and murdered in the south-eastern city of Malatya.

24 April 2007 E-memorandum; the website of the Chief of the General Staff declares that the election of a non-secular president would be considered a reason to start a military intervention.

22 July 2007 AKP wins early parliamentary elections.

28 August 2007 Turkish parliament elects Abdullah Gül as president.

30 July 2008 Constitutional Court narrowly decides not to close down the AKP, Turkey’s governing party.

October 2008 The effects of the global financial crisis reach Turkey. Over the course of the next twelve months, the economy contracts by a massive 12 per cent.

20 October 2008 First Ergenekon trial of retired generals, journalists and university rectors begins in the Silivri courthouse.

May 2009 The AKP government initiates a ‘Kurdish Opening’, whose content remains very vague. Opposition parties – Republican People’s Party and National Action Party – accuse the AKP of splitting the country.

9 July 2009 Legal changes allow for serving officers to be tried in civilian courts in cases of organized crime and military interventions.

10 October 2009 Turkey and Armenia sign protocols on improving relations. Both parliaments, however, refuse to ratify the protocols.

January 2010 Investigations into and court case against the ‘Sledgehammer’, ‘Blonde Girl’ and ‘Moonlight’ conspiracies to overthrow the elected AKP government. Retired and serving officers are heard in a civilian court.

April 2010 Start of the constitutional reform debate in the Turkish Grand National Assembly.

31 May 2010 The ferry Mavi Marmara, laden with food and technical supplies for the Gaza Strip, is raided by Israeli Defence Forces. Israeli commandos kill nine activists of the ‘Humanitarian Help Foundation’ (IHH). Political relations between Turkey and Israel are severely disrupted.

June 2010 Turkey’s economic growth accelerates to almost 12 per cent.

12 September 2010 The government’s proposal for constitutional reform is accepted with a vote of 58 per cent in a nationwide referendum, after a divisive campaign. The changes open the way for the trial of the generals and torturers of the 1980 coup. Hundreds of court cases are opened.

15 September 2010 The European Court of Human Rights convicts Turkey for the murder of Hrant Dink and for failing to grant a fair trial. The government does not appeal against the decision.

19 September 2010 An Armenian apostolic mass is held on the Ahtamar island of Van in the reconstructed Surp Khach (Holy Cross) Church. The first such service since 1915, the event is visited by thousands, but also boycotted by some Armenian diaspora organizations, which believe this to be a publicity stunt on the part of the Turkish government.

October 2010 Cross-party talks on a new constitution begin.





Note on orthography and pronunciation

This book uses the modern Turkish orthography based on Latin letters.

The following letters differ from the English alphabet and are pronounced as shown below:



	Ç, ç
	 
	‘ch’ as in ‘China’



	ğ
	 
	when at the end of a word, or before a consonant, lengthens the preceding vowel; when between two vowels, not pronounced



	I, ı
	 
	the sound represented by ‘a’ in ‘among’



	Ö, ö
	 
	Umlauted ‘ö’ as in German ‘Köln’



	Ş, ş
	 
	‘sh’ as in ‘ship’



	Ü, ü
	 
	Umlauted ‘ü’ as in German ‘München’








Explanatory note

As I was writing Turkey since 1989: Angry Nation, Turkey was going through an unprecedented flurry of revelations about the workings of the ‘guardian state’, the network of ‘deep state’ actors, including the military and the judiciary, which has effectively run the country through much of the twentieth century. Some of the disclosed information – about the role of the police and the military in creating havoc, assassinating public personages and engaging in torture and murder – was spine-chilling. After years of failing to make sense of the unexpected twists and turns in Turkey’s history, of the many instances of abrupt outbursts of mass violence and eruption of hatred between communities that had lived peacefully side by side for centuries, a new and clearer image of Turkey’s recent history emerged.

However, some of the allegations, which were disclosed by leaks from investigations and court cases, have been shown to be based only on limited evidence. Prosecutors involved in the investigation of conspiracies and military plots have often worked with the same biased methodologies with which their counterparts in the high judiciary, one of the key actors of the guardian state, have whitewashed arbitrary state action throughout the decades. Nor has the AKP government been able to withstand the lure of power: it has not been acting as disinterested arbiter waiting for the final defeat of the ‘guardian state’, but has used these investigations to settle scores with its political enemies. All these interferences have hence complicated the already complex process of understanding the morass that is Turkey’s recent history. The empirical material on which this book rests is hence provisional, but as accurate as it can be in a time of great ruptures and ongoing revelations about a parallel authoritarian regime based on ‘state reason’ rather than legitimate political process.

A second note is appropriate with regard to terminology. As in some of its neighbouring countries – think of Greece’s staunch opposition to the very name of the Republic of Macedonia – many words in Turkey are contested. Even ostensibly innocent historical terms can take on high political meanings and occasionally lead to judicial inquiries and even convictions. The use of words like ‘Kurdistan’ and ‘Armenia’, when applied to the region of south-east Turkey, caused serious vexations in the recent past, and might do so today, even for academics. The Turkish sociologist Ismail Beşikçi, for instance, was incarcerated for a total of seventeen years on trumped-up charges for his pioneering work on Kurdish identity. And another sociologist and feminist, Pınar Selek, has been repeatedly subjected to court cases, prolonged detention and ill treatment for her remarkable studies on Turkish masculinities, transsexuals and Kurds. At times, even book titles containing regional assignations like ‘Cilicia’ were confiscated. Like everything else in the social world, however, all these terms are conventions that have taken on different meanings over time. Ottoman emperors, in line with the worldview of traditional universalist empires, were happy to have fuzzy borders, locally diverse administrative arrangements and multilingual place names. In the mid-nineteenth century, there was an Ottoman province of Kurdistan and the official name of the eastern Black Sea province of Rize until 1921 was Lazistan (Land of the Laz, a community related to the Georgians). In the mid-1930s, however, the usage of both names was forbidden by what was now the Turkish Republic, and a ban imposed on the importation of maps containing these terms. Even the word ‘Turkey’ had not been used within the Ottoman Empire before the twentieth century, and ‘Turks’ were considered, at least by the residents of the imperial capital Istanbul (or Constantinopolis!), to be the uncouth peasants of Anatolia, deprived of the trappings of Ottoman civilization.

When I use the term ‘Turk’, its meaning depends on the context. It can comprise all residents of Turkey regardless of their ethno-religious and linguistic community. This was the spirit which some tried to instil, if unsuccessfully, into the definition of citizenship in the Turkish Republic. Especially when I write about bilateral relations with other states, I use ‘Turkish’ as representing the government of the Republic of Turkey. When I contrast the term with ‘Kurds’, I mean the Turkish-speaking communities of Turkey, who self-identify as Turks.

The term ‘Kurdistan’ made a forceful comeback in the 1980s, with the emergence of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), which initially aspired to establish an independent state with the same name. In this book, Kurdistan is taken to comprise the geographical region of south-east Turkey which has a majority Kurdish population and has been, in the past and again since the 1980s, referred to as ‘Kurdistan’. This region is largely congruent with another historical region, that of Armenia. The fact that these two historical regions overlap underlines the contested nature of both, as well as the futility of ethnogenetic claims on territory.

Another historical term has been a bone of contention for many and could lead to charges of ‘denigration of Turkishness’ according to the now reformulated Article 301 of the Turkish Penal Code: the term ‘Armenian genocide’, which I also use in this book. The term ‘genocide’ has many facets, above all legal, political and ethical. Debates on whether the destruction of Ottoman Armenians by the secretive Committee of Union and Progress and members of the state apparatus constituted genocide are often shaped by political rather than historical considerations. Whether one uses the term or not is supposed to signify on ‘whose side’ one stands. These debates, however, often only obfuscate the facts: anywhere up to a million (and probably more) men, women and children, most of them non-combatants, were forced from their ancestral homelands and most of them were killed under heart-rending circumstances, while many were forcibly or voluntarily converted to Islam. There is a wide range of terms which one can use to describe these events – crimes against humanity, the ‘Great Catastrophe’ or ‘Metz Yeghern’, eviction and destruction, and also genocide – and I use all of them interchangeably, without prioritizing one over the other, or implying legal consequences. I do, however, not use terms like ‘relocation’, ‘resettlement’ or ‘evacuation’, which are inaccurate and used by the deniers of the great calamity that was brought upon the Armenians of Asia Minor in 1915.





Preface

This book is about Turkey and its turbulent recent history. It deals with political institutions and ideologies, with parties and political leaders, with civil society organizations and with individuals who have tried to negotiate a startlingly complex country. It seeks to elucidate the role of the state in the country’s political history and the decisive impact of the non-elected ‘guardians of the republic’ – the military high command, the high judiciary and bureaucracy – that have been shaping Turkey’s politics at least since the 1950s. Also referred to as the ‘deep state’, these actors and their ‘behind-the-scenes’ politics are defining characteristics of politics in Turkey. So are the chilling absence of humaneness and judiciousness in many court decisions and the high levels of political violence which have permeated much of the twentieth century and the decades under scrutiny in this book. Turkey since 1989: Angry Nation also looks into the spells of political reform and societal change and seeks to understand the ambiguous role of the European Union in the processes that have shaped Turkey in the last three decades.

The book is also about the many ruptures and interventions in the country’s recent history, which have shaped the biographies of literally every citizen of Turkey. Members of my family and I have observed and experienced many of them personally. Take my parents. They were politically active as students in the 1950s, with my father leaning towards the Turkish Communist Party. After the coup of 1960, they quickly realized that incriminating literature with socialist themes, some of it published in communist Bulgaria, could put their lives at risk. Living in a modern flat in Istanbul’s central Aksaray district, they burned the books in the bathtub, in a small and badly ventilated bathroom. Or my grandmother, Semiha Hanım. After the military intervention in 1971, my aunt was on the run as a socialist activist. Many of her books – Marx’s Capital, Politzer’s Elementary Principles of Philosophy, forbidden copies of the prose of communist poet Nazım Hikmet, the standard armament of a Turkish socialist at the time – were stored in a slowly crumbling mansion in Istanbul’s Asian suburb, where the family used to gather for the summer months. One day in the summer of 1971, a military commander demanded to search the premises with his unit. Semiha Hanım was well aware that the books would cause great grief to the family if discovered. Herself the daughter of a general, and gifted with theatrical talent, she pulled off what was probably the performance of her lifetime: frequently invoking her deceased father and her status as ‘daughter of a soldier’, she invited the commander in to do whatever was necessary to serve the nation, even if this entailed the whole house being stormed or torn to pieces. Stunned by such militant fervour, the commander politely requested permission to leave after a superficial search. Nevertheless, my grandmother had the books carried into the basement and immured. My aunt was eventually caught, imprisoned and, like so many other politically active youths of the time, tortured.

I grew up with the letters my aunt sent us from prison. They were adorned with colourful drawings of vast landscapes, open skies, blue seas, kites and birds. But it was in high school during the years after the military coup of 1980 that I discovered the prison atmosphere myself. For a student in Turkey in the mid-1980s, only what was not explicitly forbidden was allowed, and this was not a lot. There were no Kurds, no Armenians, no Greeks and no Alevis in this grim post-coup world, or so I thought. My school was an elite institution, the German School of Istanbul (Deutsche Schule Istanbul), and there we were all Turkish, mostly Sunni Muslims, secular in our outlook and ready to defend any criticism levelled against the country by outsiders. Ironically, I did have quite a number of fellow pupils of Jewish and Armenian background at this school, but I did not think much about it. Freethinking was not encouraged anyway, and as is possible only in authoritarian regimes, I believed that Turkey was a tolerant place, where everybody lived together in peace, even though I knew that in fact people were being tortured in every bit of the country and being a non-Muslim was almost as bad as being a ‘terrorist’. Our school week began and ended with the obligatory flag ceremony and the chanting of the national hymn, and we were subjected to weekly lectures on ‘National Security’, in which we had to learn by heart the different ranks of the army and the external and internal enemies of Turkey, who were many. The lecture was delivered by a retired general, and strangely, I remember him as one of the more humane teachers we had.

All theatre plays performed in schools, all books read in literature classes, had to be approved by educational commissions, which ensured that no subversive idea and no incitement to insubordination would enter the classrooms. There was little space for socialization outside the family circle, with restaurants and nightclubs reserved for the very rich, the very intellectual or the underworld. Unfortunately, one could say, I came of age at a sorry time for Turkey. But then, and as you will see in this book, Turkey’s recent history has been dominated by such sorry times and the anger it has created among its people. Importantly, however, these dark patches alternated with hopeful phases of political stabilization and rapid economic development, with short bursts of artistic and intellectual genius and significant leaps forward in terms of personal and group rights. These ‘light spells’ were underpinned by longer-term processes of societal change – unexpected when looking only at the erratic nature of the political sphere – that triggered the emergence of a large middle class and significantly increased wealth and educational levels in society as a whole in the three decades since 1980.

This book is hence about the transformation from an inward-looking, conflict-ridden country in the 1980s to the vibrant economy and differentiated yet still-contested society of the twenty-first century. Turkey today is a country that holds great promise: the expanding economy, Turkey’s growing regional and international weight as a political actor, and the globalization of Istanbul, which has become a major cultural and economic centre of the Balkans, the Caucasus, the Middle East and beyond, are powerful indicators. Yet conflict remains the defining experience of contemporary Turkey – conflicts over history, identity, over poverty and gender discrimination, and over Europe and the country’s position in the world. The roots of these conflicts, as well as their impact on Turkey’s people, are the story I have tried to capture in Turkey since 1989: Angry Nation.

Kerem Öktem

Oxford, December 2010
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Introduction

Imagine a country that is known more for the metaphors with which it is described than for its rather complex politics, society and history – a country that is unfailingly described as a ‘Bridge between East and West’, a passageway which links Europe and Asia, combines tradition and modernity, and raises hopes for the coexistence of Islam and democracy. This country is, of course, Turkey, the modern state on the Asia Minor landmass, which stretches out into the Aegean Sea and also includes a small part of Europe in its Thracian west. This is a country that has a mostly Muslim population, shares borders with some of the most feared dictatorships of the Middle East as well as with the European Union, and an economy with one of the fastest growth rates in the world. Few places are so often alluded to in world historical debates on the ‘clash of civilizations’ or the ‘future of Europe’, and few countries are so frequently misread and misunderstood. The metaphors of bridges and passages are often but euphemisms that seem to obfuscate conflicts between the binaries that the metaphors celebrate: conflicts between East and West, between Europe and Asia, between Islam and secularism. And yet again, these simple binaries are inappropriate if we want to understand the startlingly complex, but also intriguingly dynamic, country which Turkey is today, and the historical processes that have brought it about. This book proposes a framework that seeks to make sense of the complexities and counter-intuitive conflicts in Turkey’s recent past and its political life today.

Unlike the other books in the ‘Global History of the Present’ series, Turkey since 1989: Angry Nation begins in 1980 rather than 1989, and it has an introductory chapter on the country’s emergence as a modern nation-state since the nineteenth century. The main story of this book has hence two starting points: the year 1980 constitutes the key traumatic rupture, while 1989 marks a new context for Turkey’s future engagement with the world. Many of the momentous changes that are often ascribed to the 1989 revolutions in eastern Europe – the abrupt end of authoritarian regimes and socialism, the ostensible victory of liberal democracy and free enterprise – in short Fukuyama’s premature fantasy of the ‘end of history’ – were anticipated in Turkey in the 1980s.

The military intervention of 12 September 1980 was ruthlessly brutal: it led to the imprisonment and torture by the armed forces and police of more than half a million citizens, the proscription of trade unions and the next-to-complete elimination of the country’s associational life. This massively destructive act, however, also created a tabula rasa for the swift transition from an inward-looking corporatist economy based on import substitution to a firmly globalized and export-oriented economy, whose self-confident capitalists would eventually defy gagging attempts by the state. The September Coup, together with a programme of neoliberal restructuring announced on 24 January 1980, hence constitutes the zero hour in Turkey’s recent history. It has unleashed the forces of market liberalization, anticipating comparable transformative processes in eastern Europe. Despite the bloody nature of its birth, the September Coup also opened the gateways for the generation of new social classes, rising levels of wealth, a more liberal political culture and the emergence of new social and identity-based politics.

The second key moment was 1989, when a significant historical turning point in Turkey coincided with the ruptures in eastern Europe: on the day the Berlin Wall fell, on 9 November 1989, the Grand National Assembly, Turkey’s parliament, elected Turgut Özal as president of the republic. Taking over office from the commander of the 1980 coup d’état, General Kenan Evren, Özal became the symbol of the return of civilian government and the military’s reluctant and incomplete retreat to the barracks. He also stood for the emergence of a new entrepreneurial class that was brash and profit-oriented and laid the foundations for a new market-oriented spirit. It fuelled the expansion of the economy and the commodification of everyday life well beyond the established industrial centres in western Turkey. On the home front, competing camps of secularists and Islamists replaced the preceding divide between socialists and conservatives, while the war between the security services and the Kurdish guerrillas escalated.

The year 1989 created a myriad of new opportunities in Turkey’s immediate neighbourhood, which Özal artfully seized upon: the collapse of the Soviet Union opened the route to the ‘Turkic’ republics of Central Asia, the end of communism in the Balkans cleared the roads to Turkey’s immediate neighbourhood, and US interventionism in Iraq promised to pave the way for a more prominent regional role. It was in the same context that Özal applied for full membership of the European Community, as the European Union was called back then, but was eventually forestalled. Most of the major domestic and international issues which determined Turkey’s politics in the last three decades can hence be traced back to Özal’s brief role as prime minister and president, and most of the achievements and failures of the country’s political and economic trajectory can be measured against the backdrop of this period.

Another aspect of the eastern European transformations of 1989 was the onerous process of facing up to the multiple societal traumas of cynical dictatorships and to histories falsified by nationalist and communist regimes. The seeds of a reckoning with its authoritarian past were sown in Turkey in these years, but they only began to bloom in the 2000s, when critical intellectuals and activists began to reject the ethno-racist ideology of Turkey’s founding fathers and challenged the official historiography. From the forced ‘population exchange’ with Greece in the 1920s and the genocide of Ottoman Armenians in 1915, to the policies of denial and assimilation towards Kurds and Alevis, the debate on what constitutes Turkey and what a Turk has transcended the narrow confines of what used to be a tightly ethno-religiously defined and ostensibly homogeneous polity.

There was a third key moment, in which world historical ruptures and domestic shifts coincided, if with a time lag. The September 11th attacks in New York significantly reshaped the context for Turkey’s interaction with the world: George Bush’s ‘global war on terror’, the assault on Iraq on Turkey’s doorstep, the ensuing discursive polarization between ‘Islam’ and the ‘West’ and an increasingly security-based policy outlook in most European Union governments contributed to a growing sense of European essentialism and EU fundamentalism. The reformist zeal and pro-European excitement that unfolded in Turkey in the early 2000s was soon countered by a growing anti-Muslim and anti-Turkish sentiment in Europe. Wary of further enlargement, fearful of more immigration, unsympathetic to cultural differences and increasingly less convinced by the virtues of democracy and human rights, European publics shifted to the right, while the prospect of Turkey’s EU membership turned into a memento of Europe’s immanent ‘Islamic conquest’. The erratic process of Turkey’s relations with the European Union in the 2000s hence had an ambiguous effect, which may have prepared what many see as Turkey’s ‘shift of axis’ to the East. In fact, this was not much more than a course correction that responded to the European Union’s increasing internal conflicts and to the inability to engage meaningfully with the shift of global economic and political power to centres outside the Euro-Atlantic world.

If we take 1980, 1989 and 11 September 2001 as the key historic moments when world historical events interacted with domestic processes, and the year 2010 as the temporary end point of this history of the present, we see two ostensibly contradictory phenomena: rapid change and development in economy and society as opposed to stagnation and violent conflict in politics. From globalization and Europeanization to rapid economic development, migration and urbanization, even individualization, Turkey has changed radically and at breakneck speed. Within three decades, the peoples living within the borders of the Turkish Republic have experienced their country’s transition from an inward-looking agrarian economy dominated by a parochial and often neurotic worldview to a major regional power and, in 2010, the sixteenth-largest economy in the world. In the same period, Turkey has shifted from being a travel destination for backpackers and culturally interested individuals into the world’s eighth-largest tourism market.

This story of relative economic and international success, however, has been overshadowed by institutional weakness, recurring political crises, religious conflict, ethno-national strife, mass violence and political manipulation. From the 1978 film Midnight Express, which illustrated in rather unsympathetic terms the conditions and experiences of torture in a Turkish jail, to the reports of international human rights organizations, Turkey has been depicted as a country of police brutality and arbitrary rule, and rightly so. Many of the images that accompanied news coverage of Turkey since the 1980s contained angry faces: members of Turkey’s most significant religious minority, the Alevis, remembering community members killed in large-scale massacres, followers of the extreme right protesting against the critical reappraisal of Turkey’s past, secularists screaming against the ruling Justice and Development (AKP) party, soldiers attacking the positions of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), and Kurds demonstrating against state repression. Violence also spilled over into the daily lives of anxious ordinary citizens in the form of intra-family violence, mounting criminality and hate crimes against members of sexual and ethnic minorities. This mounting violence was further aggravated by the country’s abysmal ‘gender gap’, according to which Turkey is ranked 121 among 128 countries with regard to the economic participation, the educational achievements and political empowerment of women.

Much of the violence may be a function of the rising insecurity in the wake of a fast-changing society. But there are more immediate reasons. Tens of thousands of tortured men and women were eventually released into freedom and had to make do in a society that had become foreign to them after a decade or two in prison. Many soldiers who returned from the Kurdish war in the 1990s with deep scars in their psyches in turn began to traumatize their social environments. More than a dozen transsexual sex workers have been killed in Istanbul alone every year for many years now, indicating a new level of brutalization of the everyday world. And the anger has not been confined to Turkish territory: especially during the 1990s, when the military campaign against the guerrilla war of the PKK was at its height, supporters of the party blocked motorways in Germany and attacked Turkish embassies all over Europe. When the PKK’s now imprisoned leader Abdullah Öcalan was captured in a Greek embassy in Kenya in 1999, outraged Kurdish nationalists attacked Greek missions from Moscow to Berlin.

Yet, as Slavoj Žižek reminds us in his reflections on violence published in 2008, violence is never only limited to the subjective violence performed by a clearly identifiable agent, who is visible to the outside observer. It is shaped by the ‘symbolic violence’ of language and ideology and by the ‘systemic violence’ of economic and political systems. In this book, I seek to explain why Turkey in the 2000s became such an ‘angry nation’ and explore, as far as possible in the confines of a concise account, the symbolic and systemic spheres where this anger has been created. In addition to a consideration of the violent politics of today, this necessitates reaching farther back into the history than 1980 and 1989. On the political level, much of the anger can be traced back to the underpinnings of Turkey’s dominant ideology of nationalist modernization, in its early form of ‘Unionism’ (Ittihatçılık), and, after the foundation of the Turkish Republic in 1923, Kemalism (after the state founder, Mustafa Kemal). Based on an unlikely amalgam of ruthlessly modernizing policies, the authoritarian state forms of 1920s and 1930s Europe, the ethno-national ideology of Turkism and a restrictive form of state Islam, Kemalism has had a lasting effect on the country’s institutions and mindsets. It was in three fields especially that the founding ideology of the republic paved the way for the tensions in today’s Turkey: the definition of citizenship, the relationship between religion and society (laicism or laiklik) and, finally, the incomplete separation of powers between elected governments and non-elected actors like the military, the bureaucracy and the judiciary.

The Kemalist modernization project paid lip-service to civic notions of Turkish identity, yet in practice, and much as in the neighbouring Balkans and Greece, created groups of ‘others’, who were denied full citizenship rights. Kurds, Alevis and non-Muslim minorities were the most marginalized, if in different ways. Kurds and Alevis could be assimilated into the body politic when they denied their ethnic and religious origins, while non-Muslims were generally seen as a potential security risk and deemed unfit for full citizenship. All of them, however, had to suffer degrees of social exclusion and state repression. Even though they are minorities, taken together Kurds and Alevis probably make up more than a third of Turkey’s population today, which is a substantial group in a country with more than seventy million inhabitants. Yet even conservative Muslims, who rejected the state-sanctioned Kemalist version of Islam and chose different readings of their religion, were pushed to the margins of the political system, and sometimes also to the margins of society. From the 1950s to the 1980s and until the end of the Cold War, communists and socialists, despite their growing significance in the political and cultural life of the country, were prosecuted and had their rights curtailed too. In this exclusionary mindset, ‘full citizenship’ was extended only to those Turkish Sunni Muslims of the Hanefi sect who subscribed to the secularist policies of the Kemalist regime, while members of all other groups experienced exclusion on different levels in public life. The political scientist and public intellectual Baskın Oran captured this idealized notion of a Turkish citizen with the derisory acronym LAHASÜMÜT (Laik, Hanefi, Sünni, Müslüman, Türk), the Turkish equivalent of the US WASP (White Anglo-Saxon Protestant).

Laiklik, the Turkish derivative of the French term laicité, was regarded as one of the founding principles of the republic and is still often presented as the separation of the public and religious spheres, which at least in France it was. However, in Turkey, laiklik came to mean the control and imposition of a certain reading of Islam, the Kemalist one, by the state, financed by public monies. This led to irresolvable contradictions whereby state-employed imams of the Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet) would endorse the wearing of the headscarf in their sermons, while state universities barred scarf-wearing students from entering university campuses, as happened after the 1997 military intervention. Likewise, state monopolies produced and promoted the consumption of raki and wine, while imams warned their flock never to give in to the temptations of alcohol. This was a schizophrenic world only possible in authoritarian regimes.

The political system, which emerged from this contradictory trajectory of modernization, especially since its shift to competitive politics in the late 1940s, has been another source of constant tension: a dual structure emerged, with a ‘guardian state’ of an all-powerful coalition of the judiciary, the bureaucracy and the military on the one side, and elected, yet often insecure, governments on the other. The guardian state was a reincarnation of the Kemalist one-party state and a result of the country’s incomplete transformation to democracy. In 1946, the Republican People’s Party did introduce elections, but never fully renounced its role as the party of the state and of Mustafa Kemal’s reforms. It remained part of a coalition of the military high command, the high judiciary and bureaucracy, whose leaders continued to consider themselves the rightful owners of the state, which they felt obliged to defend against whoever they believed were internal and external challengers to its hegemony.

The workings of the guardian state

Let us discuss in more detail the workings of this body, which we will frequently come across throughout the book, with different names and in different disguises: the guardian state is an amorphous power structure within the state hierarchy, which is upheld by interpersonal contacts at the highest levels. It extends into all walks of life and can easily be prompted into action if state preservation so requires. The guardian state uses the methods and acts in accordance with the state preservation of the one-party era from which it emerged. Its worldview is also shaped by the clandestine nationalist movements of the nineteenth century, which have paved the way for the key ideological and political movement of Turkey’s twentieth century, Turkish nationalist modernization, and by the necessity to cover up the dark moments in the emergence of the republic, such as the Armenian genocide or the extermination of Dersim Alevis in the 1930s.

The core method of guardian state governance is prescribed by the notions of divide and rule – a nod to the Ottoman imperial tradition of governance – and by manipulation and deceit. The distinguishing feature of the guardian state is the importance attached to state preservation as opposed to legitimate political processes. Governance is achieved by creating enmity and conflict between different groups, by exploiting religious or linguistic difference, as in the case of Alevis and Kurds, and by nudging political groups into radicalization. All these conflicts then eventually escalate – sometimes beyond the expectations of the guardians – and become justifications for overt military intervention. This was the case in the coups of 1960, 1971, 1980 and 1997, and in the modified form of ‘electronic memoranda’ by the Chief of the General Staff in the 2000s. In all these interventions, as well as in the civilian periods between them, the guardians act with a rationality of purpose to sustain power. From manipulation of the public sphere to the deceit of individuals, from incitement of mass violence to widespread torture by proxies and security services, all possible methods are permitted as long as they are justified by the ends of ‘saving the state’, which is often just a euphemism for the perpetuation of power.

There are different names for this coalition of guardians, ranging from ‘deep state’, ‘security state’ and the ‘guardians of the republic’ to the notion of the ‘praetorian state’. They have clandestine and overt agencies, which carry out the dirty business of political manipulation: in the course of the twentieth century, the Special Organization (Teşkilat-ı mahsusa) of the Committee of Union and Progress, the Special War Office (Özel Harp Dairesi), the Village Guards (Köy Korucuları) and the Gendarmerie Counter-Terrorism Unit JITEM (Jandarma Istıhbarat ve Terörle Mücadele Grup Komutanlığı) have all committed crimes and killed thousands in the name of defending the state against its perceived enemies. For much of the time covered in this book, the ‘guardians’ were able to keep key social groups – parts of the intelligentsia, the middle classes and the Istanbul-based industrial bourgeoisie – within a republican hegemonic bloc, which was, however, challenged repeatedly during phases of strong civilian politics.

On the other side, and ever since the transition to democracy in the late 1940s, there are governments formed after competitive and almost always fair elections. They coexist, uneasily, with the guardian state. At key historical moments these governments not only represent a large segment of popular will, but they also integrate emerging social groups and their demands into the political system. This was the case with the election of the Democrat Party and Menderes in 1950, the brief left-wing interlude of the Republican People’s Party under Ecevit in the 1970s, Turgut Özal’s election to prime minister in 1983 and the election victory of the Justice and Development Party in 2002.

At their best, these governments are powerful enough to challenge the guardians and to keep the military, the judiciary and the bureaucracy at bay. Sometimes, they also succeed in manning state institutions with their own cadres. These moments also tend to coincide with major periods of economic growth and with a proactive regional and international policy, as was the case with Menderes and Özal and is still the case with Prime Minister Erdoğan. Eventually, however, these governments lose their electoral support. This may happen owing to an increasingly authoritarian turn in the style of government, which closely resembles that of the guardian state, to economic crises, to the creeping return of guardian meddling, or to a combination of all three of these factors. When political parties fail to garner the support of significant parts of the electorate and fall short of representing popular will, weak coalition governments emerge, which are easily pushed into giving in to the demands of the guardian state and helping rebuild its hegemonic position. The coalition governments of the 1960s and 1970s, as well as the 1990s, are a case in point.

The distinction between the guardian state and the actual government is never as clear cut as some recent critics would suggest. First of all, there are ample connections between the two spheres, and in times of relative stability, the guardian state may retreat and the military and judiciary may act according to their constitutional obligations. It is in times of crises, and particularly during military interventions, that the duality of the system becomes most apparent, if only for a short period of time. These are the moments when the military singles out groups and individuals, who are tortured, tried and convicted by the police and the courts, while the torturers and putschists are shielded from prosecution. Criminals walk free while the courts often target innocents and almost never mete out justice to victims. Second, elected governments may eventually emulate the guardian state in both method and discourse, thereby blurring the differences between the two, as was the case in Tansu Çiller’s term as prime minister in the late 1990s with its extremely violent anti-Kurdish policy. Finally, individuals and groups may end up being enlisted by the guardians or their middlemen without even realizing their role in the larger scheme of things. The exploitation of left-wing students in the 1940s to the 1960s against the right, the instrumentalization of the extreme right and the guardian cajoling of the Islamists to move against the socialist movements in the 1960s and 1970s, as well as the enrolment of Alevis, secularists and social democrats in the fight against the Justice and Development Party in the 2000s, are examples of this guardian state practice of governance.

To call the guardian state to account for most of the episodes of violence and destruction in Turkey’s contemporary history does not entail absolving from responsibility the elected political leaders, who have often found ways of accommodation within the dual power structure. It is, however, necessary for analytical reasons to focus on the guardian state, as only an understanding of its manipulative capacity begins to explain the counter-intuitive twists and turns in Turkey’s history which have consistently forced neighbours and friends to become enemies, often to the surprise of the very same people, especially in retrospect. It is this counter-intuitive element in Turkey’s politics which lies at the root of its angry and torn politics, but which has nevertheless failed to stop Turkish society advancing economically and culturally.

Life-world transformations

An Istanbulite, let’s say a socialist activist, who fled the country after the military coup of 1980 – as many tens of thousands did – would probably not recognize her former city if she returned today. Gone is the grey and dusty melancholy of a self-interested bourgeoisie, which Orhan Pamuk described so succinctly in his biographic essay Istanbul: memories of a city (2005). Gone also is the sense of isolation from the world and from the imperial Ottoman past. The nation-builders of the early republican years had made a point of creating a new nation in a new city. Ankara, despite its significant, yet more easily destructible, Armenian and Jewish heritage, appeared untainted by the cosmopolitan diversity of Istanbul, and the republic channelled its limited resources into the construction of this new capital. Istanbul was neglected, and even with the start of massive industrialization in the 1960s, the metropolis remained demoted to the status of a secondary city. All this has changed now, and Istanbul has once again become a cosmopolitan hub, busily reconnecting to the world and to its past: the Ottoman Empire has become a positive reference; a faux neo-Ottoman style adorns hotels, restaurants and bars in the old town. Even in everyday fashion, the empire’s stamp is increasingly visible: young religious women experiment with the kaftans and headscarf arrangements of Ottoman princesses, or rather with the models that European orientalist painters of the nineteenth century believed to be Ottoman. Head coverings have increased in numbers, but so have the women on the streets, which used to be mostly male domains. A desecularization of the public sphere and a secularization of society have been happening at the same time.

Istanbul welcomes more than seven million visitors a year and is acknowledged as a cultural capital in its own right, serving as a meeting place for artists from the Middle East, the Caucasus, the Balkans and the rest of the world. Even if its Europeanness is contested by smaller minds on the continent, the city proudly celebrated it status as ‘European Capital of Culture’ in 2010 and the signifiers of its manifold connections with its Western neighbours: from the city’s most important Byzantine monument, the Haghia Sophia (the Church of the Holy Wisdom) to the ‘Belgrade Forest’, the ‘Polish Village’ (Polonezköy) and ‘New Bosnia’ (Yenibosna), Istanbul’s toponymy marks its deeply European identity, while the Baghdad Road in the former suburb of Kadıköy hints at its more distant Arab connections. Motorways, new metro lines, fast ferries, social housing blocks, luxury villa compounds, business parks and shopping malls, new airports, even a ‘Trump tower’ – they all are testimony to the rapid modernization and globalization of the Turkish economy and the city’s climb in the global hierarchy. Processes of gentrification, the often violent expulsion of ‘unwanted’ social groups such as Roma, transvestite sex workers, African immigrants and squatters from inner-city areas, and conflicts between old and new residents are the darker aspects of this rapid commodification of urban space in times of ‘high globalization’ and rent-obsessed local governments.

This massive developmental drive has not been limited to Turkey’s traditionally more advanced western provinces. The entire country has been changing along the same lines, if not always in equal measure. Medium-sized cities of around half a million inhabitants have turned into centres of industrial production and have generated unexpected wealth. Denizli, Manisa, Kayseri, Konya, Gaziantep, Kahramanmaraş and other cities are hence referred to as ‘Anatolian tigers’, cities where within two generations artisanal work and handicrafts were transformed into global industrial production. More recently, Kurdish cities like Van and Diyarbakır have witnessed the rise of a growing Kurdish middle class, which seems to agree only partially with the maximalist demands of the Kurdish nationalist movement. With more than a hundred universities – both state and private – a gross domestic product of around US$13,000 per capita and an upwardly mobile society, Turkey is probably more economically dynamic than all of its neighbours. The transition from a low-income country to a developed economy appears imminent. The counter-intuitive mismatch between this rapid modernization on the one hand and the inability of the political system to overcome its ethno-national and illiberal foundations on the other accounts for much of the anger. This book explores the tensions and conflicts emanating from this mismatch, and the conditions under which it emerged.

There is no question that the world historic events of 1989 and the rupture of 9/11, together with Turkey’s own key moment in 1980, have changed the country profoundly. Turkey is a different place and little has remained of the prison atmosphere of the September Coup. Owing to this rupture, Turkey has entered the era of neoliberal restructuring and globalization. Thanks to 1989, Turkey was reunited with its historical neighbourhood, from which it had been cut off throughout much of the Cold War. And with 9/11, the country was catapulted to the front lines of the ‘clash of civilizations’ and the war between ‘Islam and the West’, and then – with a time lag of a few years – directed to the antechamber of the European Union. The European Union itself, troubled by the aftershocks of the 2008/09 economic crisis and by growing populism and xenophobia, has lost much of its appeal as a beacon of democracy and prosperity. In 2010, Turkey remains a country where ethnic conflict, political tensions, authoritarian modes of governance and ongoing ‘behind-the-scenes’ manipulation by the guardians still muddy the waters. Yet the country is infinitely richer, more democratic, more humane and more civilized than in 1980. The perpetrators of the 1980 coup may soon have to defend themselves in court. The guardians are losing their omnipotence. The Kemalist Republic is obsolescent, but whether the anger may be about to subside or will be incited yet again remains to be seen. Turkey is emerging as an important new actor in its Eurasian neighbourhood, stretching from the European Union to the Middle East, and from the Black Sea and the Caucasus to Central Asia, but the prime question remains to be answered: can a religiously inspired party with roots in political Islam Europeanize and modernize a society, tolerate its deepening secularization and accept non- and anti-religious life choices? In short, are political Islam and liberal democracy reconcilable, or is this coexistence doomed to be a half-hearted marriage of convenience? Will Turkey continue its erratic but progressive democratic consolidation, which began in the late 1940s, or will the Muslim democracy of Justice and Development prove to be a dead-end scenario for politics in Turkey? The following chapters might not give a definitive answer, but they will provide the reader with a wide range of historical connections that will help clarify the opaque storyline of Turkey’s most recent history.






1 | Empire and nation before 1980: the late Ottoman state and the Turkish Republic

Turkey is a country with a surplus of history, and hence even a contemporary history of the last three decades will need to take a step back and make sense of the key legacies that have shaped its present. As I seek to show in this chapter and the following, much of the violence and anger that have marked Turkey since the 1980s stem from a particular trajectory of top-down modernization by the state, often acting against its very own people, and by a political culture dominated by a ‘guardian’ or ‘deep’ state operating through manipulation and deceit. In order to understand the period 1980–2010, therefore, a brief appraisal of three foundational moments, which have prepared the conditions for the political, ideological and institutional infrastructure of modern Turkey, is in order. The first is the late Ottoman experience of military, legal and administrative reform in the context of territorial loss to European powers and episodes of war and ethnic cleansing. It was in this period between the late eighteenth and early twentieth centuries that the institutions of the modern state emerged together with the ideology and cadres that governed it. The second is the period of the Kemalist one-party state, with the Turkish Republic emerging from the conflicted Westernization efforts of the nineteenth century. These efforts were conflicted because Europe was both an enemy intent on destroying the empire as well as a civilizational benchmark to aspire to, if only to be accepted as an equal rather than as the ‘sick man of Europe’. Lasting from 1923 until the shift to multiparty politics at the end of the 1940s, this was the period in which the idea of an ethnically and religiously homogeneous nation-state was put into practice through a highly ideological and authoritarian one-party state. The third period, which led up to the military coup of 1980 and hence to the immediate antecedents of Turkey’s present history, was that of ‘guardian state in action’, characterized by incomplete democratic transition, political manipulation, weak party politics, and power struggles between elected governments and non-elected actors such as the military, the bureaucracy and the judiciary, as well as by growing political polarization and mass violence.

Many of the major themes that dominate the conflicts in Turkey’s contemporary everyday life crystallized in these successive periods: the questions of who a Turk is, and related to that who Kurds, Alevis and non-Muslims are and what their social and political status is, i.e. the issue of citizenship; the wars and violent events leading up to the dissolution of the empire and the consolidation of the republic; the exclusive nature of nationalism and nation-building, but also Turkey’s place in the international order of the twentieth century and its relationship with Europe, the United States and its immediate neighbourhood. Above all, however, there is one question that seems to weave all of the above together in a complex web: were the elected governments of the 1950s to the 1970s really in power, or were they merely responding to the conspiracies plotted by the non-elected guardians of the state, i.e. the military, the judiciary and the bureaucracy? How was it possible that the guardians, when stepping out of their constitutional roles, were immediately absolved by the judiciary and protected by the bureaucracy? Were the ‘progressive’ students of the 1950s aware that it was the ‘Special War Office’ which had galvanized them into taking to the streets? Were socialists and fascists, Islamists and the communists fighting their own battles when they attacked each other in the 1960s and 1970s, or had they become puppets in a cynical game staged to maintain control over a society that was spiralling out of control?

Reform and imperial dissolution

For almost five centuries before the demise of the empire in the 1920s, the Ottoman sultans ruled Asia Minor, the Balkans and much of the Arab world from their capital in Constantinople. At the height of Ottoman military, political and economic power in the sixteenth century, the empire stretched from Austria and Hungary to Romania and the Crimea in Europe, and to Algeria in the southern Mediterranean, incorporating all the lands and people in between. By the eighteenth century, however, this power was past its prime. Its waning military technology could not withstand the more advanced European armies, and its agrarian economic base failed to compete with the industriousness of early European capitalist expansion. With Sultan Selim III, and coterminous with the French Revolution, the age of reform and the vocabulary of modernity entered Ottoman lands. From now on, and well into the twentieth century, Ottoman and Turkish history would be dominated by three interlinked processes: the erosion of sovereignty, processes of administrative reform and centralization, and the search for a new ideology that could legitimize Ottoman and later Turkish rule. Military defeats and the ensuing loss of territory and sovereignty to European powers necessitated wide-ranging changes, which came in the form of top-down military and administrative reform aimed at ‘saving the state’. They failed, however, in countering rising nationalism and inter-ethnic strife, both among Christian subject nationalities such as Greeks and Armenians and the Turkish-Muslim population majority.

Many of the fears of modern political discourse in Turkey go back to this period: a concern over territorial integrity and the fear that the country might one day be divided by foreign powers, the suspicion towards non-Muslim residents as potential fifth columns of European states, the contested relationship with modernity and modernization as a state-led, top-down effort with a strong military overtone, the uneasy interaction between Islam and the state, and finally the machinations of clandestine power centres that act on behalf of the state. All these are built into the country’s political DNA, and even an occasional follower of Turkish politics will recognize them instantly as key themes in today’s political debate.

Loss of sovereignty Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, military defeat and territorial loss shaped the Ottoman world. The Islamic yet multicultural empire was out of tune with the great political and economic leap experienced in some European countries and helpless with regard to the aggressive expansionism of emerging colonial powers. The empire was experiencing a loss of sovereignty on multiple levels: France and the British Empire extracted favourable trading terms within the Ottoman lands, which not only resulted in a breakdown of local economic structures and in the influx of cheap, industrially produced goods in what was a backward agrarian economy, but also led to an asymmetric relation of economic dependency. A vicious cycle of borrowing and debt ensued: in order to finance administrative reform and modern infrastructure from roads to railways and ports, and to fund ongoing military campaigns, Ottoman governments took to borrowing increasingly fantastic sums from European lenders. What began as an ostensibly straightforward way to pay for the army’s equipment for the Crimean War with Russia (1853–56) ended with the empire’s default on its debt only two decades later in 1875. As a result, the country came to be governed effectively by a body of European creditors (Düyun-ı umumiye).

The loss of sovereignty, however, was not limited to the growing influence of European interests in Ottoman government and economy. Simultaneously, provinces with Christian majority populations saw the ascent of nationalist cultural elites, who would soon galvanize peasants into the fight for independent nation-states. Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Ottoman statesmen were compelled to organize the gradual retreat from the Balkans, or ‘Turkey in Europe’ as it was called, and hence from provinces that had been under Ottoman sovereignty for centuries. These provinces would eventually become the nation-states of Greece, Serbia, Romania, Bulgaria, Macedonia and Albania. With every new state or interim principality, another wave of Muslim refugees – unwelcome in the emerging, Christian majority states – would be pushed towards the Ottoman capital. The worst such instance of territorial contraction and refugee movements arguably came with the First Balkan War in 1912/13, when a coalition of the newly independent Balkan countries attacked the remaining Ottoman enclave in the Balkans, the region of Rumelia (Rumeli), stretching from today’s Albania, Macedonia and northern Greece to eastern Bulgaria. This war and the Treaty of London signed on 30 May 1913 ended Ottoman rule in all but a small remnant of Turkey in Europe, only a few kilometres west of the municipal boundaries of Istanbul. No fewer than 400,000 Muslims of different ethnic and linguistic origins fled their homes and joined the retreating Ottoman army on their way to the remaining territories under the Sultan’s control. Mosques and barracks in Istanbul became their first dwellings.

Every such wave of Muslim refugees in the capital suggested that the futures of Muslim and Christian nations, intertwined throughout centuries of albeit unequal coexistence in the empire, would eventually part ways. Muslim political thinkers of the day came to hold the view that the Christian subjects of the Sultan would ultimately side with the Christian European powers, and hence constitute a threat to the political aspirations of the empire’s Muslims. The Ottoman retreat from the Balkans and the waves of Muslim refugees also prepared the ground for new episodes of ethnic cleansing and genocide in the empire’s final days: the destruction of Ottoman Armenians in 1915, as well as the Greek–Turkish population exchange stipulated in the Lausanne Treaty in 1923, was but an amplified sequel to the destruction of Muslim communities in the Balkans.

Ottoman statesmen were appalled to see their power waning even in the majority Muslim territories of the Arab world, where the Sultan’s sovereignty became at best nominal: Egypt was invaded by France in 1798, and then elevated to a monarchy with the Albanian Ottoman statesman Mehmet Ali Paşa of Kavala (Muhammed Ali) crowned viceroy in 1805. By the middle of the nineteenth century, Egypt was largely independent, if under effective British control. In a similar fashion, the North African provinces of Tunis and Algeria came under French protection in the first half of the nineteenth century, and only the Arab territories in the Levant and Mesopotamia remained under control of the ‘Porte’, the seat of the Ottoman government.

If the sovereignty of the Ottoman sultan was receding throughout the nineteenth century, it was seriously undermined and then effectively ended by the beginning of the twentieth: the Sultan and his government’s decision to enter the First World War on the side of Germany resulted in a complete Ottoman defeat and ignited the final destruction of the empire. Amid the carnage of war, the Armenian genocide and Franco-British partition plans, which marked most of the remaining territories for imperial domination by European powers, the Ottoman Empire turned into an empty shell under European control. In the summer of 1920, there was no Ottoman sovereignty left to speak of, but a European plan to divide what was left of the empire. The Sèvres Peace Treaty proposed an Ottoman rump state in central Anatolia, internationalized Istanbul and the Straits, and apportioned Smyrna and parts of western Anatolia to Greece. The plan also had provisions for a future Armenian and possibly also a Kurdish state in the east and opened the Mediterranean shores and Arab provinces to Italian, French and British colonial domination. The Sèvres Treaty was never implemented, yet it became a powerful symbol of the near-annihilation of the empire’s Muslims and Turks. It took on a new role in Turkish political discourse in the 1990s as an argument against granting rights to Kurds and other minority groups. The certitude in Turkish political discourse that Europe is, first and foremost, a Christian entity, as well as the deep suspicion directed not only towards Christians, even if they are citizens of Turkey, but also towards Arabs, can be traced back to this historical experience.

Reform to save the state Continuing loss of sovereignty and growing European interventionism necessitated reform. Muslim Ottoman intellectuals were aware of a shift of fortunes as early as in the eighteenth century. As military defeats multiplied, and ever since the premature introduction of a modern army by Sultan Selim III in the late eighteenth century, statesmen internalized the imperative for reform as the precondition for the survival of the Ottoman state. Not surprisingly, this reform began in the military domain: territorial loss was seen above all as a failure of military planning, discipline and apparel. Throughout the nineteenth century, the state established modern military schools for the education of a military and administrative elite that would be able to build and run a strong modern state and stave off efforts at European domination. Ironically, though, the schools were manned mostly by European instructors in the first place and did not always live up to the mission that the sultans devised for them. The young military cadres and administrators who graduated from the imperial schools gained access to political treatises of French and English provenance and soon became eager recipients of revolutionary ideas, such as constitutionalism and the equality of all subjects. Founded as bastions against European encroachment, the new schools hence became hotbeds for clandestine groups with radical ideas: the ‘Young Ottomans’, and later the ‘Young Turks’, initially emerged as secret societies, which developed their own visions of a future Ottoman state.

State-led and largely domestically driven reform efforts were complemented by another trajectory of reform, which was partly externally devised: European countries gradually took on the role as protecting powers of the empire’s Christian peoples and pressured Ottoman governments into ensuring their safety and legal equality. Especially Armenian communities in the Kurdish-dominated eastern provinces were at risk, and Russia soon became an active participant in the politics of the region. France supported the Maronites of Lebanon and Syria and used them as a pretext to meddle in the affairs of Mount Lebanon. Measures ostensibly introduced for the protection of Christian people against the despotism of Ottoman local governors resulted in a gradual colonization of parts of the empire’s territory and undermined the reformist efforts of the Porte.

Even though the idea of equality of Muslim and non-Muslim ran contrary to the founding ideology of what was ultimately a Muslim empire where non-Muslims were only ‘protected’, the successive reform edicts of the nineteenth century, beginning with the ‘Noble Edict of Gülhane’ and inaugurating the era of ‘Reorganization’ (Tanzimat) in 1839, did recognize the idea of full legal equality of all subjects of the Sultan, irrespective of their faith. With the edicts, Ottoman governments sought to pave the way for a more effective and more centralized administration that would be able to establish control over local strongmen and hence stand up to European interference. While ‘rational’ government ushered in an era of more effective local administration and helped the emergence of new urban trading elites, however, centralization and modernization also had unintended side effects.

In the cities, a growing Christian and Jewish middle class benefited from the rising European economic presence and appeared to surpass the established Muslim merchant families and administrators in wealth and sophistication. In peripheral areas, delicate power balances between Muslim and non-Muslim communities were upset too. Largely autonomous throughout imperial history, Kurdish feudal leaders were now forced to accept the sovereignty of the Ottoman central state and abandon their military and administrative rights. The first Kurdish uprising in 1830 came as a response to increased government control in the fiefdom of Bedirxan Bey of Botan and triggered a series of revolts that would continue well into the 1990s. The unsettled power structure in Kurdistan would also leave the Armenians of the east in a vulnerable position and increase competition over scarce resources. This Kurdish–Armenian conflict created the local conditions for massive Kurdish involvement in the Armenian genocide, further strengthened by the foundation of Kurdish irregular troops in the second half of the nineteenth century by Sultan Abdülhamit II.

Whether shaped by domestic concerns over the future of the empire or by European interests, however, towards the end of the nineteenth century the quest for reform and modernization had became internalized as an Ottoman affair, its political agenda represented by the clandestine movement of the ‘Young Ottomans’: the vocabulary of European political thought had entered the empire in earnest, including the idea of constitutional government, of parliament and the curtailment of the powers of the Sultan. A brief constitutional revolution in 1876 was soon aborted and followed by the restoration of absolutist government under Sultan Abdülhamit II, yet the modernist agenda of the Young Ottomans would shape much of the political debate in the empire and beyond. As the eminent political scientist Şerif Mardin remarked: ‘[T]here is hardly a single area of modernization in Turkey today, from the simplification of the written language to the idea of fundamental civil liberties that does not take its roots in the pioneering work of the Young Ottomans’ (Mardin 2000 [1962]: 3f.)

Abdülhamit succeeded in dispersing the followers of constitutional government and the Young Ottomans, yet failed to prevent the emergence of a new group of modernizers, later called the ‘Young Turks’, who continued this trajectory of European modernization. In both groups, members of the officers’ corps were prominent, underlining the central role of the army in Ottoman and Turkish engagement with modernity. The continuous reform efforts of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries failed in achieving their ultimate goal, i.e. to enable a strong Ottoman state to stand up to European interference, guarantee safety and prosperity for all its subjects and survive as the sole Muslim empire in a world of colonial empires and emerging Christian nation-states. They not only failed in preserving the Ottoman Empire, but they fuelled the very process of its demise by necessitating ever higher spending and debt and by undermining the delicate balances of power, which had kept Muslim and non-Muslim subjects at peace. Yet even though the reforms failed in preserving the state, they laid the foundations of the modern Turkish Republic.

A century and a half of Ottoman reform and interaction with the European powers created many of the cornerstones of Turkey’s current political structure: a conflicted relationship with a Europe that is both the principal enemy intent on destroying the country and the foremost place to emulate and be accepted by; the fear that any liberalization on minority issues will bring eventual partition and territorial disintegration; the special role that the army plays in the politics of the country, but also the understanding that Turkey can survive only by bringing itself up to the standard of the times, and that change is necessary for survival, even though preferably administered by the state.

Ideological experiment and nationalist nadir The third area in which the experiences of the late Ottoman Empire shaped the Turkish Republic was that of ideology and political culture: most ideologies that have dominated contemporary politics in Turkey, as well as much of the political culture of the state elites, have their origins in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In earlier centuries, the Islamic character of the empire was indisputable, manifested by the Sultan’s role as Caliph, as well as protector of the non-Muslim subjects of the empire. The latter lacked equal rights but could count on protection by the authorities as well as on a degree of autonomy in legal and administrative matters. This system was often called the millet system, translated as community or nation. This asymmetric deal became dysfunctional with the emergence of independence movements among Christian communities, first in the Balkans, and later in Anatolia, i.e. in what is now modern Turkey. In the nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire had to address two contradictory processes: on the one hand, the foundation of mostly Christian nation-states in the Balkans led to the loss of large Christian populations, while on the other the influx of hundreds of thousands of Muslim refugees to the Ottoman heartlands increased the proportion of Muslims in the remaining territories. As the empire’s demography was becoming predominantly Muslim, the empire itself was impelled by European powers, non-Muslim subjects of the empire as well as Muslim modernizers to move beyond the imperial Islamic character, and transform itself into a ‘modern’ nation of all of its communities.

In this search for a new imperial contract, many political ideologies emerged and disappeared as quickly, yet the overall move was towards increasingly exclusive notions of identity and citizenship: Ottomanism tried to provide a secular, inclusive notion of Ottoman citizenship based on the ‘Unity of [ethnic] elements’ (Ittihad-ı anasır) and reached its climax during the brief constitutional period of 1876. It had a late and ephemeral resurgence during the revolution of 1908, when Armenians, Greeks and Turks celebrated the idea of a common Ottoman state once again and for the last time. As territorial loss in the Balkans continued unabated, however, ideologues and statesmen hardened and the notion of coexistence with non-Muslims seemed to become increasingly undesirable for a future Turkish Muslim state. Liberal movements such as Prince Sabahaddin’s party for individual enterprise and decentralization, and the pro-British, economically and politically liberal Ottoman Liberal Party (Osmanlı Ahrar Fırkası) were soon displaced by the aggressive nationalism of the Young Turks. Especially after the Balkan Wars of 1912–14, nationalism became the dominant ideology both among Ottoman Muslim political elites and in the two most important non-Muslim communities in the empire, the Greek Orthodox and the Armenian millets. The order of the day was that of homogeneous nation-states, i.e. states where territorial and ethno-religious borders coincided. The Turkish, Greek and Armenian nation-state projects, however, were competing over the same territories.

It was the Muslim-Turkish nationalism of the ‘Young Turks’ and the Darwinist outlook of the leaders of the Committee of Union and Progress (Ittihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti) which set the parameters of Turkish nationalism at the turn of the century. It also forced the empire into the Great War, a war which it would not survive. In government, the Committee managed to man three key ministries with their men: War Minister Enver, Interior Minister Talat and Minister of the Navy Cemal. In power, they hoped to put their modernizing policies – nationalization of the economy, creation of a national Muslim bourgeoisie, secularizing the legal foundations of the empire and addressing the unequal status of women – into practice. Amid the carnage of the First World War, however, these programmes were overshadowed by the aim to create a territory for the empire’s Muslim Turks. In the summer of 1915, the Committee unleashed a series of genocidal episodes that aimed at the ethnic cleansing of all eastern and many western provinces of their Armenian inhabitants. The preparations were carried out by a secret organization of the War Department under Enver Paşa, which acted as an extension of the Committee of Union and Progress. Called the special organization (Teşkilat-ı mahsusa), it would also play a role in the organization of the national struggle a decade later. The special organization was an early harbinger of the many secret organizations that would come to play a role in the politics of modern Turkey. Much is contested about the events of 1915, but it is next to certain that somewhere between 600,000 and over a million Armenian men, women and children – a large majority of them non-combatants – were killed by hunger, disease and neglect, during death marches, massacres and mass executions. The killings were organized by the Committee at a time when it had taken over the state, making partial use of the army and state agencies, as well as of provincial organizations of the Committee and of Kurdish irregular forces.

It is this single most ignominious moment in the demise of the Ottoman Empire and the Darwinist-racist underpinnings of the Young Turks’ reformist modernism which has shaped the dark core of Turkish nationalism and elevated it to the hegemonic position it enjoyed well into the 2000s. In fact, Philip Gourevitch’s stark aphorism that genocide is an ‘exercise in community-building’ (1998) comes disturbingly close to capturing the role of 1915 for the formation of modern Turkish identity. Much of the state ideology of the early republic and the period after the military coup of 1980 comes from the political heritage of the Committee of Union and Progress and its roots in manipulative ‘behind-the-scenes’ politics: a political mindset made up of the binary extremes of survival or annihilation, of independence or slavery, a fetishization of the state as a precondition for the survival of Muslim Turks, the denial of Kurdish and Armenian identities, an exaggerated sense of Turkishness and an exclusive sense of citizenship, which sees only Turkish Sunni Muslims as the state’s rightful owners. Even though the empire perished, these sensibilities and attitudes shaped the emerging Turkish Republic as well as modern-day political debates.

The Kemalist one-party state (1920s–1946)

The three decades between the demise of the empire and the end of the first republic in 1946 began with an unexpected series of military victories in a territory that European governments had devised for colonial land grab. It saw the emergence of the Turkish Republic in 1923 under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk, ‘Father of the Turks’), which soon turned into a one-party state with an authoritarian but impressive modernization agenda that compares only to the Sovietization campaigns of Central Asia under Stalin or Enver Hoxha’s cultural revolution in Albania. The republic aimed to consolidate its grip over the territories inherited from the defeated empire and ensure ethno-religious homogeneity within its borders by creating what Arjun Appadurai (2006) calls the ‘national ethnos’. The republic was built by Ottoman cadres and continued many of their modernizing policies. Despite Kemalist historiographies that see a big rupture and a completely new beginning in the republic, there was much more continuity than rupture. The republic took over from the empire a functioning state machinery, its administrative infrastructure, the prevailing ideologies of the day – nationalism and secularism – the army and much of the political culture. The republic’s partial demise came in 1946 with an incomplete shift to democratic policies. The conflicts that arise from the ideology of the republic and its notions of citizenship and belonging, as well as the institutional set-up of modern Turkey, crystallized in this period.

To understand the historical backdrop to the emergence of the republic, I will briefly explore the allied efforts to divide the Ottoman Empire and apportion large chunks of Asia Minor to European powers. Then I will examine the ideological and institutional foundations of the republic and its citizenship policies, which clarified who would count as Turk and who would be excluded.

Imperialist designs and nationalist resistance By the spring of 1920, French and British forces had occupied the capital. Sultan Vahdettin became a prisoner of the victorious powers and was ready to sign off the terms for capitulation. Yet before the partition plan of the Treaty of Sèvres could be implemented, national forces (Kuvva-i Milliye) under the leadership of the officer Mustafa Kemal and other commanders of the Ottoman army had established themselves as a de facto Turkish government and declared the Sultan powerless. Based on defence leagues that had sprung up throughout Anatolia in opposition to the Greek occupation of Smyrna in May 1919, the nationalist government gradually became a sovereign body of regional committees and congresses that soon were enjoined into a national parliament. The Turkish Grand National Assembly (Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi) convened for the first time in April 1920 in Ankara. This government had an army made up of units whose commanders defied the orders of the Sultan and who joined the war against the Greek armies in the Aegean, the French and British armies in the south-east and the Russians in the east. This was quite a remarkable turn of events: a country ravaged by decades of war and ethnic cleansing, with a sultan under Allied observation and European designs of partition, returned to world politics in a different guise and through the military success of an initially clandestine nationalist movement.

Most of the fighting occurred in western and central Anatolia with the Greek army, which entered deep into Anatolian territory in 1919, only to be beaten into a humiliating retreat three years later. This last episode of the First World War brought havoc and destruction to Greeks and Turks alike. Once again, hundreds of thousands were on the run, Orthodox Greeks fleeing with the retreating Greek armies, Turks returning to their destroyed villages. If the Turkish War of Independence had begun in earnest with the Greek occupation of Smyrna/Izmir in May 1919, the entry of the nationalist forces into the Aegean port town on 9 September 1922 marked its victorious, if bloody, end. Tens of thousands of Greeks and Armenians died in the Great Fire that consumed much of central Smyrna. Mustafa Kemal, who was witnessing the fire, reportedly said: ‘Let the fires burn. We will all rebuild it, and we will rebuild it more beautifully’ (translated from Ipek Çalışlar 2006).

Rebuilding the remains of an empire destroyed by more than two decades of war and violence would indeed be the major task of the early republic. Yet the rebuilding was also a reinvention, which saw the full-scale implementation of the modernizing agenda of the Committee of Union and Progress, from which most cadres of the republic hailed. The modernizing authoritarianism of this era, its ideological underpinnings and the traumatic experience of what the political scientist Baskın Oran called an administrative ‘revolution from above’, have contributed significantly to the political structures and ideological fault lines of modern Turkey. In the first three decades of the republic, in all but name a dictatorship under the ‘eternal leader’ Mustafa Kemal, the new state created its own ideology and culture – later called Kemalism – and defined what its ‘ideal citizens’ would be like: according to the letter of law, the republic was secular and civic, but in practice, and as was the case in neighbouring Greece, only the dominant ethno-religious group had full citizenship rights. Only Turkish-speaking Sunni Muslims were considered as Turks, while all other groups faced different levels of exclusion. Non-Turkish groups such as Kurds or Laz, an ancient people living on the eastern Black Sea coast, had at least theoretically the potential to be ‘Turkified’, i.e. assimilated as Muslims. Non-Muslims were categorically excluded from the circle of full citizenship rights, as they were deemed unfit for full integration into the Turkish polity.

Foreign policy was not at the heart of the Kemalist republic, which dissociated itself from almost all claims on imperial possessions in the Balkans and the Arab world. All former Arab provinces were under British or French mandate rule, and hence there were no governments to engage with and no regional policy to be made in the east. The only foreign policy initiative in which Turkey was actively involved was the Balkan Entente, which was signed in 1934 to lay aside mutual territorial claims and prevent conflict between the signatories. Apart from that, Mustafa Kemal and later Inönü followed a moderately isolationist policy and a politics of pragmatic regional and international balance. During the Second World War, Turkey refrained from declaring war on Germany until its defeat was ensured. The nation-builders’ foremost goal was to concentrate on the consolidation of the territory under their control into modern ‘Turkey’ and its diverse communities into ‘Turks’. They could build on the extraordinary military success with which they had thwarted European domination and which was the primary source of their popular legitimacy. Hence the key importance of the military in the national psyche, which went back to the days of the national struggle, if not to the times of empire. The ‘myth of the military nation’ (Altinay 2005) therefore formed part of the foundations of the republic and was sustained by the system of general conscription, which continues to the present day.

Ideology and revolution: the discourse of the republic The victors of the national liberation war declared the Turkish Republic on 29 October 1923 and elevated Ankara to the seat of government. Mustafa Kemal and his associates established the Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP) and created a state that would gradually take on all the trappings of a corporatist one-party regime. In March 1924, the Grand National Assembly abrogated the Caliphate, the symbolic institution of the world’s Sunni Muslims, very much to the shock of Muslim people living under foreign domination. The nationalist government thereby cut the last remaining official link to the Ottoman Empire, yet it also removed the most important emotive bond with its non-Turkish Muslim citizens, and especially the Kurds. What followed has often been described as a revolution. Yet most of the reforms that President Mustafa Kemal decreed and the Turkish Grand National Assembly – controlled by the Republican People’s Party – duly signed off were an admittedly radical implementation of earlier reform policies of the Young Ottomans and the Committee of Union and Progress.

The legal reform acts were shrouded in a modernist language and set out the goal of ‘reaching the level of contemporary civilization’. Some were concerned with the highly symbolic issues of appearance. A case for the latter was the Hat Law of 1925. It proscribed the wearing of the fez, which had been introduced only in the nineteenth century with the reforms of Mahmud II, ironically as a symbol of the modern bureaucracy and military. Even more effectual were the many laws that came into force in the mid-1920s and sought to reshape the everyday life-world of citizens along the lines of a modern secular society. In March 1924, all religious schools were closed down and replaced by a unified and secular state education system, which, however, reached only a fraction of society. A year later, all religious convents, Sufi brotherhoods and dervish lodges, the cornerstones of a specifically Ottoman Islamic tradition and the repositories of Ottoman religious culture, were closed down. Both moves displaced thousands of religious scholars (ulema) and Islamic judges, who lost their livelihoods, and left myriad followers of the convents without spiritual guidance. Most brotherhoods went underground and struggled to continue their religious practice in secret until they re-emerged in the more liberal climate of the late 1940s. With the discontinuation of religious schools and lodges, all centres of Kurdish teaching and learning were also closed down, at least on the surface.

The Weekend Act and the introduction of the international time and calendar system abolished the Islamic holiday on Friday and replaced it with the Christian day of rest, Sunday. The Islamic calendar was substituted for the Gregorian calendar, and the time regime based on prayer times, also called ‘Turkish time’ (Alaturka saat), was superseded by European time. In symbolic terms, the time regime of Islam was now a thing of the past. In 1928, the most visible articulation of the Islamic cultural heritage, the use of the Ottoman-Arabic script, was prohibited amid Mustafa Kemal’s well-publicized tours through Anatolia, during which he inducted the masses to the new ‘Turkish’, i.e. Latin, alphabet. Owing to very low levels of literacy, few people outside the cities may have been directly affected, but many people in Turkey nevertheless remember their grandmothers and grandfathers using the Ottoman-Arabic script as shorthand when taking notes. They also come across journals from the first republican years, which were printed in an ostensibly foreign language, which they do not understand. For the generations educated in the new alphabet and without access to the ‘old script’ (eski yazı), as it was called, primary sources of the Ottoman past, including the many inscriptions in mosques, the books, newspapers and journals published before 1928, would become inaccessible. The republic’s children were raised to become illiterate with regard to their Ottoman past.

Major legal innovations were the adaptation of obligation and commercial laws, as well as of Italy’s – in fact Mussolini’s – penal code and the Swiss civil code, translated by the ardent nationalist and Turkish supremacist justice minister Mahmut Esat Bozkurt. Rather than building on already secularized Ottoman law traditions and ongoing codification efforts, which would have allowed for a thorough transformation of the law of the land, Bozkurt succeeded in convincing Mustafa Kemal that only a radical break with tradition would allow society to be refashioned in the image of the new republic. The civil code (Medenî Kanun) indeed significantly improved the legal situation of women in society and transferred family matters from the realm of religion to the jurisdiction of the state. Polygamy, religious divorce and other provisions of Islamic law were dropped. Many of these practices were, however, continued in conservative circles and in the countryside. As with other legal changes of the time, the civil code did not reflect society’s norms and conventions but was devised as an instrument to create a new society rather than provide the normative basis for justice. Much of the dismay with which republican elites would treat common people up to the present day rests on this particular normative worldview and civilizational narrative, which completely disregarded everything that had been considered Muslim and Turkish until then.

In the next few years, women would gradually gain rights to vote and to stand for office, first in mayoral elections, then in rural polls and finally, in 1934, in general elections. While the Republican People’s Party provided almost equal rights for women, however, it also forbade the associations that represented what had been a vocal Ottoman women’s movement. Nevertheless, many contemporary observers thought they were witnessing the unravelling of a cultural revolution that carried a theocratic state and a backward people into modernity. This assumption was, however, doubly false: the Ottoman Empire in its last centuries was not theocratic and nor was society an undifferentiated mass of peasants. Critical scholars today see the Kemalist legal reforms as building blocks of a project of authoritarian modernization and ‘social engineering’ of the masses by an educated elite, and by the subtle ways of adaptation, negotiation and subversion with which society responded. Few of the reforms initially penetrated into society, and if their impact was felt more in the western provinces and urban centres, the east, where resistance to the project of secularization and Turkification was deeper, remained a closed conflict zone well into the 1960s.

Yet looking from the new capital Ankara, these extensive legal changes, together with yet another symbolic change – the introduction of family names and the abolition of titles and deferential forms of address, which represented the complex social relations of the empire – laid the foundations for the republic’s social and cultural orientation towards secular modernity. A new generation of secular-minded Turks was educated in schools and village institutes (köy enstitüleri) and the republican ideology was disseminated in ‘People’s Houses’ (Halkevleri). Indeed, since 1931, the Republican People’s Party had included the principle of ‘laiklik’ in its party programme. Unlike France, however, where it signified the disestablishment of religion and state, ‘laiklik’ referred to the state-led generation and dissemination of a religious practice that would suit the needs of the new republic. In 1924, after the abolition of the office of the Sheykh-ul Islam (the Meshihat), the Assembly established the Presidency of Religious Affairs (Diyanet İşleri Riyaseti, later Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı), which was to organize the religious life of all Muslims and render a Turkified form of Sunni Islam hegemonic. Alevis, members of a heterodox Muslim community with a distant relationship to Shiite Islam, were also subjected to this particular reading of Sunni Islam. In 1932, the Diyanet mandated the call to prayers (ezan) to be performed in Turkish rather than Arabic. This made Turkey the only country at any point in history where the call to prayer was delivered in any language other than Arabic. A Turkish translation or tafsir of the Qur’an was published in 1938. The republican state shunned the institutions of the Ottoman Empire and visible manifestations of public piety well into the late 1940s. Yet disestablishment of religion from the state never occurred. In fact, the state remained intertwined with Islam in a way that was not very different from the set-up of the late Ottoman Empire, save for the dominance of secular civil law over Islamic personal status law and for the suppression of religious brotherhoods. What the enforced practice of laiklik did, however, was to block processes of secularization that had been going on in the empire for many decades.

Particularly important for the ideological consolidation of the republic, at least in the eyes of Mustafa Kemal, was the rewriting of history and the creation of a new language: the establishment, on Kemal’s personal directive, of the Turkish History Society (Türk Tarihi Tetkik Heyeti, later Türk Tarih Kurumu) in 1931 and of the Turkish Language Society (Türk Dil Kurumu) a year later would serve precisely this aim. The new Turkish history was written by a very small group of people around the young historian Afet Inan. Inan, an adopted daughter and protégée of Kemal, had studied at the University of Geneva with the anthropologist-historian Eugene Pittard, who believed that world history was a contest between superior and inferior races. Many of Pittard’s racialist views entered the ‘Turkish History Thesis’, which soon became the official doctrine of the republican education system. It suggested that the Turkish race had been displaced from Central Asia owing to climatic changes and the loss of agricultural lands and, hence, migrated into different corners of the world, in the process establishing all major civilizations of history. Arguably defeating arguments that Turks belonged to a lesser race, the thesis established, in the eyes of its creators, racial equality with Europe. The thesis also helped to square the circle between the postulate that the Turks’ homeland was in Central Asia and the republican claim on the territory of modern Turkey: Inan turned the Hittites, an ancient people of the second millennium BC, into one of the Turkish tribes that had emigrated to Anatolia, and thereby established Turkish ownership of the Asia Minor landmass that pre-dated Greek and Armenian claims.

The Turkish Language Society developed a similar theory: all languages had emerged from a Central Asian Turkish idiom. Using the image of the rays of the sun enlightening the world, the ‘Sun-Language’ theory also made its way into the school books of the republic. Much more influential than this Turkish version of the racial and language histories in vogue in Europe at the time, however, were the Society’s efforts to create a new Turkish language: the new Turkish would not only be written in Latin script but would also be purged of its crucial Arabic and Persian components. Mustafa Kemal took a particular interest in this experiment. Every week, newspapers published lists of Arabic and Persian words and encouraged readers to send in suggestions for Turkish equivalents. Before long, the ‘Turkish Language Reform’ took on a life of its own: the bureaucrats of the Turkish Language Society not only actively opposed the usage of ‘old’ words, which they deemed reminiscent of the Ottoman Empire, they also eagerly invented ever stranger words based on other Turkic languages, translated them from Western languages or simply made them up. The doyen of Turkish studies at Oxford, the late Geoffrey Lewis, called the reform a ‘catastrophic success’ (Lewis 1999), because Turkish emerged from this period of purges greatly impoverished, lacking the depth and wealth of Ottoman Turkish. The vocabulary has changed so significantly that even a well-educated university student today cannot fully understand a Turkish newspaper article written in the 1920s.

Republican efforts to create a new language and a new history were aggravated by the zeal of local party and municipal administrations in purging non-Turkish village and street names and excising all reminders of non-Turkish and non-Muslim communities in the country’s toponymy. The Thracian town of Kırkkilise (Forty Churches, an already Turkified form of the Greek Seranda Ekklesies), for instance, was renamed Kırklareli (Land of the Forties). Even the renaming of Ankara was considered at some point, but the effort to change it to Gaziyuva (the Gazi’s nest, Gazi being another title of Mustafa Kemal) was ineffective. All these purges and name changes contributed to a deep sense of historical displacement and cultural rupture. The opening sentence of L. P. Hartley’s novel The Go Between could not be more appropriate to describe the zeitgeist of the early republic: ‘The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there’ (Hartley 1985).

Nowhere was this sense of displacement better reflected than in the foremost monument to the Kemalist revolution: the new capital, Ankara. Initially an important provincial town at the crossroads of central Anatolia, the city had had vibrant Armenian and Jewish, as well as Muslim populations, yet suffered significantly during the deportations and murders of 1915. Chosen as a base by the nationalist government during the War of Independence for its easy accessibility, the city developed as a showcase of the republic, first in a rather anarchic fashion, and then along the lines of the urban development plan of the German architect Hermann Jansen. German, Swiss and German Jewish architects and academics began to arrive in Turkey in the late 1920s, reinforced by those fleeing prosecution in Hitler’s Germany in the 1930s. Many of them took an active part in the foundation of state institutions and university faculties. Architects designed the representative buildings of the republic – from the parliament building to the General Staff Headquarters, from ministries to the Faculty for Languages, History and Geography – in the style of continental European radical modernity.

The official journal La Turquie Kemaliste included a regular feature on the building progress in a section called ‘Ankara Construit’ (Ankara constructed) and presented Ankara as a modern capital in the steppes, whose new monuments were proudly competing with the architectural gems of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. By the mid-1930s, Ankara had indeed taken on the air of a modern if modest town with straight-lined boulevards, national monuments and progressive residential architecture, as well as public parks and theatres where men and women would go out for evening walks and drinks. The heart of Ankara clinging to the hills around the castle, however, remained untouched by the new city developing in the valley below. The metaphor of Ankara’s partial modernization captured the situation in the country as a whole: the administrative and legal reforms of the 1920s sought to decree a new Turkey, which reflected the political projects of a homogenized ethno-national state and the norms and rituals of the Europe of dictators. They did not revolutionize society so much as they created a layer of modernity and Western mores and architecture, which obfuscated the poverty and underdevelopment and the many ethnic and religious tensions it failed to resolve. The abyss between republican civilizational discourse and reality on the ground fuelled the contempt with which republican elites treated the common man and the common woman.

Citizenship, ethnicity, religion: the ‘others’ of the republic The most obvious contradiction of the Turkish Republic was the failure of its leaders to accommodate peacefully the ethnic, linguistic and religious diversity, which had survived the wars, the episodes of population exchange, ethnic cleansing and the Armenian genocide. Instead, they tried to impose their restrictive notion of Turkishness by force, and they expelled communities deemed unfit for assimilation. Turkish supremacy was the order of the day: on the tenth anniversary of the republic, in October 1933, Mustafa Kemal recounted his version of the Turkish War of Independence in a five-day marathon address to the Turkish Grand National Assembly. Called Nutuk (Speech), it became the foundation of ‘Kemalist’ historiography after his death. His speech was addressed to the ‘Great Turkish nation’, and ended with the words that would come to symbolize the Turkish Republic, inscribed into the minds of its citizens and into mountains and hillsides all over the country: ‘Happy is he who calls himself a Turk’ (Ne mutlu Türküm Diyene).

Citizenship in the early republic, as in much of continental Europe, was based on an amalgam of ethnic, religious and civic properties: the only ethno-national identity that was accepted in public was Turkishness (Sunni-secular Muslim), but in theory non-Turkish citizens could benefit from citizenship rights by denouncing their ancestral roots. Most communities complied in public and found ways of nurturing their traditions at home and through marriage within the group. Non-Turkish Muslim communities in the Black Sea region (Laz, Hemşin Armenians, Pontic Greeks and Georgians), as well as Muslim refugees from the Balkans (Slavs from Macedonia, Bulgaria and Bosnia, Albanians, Vlahs) and the Caucasus (Circassians, Abkhaz, Georgians), belonged to this category. Many of these communities went through some form of cultural and linguistic assimilation, as their members sought to conceal their ethnic origins outside family and community circles. Alevis, a religious minority amounting to anywhere between 15 and 20 per cent of Turkey’s population, had a particularly ambiguous position in the Kemalist mindset: as followers of a heterodox religious tradition that has its roots in Shia Islam as well as in pre-Islamic customs, many Alevis supported the Turkish Republic owing to its ostensibly secular character. Even though this support was welcome in Ankara, the state never really trusted the mostly rural Alevis and used a set of policies from benign neglect to enforced assimilation into Sunni Islam to control them. Mostly Turkish speakers, Alevis were curtailed in their religious practices, but could use their Turkishness as a way to power within the republican state.

Yet for non-Muslim as well as for the largest non-Turkish group in the republic, the Kurds (both Sunni and Alevi), Turkification was not a feasible option. The Christians were by now a small minority, making up less than 10 per cent of the population. Greek Orthodox and Armenians had been reduced to small pockets in Istanbul and Izmir and a community of followers of the Syriac Orthodox Church in the south-east, while significant, if invisible, communities of, and scores of individual, Armenian and Syriac converts lived in secrecy in the eastern provinces. Jews remained dispersed throughout the country and were particularly visible in the cities and villages of the Turkish part of Thrace. Campaigns were organized to pressure them into speaking only Turkish, and especially in the 1930s, and amid growing anti-Semitic propaganda by Germany, pogroms occurred where significant Jewish communities resided. By the mid-1930s, most Jewish communities of Thrace had been forced out of their homes. A ‘Wealth Tax’ at the height of the Second World War in 1942 targeted all non-Muslim groups, and effectively destroyed their economic base while transferring their capital to the newly nurtured Muslim bourgeoisie. For the non-Muslim communities, the republican era was one of marginalization and gradual squeezing out.

In Kurdistan, the majority population now consisted of tribes which identified as Kurmanch or Zaza. For these tribes, who had fought for the Sultan and for the Ankara government during the War of Independence, the abolition of the Sultanate and Caliphate terminated the bond between Turkish overlords and Kurdish clients. With the closure of religious schools, Kurdish-Muslim madrasas were outlawed and any reference to Kurdish identity and language, let alone to the bygone Ottoman province of Kurdistan, became a punishable offence. The first uprising in the east came in February 1925, when the religious leader Sheikh Said Piran mustered an army of around 15,000 Zaza and took over much of Diyarbakır and adjacent provinces. The largest Kurdish group, the Kurmanchs, however, did not join this first uprising. It was contained by the military in March with the help of massive air bombardment. Sheikh Said and his followers were hanged and many tribes that had been implicated in the rebellion were deported to western Anatolia. The readers of Turkish newspapers were told that a group of primitive religious zealots had been put down, because they had attempted to destroy the republic, yet Sheikh Said soon became a symbol of Kurdish resistance against Turkish oppressors.

The uprisings continued, and a pattern commenced of revolt, seizure of towns, followed by heavy military engagement, execution of the leaders and deportation of the rebelling tribes throughout the late 1920s and 1930s. The level of violence and the number of casualties were rising with every new engagement and further radicalized the responses of the Ankara government under Prime Minister Ismet Inönü. The Settlement Law of 1934 provided the legal framework for a more comprehensive policy of pacification. It stipulated that Kurdish areas causing unrest would be depopulated (and repopulated with Turks) and their residents dispersed to western Turkey, where they would be encouraged to assimilate into the Turkish majority. The law was never implemented systematically, but an increasing number of Kurds would be deported to non-Kurdish territories as the uprisings continued.

The genocide in Dersim The rebellion in Dersim proved to be the end point of this pattern of recurring revolts and reprisals. In the mid-1930s, the mountainous province of Dersim was the last territory that defied full government control. A fiercely independent tribal society of not more than 70,000 Alevi and mostly Zazaki-speaking clansmen, Dersim was poor, marred by internecine conflict, and had never been subject to central government control in the Ottoman Empire. In the first decade of the republic, the government tried to establish its grip by cooperating with some tribal leaders and pitting them against the others. By 1935, however, the republican state had decided to use Dersim as an example for its strategy of ‘civilizing’ the ‘others’ of the republic through annihilation and enforced assimilation. The Tunceli Law of December 1935 planned the deportation of most tribes from their homelands and their transfer to Turkish majority areas. The province was placed under military administration, which indeed brought brigandage and infighting between the tribes to an end. According to recently disclosed state documents, and contrary to the republican version of events, the security situation in the province was satisfactory by 1937, and no threat of a serious uprising was imminent. That the massive assault on Dersim took place nevertheless suggests that it was planned independently from the security situation on the ground and with the intention of destroying any opposition to the republic.

When the tribe of Seyid (Sey) Rıza caused a minor incident in March 1937, the commander general and governor, Abdullah Alpdoğan, launched a campaign that went well beyond retaliation. Throughout the summer, the military attacked all tribes, whether they were supportive of the government or not, and executed their members indiscriminately, whether combatant or civilian. Thousands, if not tens of thousands, of Dersimli (residents of Dersim) were killed in the campaign that saw the incineration of women and children as well as the use of massive air attacks. Testimonies of survivors refer to the common practice of rape by soldiers and the suicide of women to escape them. Seyid (Sey) Rıza was executed despite his advanced age of almost eighty, together with his son, in November 1937. Before his execution, and with reference to the seventh-century battle of Karbala, in which members of the Shia group were slain, he is reported to have said: ‘We are the children of Karbala, this is a shame, this is injustice, this is a murder.’

The symbol of this republican war on the Alevi Zaza of Dersim was Sabiha Gökçen, Mustafa Kemal’s adoptive daughter and the world’s first female fighter pilot, probably herself an orphaned survivor of the Armenian genocide. She became a role model for the ‘modern Turkish woman’, highlighting the genocidal foundations of modern Turkish identity. Another one was Abdullah Alpdoğan, the commander general of Dersim, who was responsible for the destruction of the province and its people. Alpdoğan was honoured for his work, when the General Staff named the barracks next to Elazığ airport, from where the operations had been launched, after him. The name still remains, and since the early 2000s Istanbul’s second airport has been named after Sabiha Gökçen, underlining the cynical continuity of state memory when it comes to punishing insubordination not only with violence but also with names.

The campaign was concluded in August 1938, when all its leaders had been executed and survivors deported to western Anatolia. The historical name of Dersim was excised from maps and replaced with the Turkish Tunceli (Land of Copper). The Turkish public was led to believe that yet another uprising of feudal tribes had been suppressed in the name of ‘civilizing the country’, and few in the outside world heard about the massacres at all – which is not surprising considering that the Second World War was just about to break out in Europe. Today, however, the massacre of Dersim is classified as ‘ethnocide’, while some speak of a veritable genocide that led to the destruction of close to half of the population of the province. The survivors use the Zazaki term ‘Tertele Dersim’. With the Dersim campaign, the government had sent out a clear signal: resistance would result in annihilation. Kurdish tribal leaders and nationalists understood the message and muffled their claims for identity and territory. Until the 1980s, Kurdistan was pacified. Sey Rıza’s last words, however, would be anathema for the decades to come.

Fault lines: the contradictions of the republic The ‘revolutions’ of the Kemalist regime managed to create a discourse of nationalist modernity that permeates debates in Turkey even today, if increasingly less so. Yet the reforms initially created only a very thin layer of modernity that was confined mostly to the urban middle classes in western Turkey and expressed in the authoritarian aesthetics of the dictatorships of the time. Despite new civil codes and legal equality, family law remained under the spell of Islamic legal norms, and beneath the ostensibly modern layer, feudal structures and religious conservatism continued to govern rural life. Religious structures and institutions had been destroyed, and with religious schools and institutions closed down, much of the fabric of pre-republican Ottoman society had gone underground. The Kurds were pacified, albeit at the heavy price of relentless violence against civilians and ethnic cleansing of defiers. It is this confusing mismatch between the modernist discourse of the republic and the experiences on the ground which has complicated the appraisal of the early republican years and the evaluation of their impact on modern Turkey. For three decades, state discourse was infused with notions of secularism, republicanism and industrial development, while in reality state action was directed at keeping a still diverse society on a tight leash: the state continued to marginalize non-Muslims legally and economically by expropriating their properties, and forcefully assimilated the Muslim communities. The Alevis of Dersim, however, faced near-annihilation in a campaign of destruction that called to mind the 1915 genocide.

The result of the one-party state was a stagnating society, with the state dominating all sectors from economy and culture to politics, from the army and the bureaucracy to the legislative and the executive. All were working towards the same goal of ‘achieving contemporary civilization’, but in fact were engaging in the exertion of complete societal control within a dictatorship in order to create a society in line with European fashions. Surely, it is important to remember that Turkey’s one-party dictatorship, authoritarian and preposterous as it may have been, was consolidated at a time when literally anywhere in Europe, Nazi occupiers and Fascist leaders were implementing racial policies that made Turkey appear a rather benign place. This was certainly true of Mustafa Kemal and slightly less so of his successor Ismet Inönü, who took over as president and leader of the Republican People’s Party in 1938.

Inönü was under significant pressure to join the war from both the Allies and the Axis powers, but he struggled – successfully – to keep his country out of the war. It was only in February 1945 that Turkey joined the Allies in a symbolic gesture, and hence was able to become one of the founding members of the United Nations and an ally of the ‘West’. Wary of Stalin’s demands regarding control of the Straits and an increasingly aggressive Soviet foreign policy, Inönü opted for the United States and western Europe. As a consequence of both internal and American pressures, he was compelled to allow for the registration of opposition parties and introduce elections. He did comply with this request, first reluctantly, with the rigged elections of 1946. In 1947, US president Harry Truman introduced a policy of active containment against the Soviet Union, which resulted in generous military and development aid for Turkey and Greece, the two southern flank countries, both at risk – at least in the eyes of the US administration – of falling under communist rule (also called the Truman Doctrine). Turkey was included in the Marshall Plan for the reconstruction of post-war Europe in 1948 and joined the Council of Europe in 1949. Free and fair elections were first carried out in 1950: after almost three decades of rule by an inward-looking state-party dictatorship, Inönü handed over power to the incumbent Democrat Party and its leader Adnan Menderes. In 1952, Turkey was admitted to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), completing the country’s institutional integration into ‘Western’ security structures.

In the three foundational decades of the republic, Kemalist nation-builders laid the foundations of modern Turkey, even though civilizational discourse and reality on the ground were two different things. Kemalism, an amalgam of nationalism, statism and authoritarian modernizing policies, became state doctrine, disseminated by a one-party state with all powers brought into line. The country remained poor, held back by state capitalism, lack of a bourgeoisie (after the destruction of the non-Muslim middle classes) and a backward agrarian sector. Key contradictions emerged in these years, between secular modernizing elites and religious conservatives in the smaller towns, between a Turkish-dominated state and a Kurdish-dominated Kurdistan, between the poor masses and the republican elites, as well as between the hegemonic state bloc – the judiciary, the military, the bureaucracy and the party – and new social classes which were denied political representation. If the civilizational narrative and the Kemalist project of modernity were imposed on the people with often brutal force in the 1920s and 1930s, the Second World War facilitated an even higher level of authoritarian control under Mustafa Kemal’s successor Ismet Inönü. By the end of the war, however, the discourse of Turkishness and ‘contemporary civilization’ had lost its appeal, and both internal demand for change and the new geopolitical conditions of the Cold War made a continuation of the one-party state impossible.

The guardian state’s incomplete democracy (1946–80)

If the three decades of republican consolidation witnessed the emergence of a highly ideological modernist and authoritarian one-party state, the following three decades saw the incomplete transformation of this system of governance into a weak multiparty system. One-party rule was abolished, and free and fair elections in 1950 allowed for the legislature and executive to change hands. Yet the remaining branches of government, the judiciary, the army and the bureaucracy, defied the democratic shift and continued to reproduce a one-party state ideology under the virtual leadership of the Republican People’s Party. It was in this period that Turkey’s incomplete and conflict-ridden democracy emerged with a resilient authoritarian parallel state at its core which would regularly intervene in order to keep elected governments in line, to get rid of them if need be and to manipulate society to sustain its power. During the 1950s and 1960s, the partner of choice of the ‘guardians’ of the republic was the Republican People’s Party. In the 1970s, during the RPP’s temporary democratic turn under Bülent Ecevit, right-wing parties came to be wooed. This parallel ‘republican guardian state’, since the 2000s also referred to as the ‘deep state’, survived throughout this period, strengthened by repeated military interventions, when the ‘deep’ and the visible state coincided, and weakened only temporarily when elected governments accrued sufficient power to challenge the guardians of the republic.

The politics of this era were murky and impossible to untangle at the time, as many of the events can be understood only with the benefit of hindsight and the manipulations of the guardian state in mind, whether in the case of the pogroms against non-Muslims in 1955 or the extreme political polarization and mass violence in the 1970s. This guardian state and its cynical behind-the-scenes politics emerged with the first election in 1950 and have continued ever since. Throughout this period, Turkey remained a staunch ally of the Atlantic Alliance, and the USA especially tolerated and often actively supported guardian interventions that ensured Turkey’s geostrategic role as the southern flank of NATO. Three important themes dominated these decades, which are crucial for the understanding of Turkey’s politics of the present: the emergence of conservative democracy, the manipulation of politics by the guardians through military interventions and fabricated mass violence, and the challenges from a radicalized socialist left and extreme right to both conservative democracy and the guardian state.

The emergence of conservative democracy: cadres and policies The winner of the 1950 elections was the Democrat Party (DP) and its leader Adnan Menderes, a former member of parliament of the Republican People’s Party and large landowner from the Aegean town of Aydın. The DP created an alliance of social classes that would form the backbone of Turkey’s succession of conservative democratic parties, from the Justice Party, which came into power in 1965, to the Party of the True Path, from Turgut Özal’s Motherland to Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s Justice and Development of the 2000s. It was made up of two unlikely bedfellows: a growing bourgeoisie that wished for more autonomy from the state – which had created the Muslim industrialists in the first place – and the conservative, mostly rural population of Anatolia, which wanted to maintain a degree of autonomy from state intervention and attain better material conditions. As a consequence, the DP’s policies, whether in the field of economic planning or political reform, would be an opportunistic mix of class-based interest policies for industrialists and large landowners on the one hand, and populist and paternalist policies for the rural poor on the other. These were permeated, however, by a discourse promoting individual achievement and wealth, development and equality as well as religious piety and social conservatism.

One of the DP government’s first actions, for instance, was the highly symbolic revocation of the Turkish call to prayer. The return of the Arabic ezan to the public space – audible everywhere in the country five times a day – was a relief for the large majority of Muslims, and reinstated the country’s hitherto tightly regulated Islamic identity. This move also led to instant resentment within the army and the Republican People’s Party, which saw a counter-revolution against the Kemalist Republic in the making. Yet for the time being, the power of the people appeared too tangible for the generals to take action. Struggling with the unfamiliar word ‘Demokrat’, ordinary men and women transformed it into the Turkish ‘Demir Kır At’ (‘Iron Grey Horse’) and made it something of their own. In popular parlance, the Iron Grey Horse would gallop through Turkey’s contemporary history, occasionally thrown off course by military interventions. Soon, the Democrat Party incorporated the symbol of the galloping horse into its own emblem. Subsequently, democratic politics in Turkey were dominated by conservative and centrist actors, whereas the socialist left and the republicans would look to the military for a revolution from above. With the military intervention in 1971, however, the left would realize that the guardian state did not feel any moral obligations towards its one-time collaborators.

On the economic front, rapid development and institution-building alternated with reluctant economic policies. Four universities established in this era – the Middle East Technical University in Ankara, the Black Sea Technical University in Trabzon, the Atatürk University in Erzurum and the Aegean University in Izmir – introduced a strong US orientation into the hitherto mostly continental European academic tradition. Meanwhile, the Marshall Plan fuelled the industrialization of agriculture and increased the output of cash crops for the growing markets of post-Second World War western Europe. Opposed to any notion of national planning, which Menderes and his successor Demirel associated with the Soviet-style five-year plans of the early republic, the governments of the time shied away from macroeconomic planning and failed to develop coherent development strategies. Revitalized by US aid and foreign borrowing, the Turkish economy took on many key characteristics, which would remain for a long time to come: cyclical financial crises, devaluation of the lira, foreign debt and dependence on international agencies such as the IMF and World Bank. The economically liberal outlook was soon watered down with a policy of import substitution and protective measures, predominantly to please the representatives of the entrepreneurial classes. Despite the free market rhetoric of the Democrat and later the Justice Party, the Turkish economy remained a mixed economy with an important share of ‘public sector enterprises’ (Kamu Iktisadi Teşekküller).

While the industrialization of the agricultural sector improved the economic situation of small and large landholders (with the exception of farm labourers in the semi-feudal landholdings in the Kurdish provinces), it also resulted in a redundant workforce. Emigration to the large cities began in earnest, and by the mid-1950s, makeshift houses began to spring up on the peripheries of Istanbul and Ankara, called gecekondu (‘built overnight’). Leaving the provision of affordable housing to the semi-formal market, the Menderes administration pursued a number of urban projects in Istanbul, which had been wilfully neglected under earlier republican governments. Concentrating on the creation of large squares and boulevards, especially in the old town, Menderes brought a rather brutal form of modernity to Istanbul: the emblematic boulevards ‘Nation’ and ‘Fatherland’ (Millet and Vatan Caddeleri) pierced Istanbul’s historic peninsula with much modernist fervour and little interest in the city’s intricate urban structures. Road construction was also an absolute priority of the Directorate of Highways, which was established in 1950 and inspired by US advisers, who anticipated Eisenhower’s Federal Highway Act of 1956 in Turkey. The new roads decreased transport costs and connected parts of the country that had remained isolated in economic and cultural terms. At the cost of the state railways, which were now seen as relics of statism, a road and petrol-dependent infrastructure and private transportation system emerged that would soon criss-cross the entire country. In the 1970s, the Keban Dam in Elazığ and the first Bosporus Bridge in Istanbul, as well as the continued modernization of the road network and the electrification of villages, became part of the Justice Party and Süleyman Demirel’s developmental project for a ‘Great Turkey’.

Despite these projects for a ‘Great Turkey’, however, Turkey’s foreign policy in those years was rather ‘small’, and largely dictated by its front-state status and alliance with the United States. In addition to the Cyprus issue – violence between Turkish and Greek Cypriots escalated after the institutional provisions of the republic of 1960 collapsed – two developments stood out. One was Turkey’s largely ineffective involvement in the US-led Central Treaty Organization (CENTO, also called the Baghdad Pact), established in 1955 by Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and the United Kingdom to encircle the Soviet Union with a pro-American belt, anticipating the US Green Belt doctrine of the 1970s and 1980s. Infinitely more important was the second: only three years after Menderes’s brutal removal from office, in September 1963, Turkey and the European Economic Community signed an Association Agreement, better known as the Ankara Treaty. The treaty confirmed Turkey as an associate member and laid out a time frame for Turkey’s gradual accession to the EU common market. After a preparatory phase, a transitional period would allow Turkey to adjust its legal framework, enter a customs union by 1995 and eventually become a full member.

At around the same time, one of the most important societal changes of the era began for Turkey, as for many European countries: Turkey followed poor southern European countries such as Spain, Italy and Greece and signed a series of bilateral recruitment treaties, first with Germany in 1961 and then with most western European countries in need of cheap labour to fuel their post-war booms. In the ensuing emigration, a substantial part of Turkey’s labour surplus emigrated towards the west, and Turkish diasporas emerged with up to three million in Germany, half a million in France, the United Kingdom and, albeit later, the United States. Netherlands, Austria, Belgium and Switzerland would soon be home to Turkish communities of several hundred thousand. These diaspora communities created additional channels of engagement with ‘Europe’ beyond the republican elite discourses of ‘contemporary civilization’, while they also created a nucleus of religious thinkers and activists, who could not operate freely in Turkey. Eventually, Germany would become an important launching pad for the Turkish Islamist movement, the Milli Görüş (national view).

The guardians against the Democrats In the 1950s and 1960s, the electorate consistently voted for the conservative Democrats, and their successor, the Justice Party. In these years, public opposition came mostly from the left and from socialist groups. This opposition was exploited and in part channelled by the guardian state, which saw its power at risk if the government of the Democrats were to continue. The military coup of 1960 was hence seen as a ‘left-wing coup’. When the socialists were elected to parliament in 1965, however, and after the military coup of 1971, the left became the prime target of the guardians, while the Justice Party under Süleyman Demirel became the protector of its best interests. Throughout the 1950s to the 1970s, however, the guardian state, in a mostly clandestine alliance between the military, the judiciary and the bureaucracy, manipulated politics on several levels and used mass violence to destabilize governments. The military interventions of 1960, 1971 and 1980, as well as the events leading up to them, cannot be fully appreciated without taking the guardian state and its actions into consideration.

One of the key plots, which created the conditions for the military intervention of 1960, for instance, was the 6/7 September Pogroms in 1955 (also known as Septemvriana in Greek), which supposedly developed as a spontaneous reaction to an arson attack on the house in Thessaloniki where Mustafa Kemal was born and sparked public anger at the situation of the Turkish minority in Cyprus. On 6 September, members of an organization called ‘Cyprus is Turkish’, who had procured lists of shops and properties of non-Muslims, began looting and destroying them. The attacks started in distant parts of Istanbul as well as in Izmir and Iskenderun – with its sizeable Arab Orthodox population – at around the same time and following the same pattern. They entailed looting of properties, vandalizing of churches and cemeteries, and assault on priests and lay people. More than five thousand businesses were targeted in Istanbul alone, and almost all of the city’s seventy-three Greek Orthodox churches were attacked and robbed of their icons. A dozen or more Greeks and Armenians were murdered and no fewer than four hundred women were raped. Hundreds were severely wounded. In fact the events had been planned well in advance by the clandestine ‘Council for Mobilization Research’ (Seferberlik Tetkik Kurulu), better known under its later epithet, ‘Special War Office’ (Özel Harp Dairesi). This was one of the secret organizations which NATO countries created to wage psychological warfare against communism and to prepare the ground defence in the case of a communist attack, but it also stood firmly in the tradition of the secret organizations of the late Ottoman years.

Officer Sabri Yirmibeşoğlu, an undercover agent of the Office and later director of the National Security Council, confirmed that ‘the 6–7 September was a job of the Special War Office. It was a marvellous organization. And it attained its goals’ (Güllapoğlu 1991). Not only had the attack on Mustafa Kemal’s house in Thessaloniki been carried out by an operative of the Turkish intelligence services, even the hundreds of thousands of copies of the Istanbul Ekspres newspaper, which galvanized parts of the mob into action, had been prepared well in advance. The pogroms served at least two goals. Even though the government had verifiably only limited responsibility for the events, they served as one of the main charges in the indictment against Menderes and the Justice and Development Party after the coup of 1961. For many non-Muslims of Istanbul, the pogroms were a turning point, after which they realized that hopes of equal citizenship in the Turkish Republic were futile. For the Greeks of Polis (the city), 1955 marked the intensification of emigration to Greece, and for Istanbul the end of its Ottoman cosmopolitanism.

The coup of 27 May 1960 was the guardian state’s next intervention: on the morning of 27 May, Radio Ankara interrupted its scheduled broadcast for a special announcement. The officer Alparslan Türkeş declared that the Turkish armed forces had taken over the administration of the country, that the National Assembly had been closed down and that the constitution had been suspended. A group of young officers, calling themselves the National Unity Committee (Milli Birlik Komitesi), had acted without the connivance of the Chief of the General Staff, though probably in league with the Special War Office. This was the only military intervention in Turkey’s crowded history of military coups that happened outside the command chain, and was hence soon reined in by the General Staff, who commissioned a group of jurists to draft a new constitution. Ironically, the 1961 constitution would turn out to be the most liberal Turkey has had to date. It extended individual liberties significantly, and introduced freedom of association and speech as well as autonomy in universities and public broadcasting.

If the constitution was liberal in terms of individual rights, it also gave a more prominent role to the military: creating vested interests for young officers in the country’s economic development (and in order to discourage them from future plots), the Armed Forces Pension Fund (OYAK) was established. OYAK would become a major economic actor. It also introduced the National Security Council (Millî Güvenlik Kurulu), and codified the constitutional role of the military as a guardian of the political regime. The newly established Constitutional Court introduced a system of checks and balances that would, however, often be employed against elected governments. Ironically, while the 1924 constitution was being abrogated, President Celal Bayar, the entire Democrat government including Prime Minister Menderes and members of parliament were taken into custody on grounds of ‘violating the constitutional order’. The proceedings at a makeshift ‘Supreme Justice Chamber’ (Yüksek Adalet Divanı) began on Istanbul’s prison island Yassıada in October and rather resembled the show trials of Soviet Russia or China. Defendants were foredoomed and films and radio shows ridiculed them in the eyes of the general public. Menderes was charged for his role in the Istanbul pogroms, yet the proceedings were not about establishing the facts of the case. A year later, four hundred of almost six hundred defendants were sentenced to lifelong prison sentences, fifteen to the death penalty.

The National Unity Committee approved only three death penalties, and both the president and the leader of the Republican People’s Party intervened to stop the executions. They failed, and on 16 September 1961, Turkey’s first democratically elected prime minister, Adnan Menderes, his finance minister and his foreign minister were executed. The convicted Democrats were transferred to the Kayseri prison, where many remained incarcerated until the 1970s. The 1960 coup was the first visible manifestation of the guardian state, with the military intervening openly in politics and setting up courts to try its opponents, while the judiciary happily participated and the state bureaucracy did its best to support the new regime. All these powers would ensure the impunity of the putschists.

Political chaos and military takeover Despite the military’s predilection for the Republican People’s Party and successive manipulations to create an atmosphere of ‘revolutionary change’, the idea of a return to Kemalist autocracy proved futile: the 1965 elections brought the successor of the now outlawed Democrats to power. It was the time of the Justice Party and Süleyman Demirel. The 1965 elections also introduced two new political movements, the Labour Party (Türkiye İşçi Partisi) and the Republican Peasants and Nation Party (Cumhuriyetçi Köylü Millet Partisi). The former was the country’s first legal socialist party, based on a coalition of democratic socialists as well as Marxists, Leninists and intellectuals who believed in a ‘National Democratic Revolution’ (Milli Demokratik Devrim). The latter was infiltrated by the former Nazi sympathizer and putschist colonel Alparslan Türkeş and became the platform of the emerging extreme nationalist right and their paramilitary forces. Both parties would play a prominent role in the radicalization of the political sphere in the years to come.

University students had become politicized throughout the late 1950s. Following the 1960 coup, what had started as a nationalist movement galvanized by the events in Cyprus and exploited by the ‘Special War Office’ evolved towards the left and the idea of an anti-imperialist revolution. The heart of student politics was beating in Ankara’s Political Science Faculty, the former Imperial Administrative School (Mekteb-i Mülkiye). There, the student body was polarized between the Socialist Ideas Clubs (Sosyalist Fikir Kulübü) and the Free Thought Club (Hür Düşünce Derneği). It was around this time as well that the first Kurdish political associations, the ‘Revolutionary Culture Hearths of the East’ (Doğu Devrimci Kültür Ocakları), emerged. Invigorated by the spirit of 1968 in Europe and the protest movements against the Vietnam War in the United States, many followers of the left felt that a global revolution was imminent: it seemed only to be a question of when, and not if, Turkey and the world would become socialist. As elsewhere in Europe, street protests, university boycotts, anti-American demonstrations and the slogan ‘Yankee Go Home’ – a response to US president Johnson’s rebuke to Turkey over Cyprus – had become defining elements of the time.

One of these boycotts created the most iconic and also most tragic leader of the Turkish left: the law student Deniz Gezmiş, who initiated the 1968 boycott at Istanbul University and led negotiations with the Demirel government to achieve some of their demands. What was a peaceful student movement, however, was fast radicalized and became violent, when extreme rightist groups and the Islamist-leaning ‘Associations for the struggle against communism’ (Komünizmle Mücadele Derneği) began to attack them with increasing brutality. This time, the guardian state was using the right wing to attack the left, which had stepped out of the republican fold and embarked on their own path of radicalization. When the visit of US ambassador Eric Comer to the Middle East Technical University was met with a massive demonstration against the USA, Deniz Gezmiş was there on behalf of Turkey’s first organization dedicated to armed struggle, the ‘People’s Liberation Army of Turkey’ (Türkiye Halk Kurtuluş Ordusu).

With state-sponsored extreme nationalist and Islamist groups on the one side and Marxist students on the other, violence mounted. Students and workers alike were incensed by the prospect of revolution, even if they had little idea about what would happen once power had been taken. Every confrontation led to a more violent response and heightened casualties. At anti-American demonstrations in Istanbul’s Taksim Square, right-wing groups declared ‘jihad’ against the left and bludgeoned demonstrators as the police looked on. Amid the chants of ‘Blood for blood, revenge!’ (Kana kan, intikam!), two protesters were killed and more than a hundred injured. Sunday, 16 February 1969 would enter Turkey’s political glossary as its own ‘Bloody Sunday’. Despite elections in October, which reinstated the Justice Party government, the arena of politics had moved from the Grand National Assembly to the streets: in June 1970, more than 70,000 members of the Revolutionary Workers’ Unions (Devrimci İşçi Dernekleri Federasyonu) protested against the government’s restrictive trade union law in Istanbul’s Kadiköy district. Four protesters and one policeman were killed, and Demirel felt compelled to proclaim martial law in some provinces. As the country was shaken by bomb explosions for which no one claimed responsibility, bank robberies by radicalized socialists and battles between rival student groups, the Chief of the General Staff and the commanding officers met regularly to agree on the modalities of the looming intervention, but also to keep in check the left-leaning young officers, who were hoping for a revolution along the lines of the Young Officers in Egypt.

The 12 March intervention in 1971 When the People’s Liberation Front, operating from the campus of the Middle East Technical University, kidnapped four US soldiers in March 1971, the time seemed to have come for the generals to strike. Army units launched an all-out attack on the student dormitories, killing three and interning more than two hundred students in the university stadium. Deniz Gezmiş released the US soldiers to prevent further bloodshed, but it was too late: the intervention was already unfolding. On 12 March 1971, during the lunchtime news, Turkish radio stations broadcast an armed forces memorandum that accused the parliament and the government of having led the homeland into ‘anarchy, fratricide and social and economic discord’.

Demirel was deposed from office, and a new government was formed to tackle the growing violence in the streets. Socialist intellectuals and Marxist groups initially welcomed the intervention, which they thought had been carried out by the left-leaning colonels sympathetic to the idea of the ‘National Democratic Revolution’. They would be proved wrong. The generals’ first act was to purge the junta of left-wing officers, the second was the detention of Deniz Gezmiş, and the third the convocation of a cabinet of technocrats from both parties. When protests, bombings and bank robberies continued throughout April, the new government under the appointed prime minister, Nihat Erim, declared martial law in eleven provinces. The interdiction of socialist and nationalist associations and the closure of left-wing newspapers followed curfews and arbitrary arrests, often made during the early hours and conducted with considerable brutality. Prime Minister Erim summarized the new rulers’ attitude when he proclaimed that the 1961 constitution was ‘far too luxurious for us’. His government quickly changed more than forty articles with an eye to curtailing human rights, individual liberties and university autonomy.

As Ankara reasserted its grip on politics, Marxist youth organizations progressed towards the targeted use of violence. Many had participated in Palestinian training camps in Lebanon and the West Bank, where, like the German Revolutionary Army Faction, RAF, they had become as anti-American as anti-Israeli. It was therefore not much of a surprise when a group related to the People’s Liberation Army chose to abduct the Israeli ambassador in Ankara, Efraim Elrom, on 17 May 1971 to force the release of the student leader Deniz Gezmiş. This time, the government was not in the mood for negotiations. After a manhunt and the detention of at least five hundred left-wing intellectuals, Elrom’s dead body was found in Istanbul. Mahir Çayan, Hüseyin Cevahir and Ulaş Bardakçı had committed the first political murder of Turkey’s Marxist youth movement. Nevertheless, the battle cry ‘Mahir Hüseyin Ulaş, struggle till liberation’ (Mahir Hüseyin Ulaş, Kurtuluşa kadar savaş) continued to make the rounds during socialist demonstrations well into the 2000s, and can still be heard even today.

The armed forces took revenge. Martial law courts opened more than a thousand cases mostly against the left – including the socialists of the Labour Party, against the People’s Liberation Front and against some right-wing organizations. Ten thousand political activists were imprisoned. The courts convicted most of them of ‘destroying the constitutional order by violent means’, and sentenced many to death. Ismet Inönü and the Republican People’s Party tried to mobilize the parliament to block the death sentences, but was met with stiff resistance from Demirel and the right-wing parties, which voted in favour of the sentences. As the RPP was preparing a motion to consult the Constitutional Court to quash the decisions, Mahir Çayan and his comrades escaped from prison and kidnapped three British and Canadian army technicians to press for the release of Deniz Gezmiş. At the end of March 1972, the leaders of Turkey’s Marxist-Leninist youth organizations and their hostages were surrounded in the village of Kızıldere. According to eyewitness accounts, Turkish soldiers, aided by NATO forces, shelled the hideout with machine guns for more than twelve hours, killing all but one. The leader of the ‘Revolutionary Youth’ (Dev-Genç), Ertuğrul Kürkçü, miraculously survived the carnage. A week later, the president confirmed the death sentence on Deniz Gezmiş and his comrades. They were executed in May. Only three years earlier, Deniz Gezmiş had negotiated a peaceful resolution to the student strike at Istanbul University. At the tender age of twenty-four, he was killed as a prime enemy of the state. A participant in the socialist movement of the time, who was detained and tortured in prison, summarized the escalation:

It was like a game. The kids pretended they were about to lead the country into a people’s revolution, and Demirel and the military pretended that the kids would destroy Turkey’s constitutional order. Both sides knew deep down that neither would happen. But it was the kids who were killed. (Fatma Sayman, interview, 14 June 2009)

Both sides believed that they were fighting their own battles, and both sides would eventually understand that they had been deceived.

Descent into chaos In the wake of the 1971 intervention, the guardian state took over the political sphere. The parliament had survived the coup, but power was now executed elsewhere. In the decade after 1971, eleven governments were formed and disbanded without effectively addressing the mounting violence, strikes, boycotts and the deteriorating economic situation. The longest lasted three years, the shortest was voted down after a month. Four men and the political movements they represented alternated terms in office. Sometimes they cooperated in grand alliances, but more often they fought each other viciously. They included Süleyman Demirel and his centre-right Justice Party and the Republican People’s Party (RPP), which had evolved towards the ‘left of centre’ under its promising young leader Bülent Ecevit. Alparslan Türkeş led the extreme right Nationalist Action Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, MHP). Necmettin Erbakan entered politics with the Islamist National Order Party (Milli Nizam Partisi) in 1970, and after its closure by the Constitutional Court on grounds of anti-secular behaviour, with the National Salvation Party (Milli Selamet Partisi, MSP), which created the backbone of the Islamist political movement in the Milli Görüş (‘national view’) tradition.

The first post-coup democratic elections in 1973 delivered an odd coalition of the ‘left of centre’ Ecevit and the Islamist Erbakan, two men who had little in common save for an anti-imperialist and nationalist stance rooted, however, in diametrically opposed ideological traditions. Nevertheless, it was these two impulses which paved the way for Turkey’s military intervention and subsequent occupation of Cyprus. The collapse of the constitutional arrangements in the Republic of Cyprus that had granted equal rights to the Greek majority and the Turkish minority resulted in an increasingly precarious situation for many Turkish Cypriots. Backed by the military junta, which had taken over Greece in 1967, the paramilitary National Organization for the Cypriot Struggle (EOKA-B) and its leader, George Grivas, began attacking enclaves where Turkish Cypriots were trying to defend themselves. The massacres galvanized public opinion in Turkey once again, and by 20 July 1974 the military and the Ecevit government had come to the conclusion that the time for intervention was right. The Turkish air force and navy invaded the island from the north and advanced against little resistance. Two days later, Turkey signed its first ceasefire agreement. When talks on the resolution of the situation on the island stalled in August, Foreign Minister Turan Güneş of the Republican People’s Party gave the command for the start of the second invasion on 8 August 1974. This he did with a coded wire suggesting that his daughter Ayşe ‘should begin her holidays’ (Ayşe tatile çıksın). Thirty years later, Turkish Cypriots would demand that ‘Ayşe should at last come back from holidays’, i.e. leave Cyprus on its own. The invasion ended a week later with almost a third of the island falling under Turkish control. More than five thousand died during the invasion, most of them Greek Cypriots.

The succession of elections and governments was accompanied by further polarization between the political forces on the right – centrist, Islamist and extreme nationalist – and the reconstituted left, ranging from the ‘left of centre’ and socialist movements to the Marxist-Leninist revolutionaries. Parts of the country were taken over by one group or the other and larger cities were separated into ‘liberated areas’, which were effectively governed by the different Marxist or nationalist groups. Even police associations were split along ‘revolutionary’ and ‘nationalist’ lines. This situation was further aggravated by a succession of three ‘Nationalist Front’ (Milliyetçi Cephe) governments, interrupted by short spells of social democrat cabinets under Ecevit. The Front governments were presided over by Prime Minister Demirel, with Türkeş and Erbakan as his deputies, and followed a viciously anti-communist policy. In spite of the mounting hatred on all sides, however, political violence remained under control, with robberies and shoot-outs often leading to material damage but to relatively few deaths.

It was during Ecevit’s third term as prime minister, following the last Nationalist Front government, that the situation got out of hand. The religious community of the Alevis was targeted: on 19 December 1978, a mob made up of Islamists and Nationalist Action Party members in the city of Maraş went on the rampage against ‘unbelievers’, while the governor’s requests for army enforcements were rejected and police and local army units looked the other way. A week later, more than a hundred Alevis were dead, their association buildings destroyed and their properties looted. Most of the survivors had fled the city. The Ecevit government was not in control of events. Allegations of CIA involvement notwithstanding, it is now an established fact that the events were planned by groups within the army and executed by extreme nationalist followers of Alparslan Türkeş.

On the day after the Maraş massacres, the Chief of the General Staff, General Kenan Evren, issued a letter declaring the armed forces’ fury over the deterioration in public order, and only after this letter did violence escalate in earnest. Within less than a year, the daily number of victims of shoot-outs between rival factions would reach dozens. Fifteen public personages from the fields of politics, academia, the media and trade unionism were assassinated by covertly acting contract killers of the guardian state. Most of the murders remained unresolved. Among the victims were public office holders such as university rectors, journalists, former prime ministers, trade unionists and even extreme right-wing politicians. Demirel was prime minister again, this time in a minority government supported by the extreme right, but he also failed to regain control. Probably to diffuse public outcry over yet another anti-Alevi massacre in Çorum, the army launched an operation against the eastern Black Sea town of Fatsa in July 1980. Under its Marxist mayor Fikri Sönmez, Fatsa had become a symbol of the struggle of the Revolutionary Path (Devrimci Yol), a spin-off of the People’s Liberation Army. Instead of the usual municipal administration, ‘people’s committees’ and ‘resistance councils’ governed the town. And rather than summoning the mayor to court or arranging for the extreme right to attack, Chief of the General Staff General Evren paid a personal visit on 9 July. Two days later, the mayor and three hundred citizens were detained and questioned. Most were later released without charge, at least until the generals returned again in September – not to Fatsa, but to take over the country.

The three foundational periods of modern Turkey, which I have examined in this chapter, have sketched the institutional, ideological and political backdrop to the country that re-emerged after the military coup of 1980. Between imperial collapse and republican reinvention, the Young Turks’ modernism and Darwinist take on history shaped the core of Turkish nationalism, which in turn became the hegemonic state ideology up until the 2000s. The heritage of the Committee of Union and Progress was decisive: their political mindset, shaped by existential choices between ‘survival or annihilation’ and ‘independence or slavery’, is still present in the repertoire of Turkish politics, if increasingly less frequent. The CUP’s fetishization of the state as a precondition for the survival of its people, the denial of the violence done to Armenians and Greeks, the exclusive definition of citizenship, which sees only Turkish Sunni Muslims as rightful owners of the state, all go back to this period.

In the sixty years between the demise of the Ottoman Empire and the re-emergence of Turkey as an actor in the global economy following the 1980 coup, the Anatolian peninsula went through convulsions that in intensity and magnitude are comparable to those of no other country in the region but the Soviet Union. Destined for subjection to mandate rule by the Great Powers, nationalists as well as Kurds were galvanized into resistance by Mustafa Kemal, and most of the territory marked for colonial land grab became the new Republic of Turkey. A republican elite, with distaste for the Muslim peasant masses and the non-Muslim minorities alike, ruled the country with an iron fist throughout the 1930s and 1940s, while imposing reforms by law and decree on a reluctant, but muted population. If many of the modernizing reforms were tokenistic and symbolic, they shaped the trajectory of later phases of political contestation between secular modernizing elites and religious conservatives in the smaller towns, between a Turkish-dominated state and a Kurdish-dominated Kurdistan, between the poor masses and the republican elites, as well as between the hegemonic state bloc – the judiciary, the military, the bureaucracy and the party – and new social classes without representation.

In terms of symbols, the first republic churned out highly emblematic icons, the new capital of Ankara with its radical modernist architecture being the most impressive. Yet in many ways the state of the republic resembled the dichotomy of Ankara itself. In the valley, a new city stretched out with tree-lined boulevards, pleasure gardens and model houses, kept in order by a highly militarized bureaucratic state and populated by men and women emulating European chic as part of their duties as citizens. Above it all towered the Citadel of Ankara with wooden mansions and tiny alleyways opening to irregular squares with age-old mosques and hans, where craftsmen practised their trade. Life here continued as it had for centuries, even though the Armenians and Greeks had been decimated and the Jews had begun to emigrate in the late 1940s. It was as if the old Ankara, or Angara, as the locals called it, was in defiance of the new city developing below. For republican elites, the maze of alleyways was a symbol of the rural backwardness they so virulently detested and of the contempt they had for the common people as a whole.

With the end of the Second World War, the same elites realized the need for change, as they felt cornered by Stalinist Soviet Russia as well as by growing popular discontent with the regime. They gave up their dictatorial powers, and opened the way for openly contested elections. However, a parallel guardian state with members of the bureaucracy, the military, the judiciary and some politicians continued to pull the strings behind the scenes, whether through campaigns of orchestrated mass violence, or in the form of military coups and indirect pressure on elected governments. This unstable system of behind-the-scenes conspiracy – clearly reminiscent of the manipulations of the Committee of Union and Progress – and electoral politics, combined with a heavy-handed state and hatred of communism and socialism, created cycles of state and mass violence. The Marxist opposition movements started off in the benign world of student politics, but before long they were radicalized into armed struggle. Islamist and extreme nationalist organizations were cajoled into acting as protectors of the state, which would drop them when state preservation so demanded. Amid the growing violence and instability, industrial development was slowed down, but the country was significantly changed by massive rural-to-urban migration as well as emigration to western Europe. In the run-up to the great changes of 1980, Turkey was a torn country, whose many conflicts were aggravated by the guardian state’s cynical engineering.
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