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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 constitu-

tion 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 
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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 repub-
lican 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 Independ-
ence.

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 
 pro vince 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.
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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 demo-
cratic 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 ex-
ecuted 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, mark-
ing 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 Turk-
ish 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 Istan-
bul’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 Libera-
tion 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.
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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 eyewit-
nesses speak of up to five hundred deaths.

27 December 1979 Memorandum of general staff warning the govern-
ment 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 Jerusa-
lem 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 ter-
ror 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. Tur-
gut Özal becomes prime minister.

15 November 1983 Turkish Cypriot leaders declare the ‘Turkish Repub-
lic 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.



xiv | Key moments

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 Com-
munity.

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 broadcast-
ing 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 com-
munist 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 assas-
sinated.

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 circum-
stances. 

17 April 1993 President Turgut Özal dies unexpectedly of heart failure, 
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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 de-
tained, tortured and killed. 

12 March 1995 ‘Gazi events’; police attack and kill Alevi youth in Istan-
bul’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 Com-
munity.

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 reac-
tion 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.
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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 col-
lapse 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 succeed-
ed 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 com-

plete 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; 
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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 Euro-
pean countries and Malta.

December 2004 European Council agrees to open EU accession 
negoti ations 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 manipu-
lations 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.
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October 2008 The effects of the global financial crisis reach Turkey. 
Over the course of the next twelve months, the economy con-
tracts 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 inter-
ventions.

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

January 2010 Investigations into and court case against the ‘Sledge-
hammer’, ‘Blonde Girl’ and ‘Moonlight’ conspiracies to over-
throw 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 pro-
nounced 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 



Explanatory note | xxi

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 pro-
vince 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 
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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 
con siderations. 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 ‘reloca-
tion’, ‘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 
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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 
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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 dif-
ferentiated 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 ex-
perience 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 
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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 cor-
poratist 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, anticipa-
ting 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 col-
lapse of the Soviet Union opened the route to the ‘Turkic’ republics 
of Central Asia, the end of communism in the Balkans cleared the 
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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 polariza-
tion 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, fear-
ful 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 Tur-
key’s EU membership turned into a memento of Europe’s immanent 
‘Islamic conquest’. The erratic process of Turkey’s relations with the 
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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 European ization 
to rapid economic development, migration and urban ization, 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 experi-
ences 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 mas-
sacres, 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, mount-
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ing 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 terri-
tory: 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 pub-
lished 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 ideol-
ogy 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 ruth-
lessly 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 
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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 re-
garded 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 
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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 trajec-
tory 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 com-
mand, 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 nine-
teenth 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. 
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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. Govern-
ance 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 repub-
lic’ 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 
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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 chal-
lenge 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 co-
incide 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 govern-
ment 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 
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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 vio-
lence 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 
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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 con-
tested 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 Vil-
lage’ (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 moderniza-
tion 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 
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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 founda-
tions 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 restructur-
ing 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 grow-
ing 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 
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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.
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