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As Egypt underwent a tumultuous military-led transition from autocracy to democracy 
beginning in 2011, a chorus of  commentators advocated a “Turkish model” for civil–
military relations in Egypt’s nascent democracy. That term is frequently invoked in both 
popular and academic discourse, but rarely defined. This article takes up the task of  giv-
ing content to that elusive phrase. It begins by analyzing the composition, structure, and 
ob jectives of  the Turkish military beginning with the Ottoman Empire. It then turns to 
May 1960, when the Turkish military staged its first direct intervention in republican pol-
itics by toppling an authoritarian government and installing democratically elected leaders 
after seventeen months of  interim military rule.The article shows that the military played 
a crucial role in Turkish modernization and democratization during the coup and in its 
immediate aftermath—a role that has been largely obscured by the current portrayal of  the 
Turkish military as a hegemonic and repressive institution. The article then explores why, 
following its initial democratization role after the 1960 coup, the military failed to retreat 
to the barracks and began to present impediments to democracy. It argues that the plethora 
of  counter-majoritarian institutions established in the 1961 Constitution, drafted under 
military supervision following the 1960 coup, sparked frequent power vacuums in Turkey, 
prompting the military to stage political interventions to ensure stability. It further argues 
that the military’s focus on domestic policy matters with its institutionalization in the 
National Security Council in the 1961 Constitution ensnared the military in domestic dis-
putes, providing an impetus for the military to stage further interventions. The article then 
explains the recent exodus of  the Turkish military from politics with the ascension to power 
of  stable civilian governments and Turkey’s accession process to the European Union. It 
concludes by offering observations and lessons for other nations seeking to normalize their 
civil–military relations.
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1.  Introduction
As the fourth wave of  democratization1 swept across the Arab World, invocations of  a 
Turkish model or paradigm figured prominently in popular and academic discourse. 
Commentators pointed across the Mediterranean to the Republic of  Turkey as a model 
nation that has successfully moderated the difficult marriage between Islam and 
democracy. Arab nations, well-meaning commentators and politicians have argued, 
should simply emulate their northern neighbor to achieve a well-balanced democracy. 
Even military leaders, such as General Mamdouh Shaheen of  the Supreme Council of  
the Armed Forces—the military body in charge of  the democratic-transition process 
in Egypt from 2011 to 2012—joined the chorus and advocated “a model similar to 
that found in Turkey” so that “Egypt, as a country, [can] protect democracy from the 
Islamists.”2

Although appealing in principle, these proposals for a “Turkish model” raise more 
questions than they answer. The first question is positive: What exactly is the “Turkish 
model”? That phrase is frequently invoked, but rarely defined. It has therefore assumed 
a plethora of  meanings. To some, it means the maintenance of  a democracy in a major-
ity-Muslim nation.3 To others, it refers to a particular mold of  civil–military relations 
where the military serves as a fourth branch of  government to check excessive majori-
tarian tendencies. The second question is normative: Once the phrase Turkish model is 
given a coherent meaning, should that model be transposed to other contexts? A third, 
and related, question is one of  plausibility: Assuming that the adoption of  a Turkish 
model is normatively desirable in a particular context, can it be implemented there? Or 
is the Turkish model, whatever that may be, a unique product of  Turkey’s historical, 
sociological, and geopolitical circumstances, difficult to replicate elsewhere?

This article does not attempt to answer all of  these challenging questions. Instead, it 
focuses on a descriptive question and explores its normative implications: What is the 
Turkish model as it applies to civil–military relations in Turkey? To give content to that 
elusive phrase, the article begins by analyzing the composition, structure, and object-
ives of  the Turkish military beginning with the Ottoman Empire. It then turns to May 
1960, when the Turkish military staged its first direct intervention in republican poli-
tics by toppling an authoritarian government and installing democratically elected 
leaders after seventeen months of  interim military rule. The article shows that the 
military played a crucial role in Turkish modernization and democratization during 
the coup and in its immediate aftermath—a role that has been largely obscured by the 
current portrayal of  the Turkish military as a hegemonic and repressive institution.

1 Cf. generally Samuel Huntington, tHe tHird Wave: democratization in tHe late tWentietH century (1991) 
(describing the “third wave” of  democratization across the globe beginning with Portugal’s Carnation 
Revolution in 1974).

2 See Mahmoud Hamad, The Constitutional Challenges in Post-Mubarak Egypt, 14 inSigHt turkey 51, 58 
(2012).

3 See, e.g., Egemen Bagis, The Turkish Model is Democracy, Wall St. J., July 15, 2012, available at http://online.
wsj.com/article/SB10001424052702303567704577514903170827744.html; Adrien K.  Wing & 
Ozan O. Varol, Is Secularism Possible in a Majority-Muslim Country?: The Turkish Example, 42 tex. int’l l.J. 1, 
20 (2006).
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The article then explores why, following its initial democratization role after the 1960 
coup, the military failed to retreat to the barracks and begun to present impediments to 
democracy. It argues that the plethora of  counter-majoritarian institutions established 
in the 1961 Constitution, drafted under military supervision following the 1960 coup, 
sparked frequent power vacuums in Turkey, prompting the military to stage political 
interventions to ensure stability. It further argues that the military’s focus on domestic 
policy matters with its institutionalization in the National Security Council in the 1961 
Constitution ensnared the military in domestic disputes, providing an impetus for the 
military to stage further interventions. The article then explains the recent exodus of  the 
Turkish military from politics with the ascension to power of  stable civilian governments 
and Turkey’s accession process to the European Union. It concludes by offering observa-
tions and lessons for other nations seeking to normalize their civil–military relations.

Before I proceed, a definitional note regarding “democracy” is in order. A democ-
racy, under Samuel Huntington’s definition of  the term, is a regime in which political 
leaders are elected through free and fair elections.4 That definition is procedural and 
lacks a substantive component that focuses on the normative quality of  the democ-
racy that elections produce. A constitutional democracy, in contrast, contains both a 
procedural and a substantive component. In brief, a constitutional democracy (often 
interchangeably referred to as a “liberal” democracy) refers to a pluralistic legal order 
where multiple opposition parties compete for the incumbent seat in free and fair elec-
tions and where state actors respect the legal–constitutional boundaries that restrain 
them.5 The article explores the role that the Turkish military played in promoting both 
procedural and constitutional democracy. As explained in detail below, the military 
initially played a role in restoring procedural democracy in Turkey by toppling an 
authoritarian government in 1960 and establishing a regime in which political lead-
ers are elected through free and fair elections. In a previous publication, I described 
this phenomenon as a “democratic coup d’état.”6 I argued that, although all coups 
have anti-democratic features insofar as they place the military in power by force or 
the threat of  force, some military coups are distinctly more democracy-promoting 
than others.7 In these coups, the military responds to popular opposition against an 
authoritarian or totalitarian regime, overthrows that regime, and facilitates fair and 
free elections within a short span of  time, thereby producing or restoring a proce-
dural democracy.8 After the Turkish military toppled an authoritarian government 
and established a procedural democracy following the 1960 coup, it played a further 

4 Huntington, supra note 1, at 7.
5 For a sampling of  the literature on defining constitutionalism, see Vicki C. Jackson, What’s in a Name? 

Reflections on Timing, Naming, and Constitution-making, 49 Wm. & mary l. rev. 1249, 1254 & n. 12 (2008).
6 See generally Ozan O. Varol, The Democratic Coup d’État, 53 Harv. int’l l.J. 291 (2012).
7 Id. at 294.
8 Id. Even though a “democratic coup” ends with the establishment of  a procedural democracy, the military 

behaves as a self-interested actor during the democratic transition process and entrenches, or attempts to 
entrench, its policy preferences into the new constitution drafted during the transition process. Id. at 295. 
In democratic coups, therefore, the people and the military seem to strike a Faustian bargain where the 
military extracts a price in the form of  constitutional entrenchment in exchange for deposing a dictator-
ship and turning power over to the people. Id. at 296.
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role in advancing constitutional democracy in Turkey by promoting political plural-
ism, separation of  powers, checks and balances, egalitarian advancement, and socio-
economic development. The article then proceeds to analyze how the military’s role 
transformed from one of  promoting procedural and constitutional democracy to that 
of  inhibiting democratic development.

2.  The “Turkish model” of  civil–military relations
For much of  Turkish history, the Turkish Armed Forces have exerted a formidable 
influence in political affairs. The Armed Forces have staged four coups, forced political 
leaders to resign, and acted as a de facto, if  not de jure, fourth branch of  the Turkish 
government. Their first direct intervention in republican politics occurred on May 
27, 1960, when the military toppled an authoritarian government and installed 
democratically elected leaders. Although the coup restored procedural democracy in 
Turkey and sparked a swift process of  modernization, it also provided the military, for 
the reasons I explain below, an ongoing voice in Turkish politics.

This Section proceeds in five subsections. Section 2.1 puts the Turkish military in his-
torical and sociological context by analyzing its composition, functions, and objectives 
beginning with the reign of  the Ottoman Empire. Section 2.2 explores the coup d’état of  
May 27, 1960 and the role that the military played in furthering procedural and constitu-
tional democracy in its aftermath. Section 2.3 explores how the military, despite its initial 
role as a promoter of  democracy, eventually came to present an obstacle to it. Section 2.4 
explains the Turkish military’s retreat from politics beginning in 1999 with the ascension 
to power of  stable governments and the commencement of  Turkey’s accession process to 
the European Union. Section 2.5 concludes by offering observations and lessons.

2.1.  The military: A modernizing force from the Ottoman Empire to 
the modern republic

The military is the oldest social institution in Turkey.9 Beginning with the reign of  
the Ottoman Empire, the military establishment “shared the allegiance of  the popu-
lace at large as the public considered the institution an impartial, nonpartisan, trust-
worthy element of  the state, and one dedicated to protecting citizens.”10 The military 
emerged from the last century of  Ottoman rule as the “most fervent supporters of  
modernization.”11 To many Ottoman military leaders who had received Western 

9 Kemal H. Karpat, The Military and Politics in Turkey, 1960–64: A Socio-Cultural Analysis of  a Revolution, 75 
am. HiSt. rev. 1654, 1656 (Oct. 1970).

10 George S. Harris, Military Coups and Turkish Democracy, 1960–1980, 12 turkiSH StudieS 203 (June 2011).
11 Metin Heper & Aylin Guney, The Military and Democracy in the Third Turkish Republic, 22 armed ForceS & 

Soc’y 619, 619 (Summer 1996); Metin Heper, The European Union, the Turkish Military, and Democracy, 
10 S. eur. Soc’y & Pol. 33, 34 (Apr. 2005) (“[F]rom the last decades of  the nineteenth century onwards, 
the military first became the object and then the subject of  the Ottoman-Turkish modernization project.”); 
Umit Cizre Sakallioglu, The Anatomy of  the Turkish Military’s Political Autonomy, 29 comP. Pol. 151, 154 
(Jan. 1997) (“[T]ogether with the civilian bureaucrats, the Turkish army historically built the republic 
and subsequently modernized it along a western path.”).
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educations, modernization required a government based on pluralism and debate—
not a government based on rule by a single sultan.12 Inspired by their Western train-
ing, military leaders occasionally presented a formidable check on the sultanate’s 
authority. For example, at the turn of  the nineteenth century, the military played 
a crucial role in the downfall of  Sultan Abdulhamit II’s absolutist regime that had 
strived to extinguish constitutionalist movements.13

When the Ottoman Empire collapsed following World War I, the Turkish military 
was ideally suited to lead the transition of  the nation from a sultanate to a republic.14 
The military valued the traditions of  the Ottoman past, but it also sought democratiza-
tion.15 It was one of  the few, if  not the only, extant state institutions with the physical 
capabilities, structure, and motives necessary to effectuate regime change.16 It also 
satisfied the public’s longing for a stable and legitimate guardian.17

Following the downfall of  the Ottoman Empire and the establishment of  the Republic 
of  Turkey, the military emerged as the “most serious, well-organized, and effective 
institution around.”18 As explained below, at the time of  the 1960 coup, the military 
had assumed a central position in society as a “modern social institution and a cru-
cial agent of  modernization.”19 The military stood in stark contrast to the remaining 
state institutions, which, plagued by low levels of  development, could not match the 
military’s modernism.20 The military leadership in Turkey admired Western civiliza-
tion and democracy, believing that the establishment of  a liberal democracy—i.e., the 
creation of  a pluralistic political order representative of  all major social groups—was 
integral to becoming a modern society.21

The composition of  the Turkish military supported its democratizing role. The 
military comprised primarily lower and lower-middle class  citizens to whom mili-
tary schools offered virtually the only avenue for professional advancement based on 

12 Heper & Guney, supra note 11, at 619–620.
13 Id. at 620. See Dankwart A. Rustow, The Military: Turkey, in Political modernization in JaPan and turkey 

352, 360–362 (Robert E. Ward & Dankwart A. Rustow eds., 1964).
14 Karpat, supra note 9, at 1658.
15 Id.; Rustow, supra note 13, at 387 (“The Turkish army represents at one and the same time an element of  

historical continuity and a dynamic modernizing force.”).
16 Karpat, supra note 9, at 1658; Heper & Guney, supra note 11, at 637–638 (noting that the military “had 

historically been an instigator of  the project of  Westernization that included democratization”); Ersel 
Aydinli, A Paradigmatic Shift for the Turkish Generals and an End to the Coup Era in Turkey, 63 middle eaSt 
J. 581, 584 (Autumn 2009); Nilufer Narli, Civil–Military Relations in Turkey, 1 turkiSH StudieS 107, 108 
(Spring 2000) (“The army has played a prominent role in Turkey’s political modernization leading the 
country ‘along a Western path,’ by endorsing the dynamic transformation of  the Turkish state and soci-
ety, in line with Ataturk’s commitment to the West.”).

17 Aydinli, supra note 16, at 584.
18 Varol, supra note 6, at 325; Metin Heper, Civil–Military Relations in Turkey: Toward a Liberal Model?, 12 

turkiSH StudieS 241, 247 (June 2011).
19 ergun ozbudun, tHe role oF tHe military in recent turkiSH PoliticS 11 (1966); Dankwart A. Rustow, Turkey’s 

Second Try at Democracy, 52 yale rev. 518, 523 (1963).
20 ozbudun, supra note 19, at 11; Karpat, supra note 9, at 1662 (“[T]he rate of  modernization, measured in 

terms of  technological skills, appears to have been much higher among the military than among civilians 
in 1946–60.”).

21 Heper, supra note 11, at 34.
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merit.22 Young Turks living in rural areas, previously isolated from the ruling elite, 
became a part of  the society at large through military service.23 Having been raised in 
rural backgrounds, these soldiers were reluctant to support government policies that 
favored a small minority at the expense of  the greater public good.24

In many ways, the Turkish military was more egalitarian than civilian society. While the 
civilian administration valued cliques and connections, the military cherished merit regard-
less of  accidents of  birth.25 Due in large part to compulsory military service, soldiers came 
from different socio-cultural backgrounds and ethnicities.26 Indeed, in an era of  unequal 
gender relations, several women were admitted as cadets to Turkey’s War Academy in 
the Fall of  1955.27 The diversity of  the recruits led them to become more accountable 
and responsive to civil society. As anthropologist Paul Stirling aptly observed in 1951,  
“[c]onsciousness of  being part of  the whole [Turkish] nation is greatly strengthened by the 
compulsory term of  military service which all the young men seem vastly to enjoy.”28

The military’s goal was to train modern soldiers, with the goal of  creating modern 
citizens upon their return to civilian life.29 To that end, the soldiers who went through 
military training acquired more than just military combat skills.30 The Turkish mili-
tary corps became “a major agency of  social change” because it spread among the 
population—especially those from more humble backgrounds—a new sense of  
identity.31 For the average Turkish boy in an Anatolian village, as Dankwart Rustow 
observed in 1964, “the call to military service provides a first occasion for coming into 
contact with the outside world, and acquiring at least some breadth of  outlook.”32 
Beginning in the late 1950s, the recruits started to take intensive courses in reading, 
writing, arithmetic, and social studies, and their success in these courses determined 
their upward mobility within the military.33 For example, a New York Times correspon-
dent observed the following colloquy in a literacy class:

“What will you be if  you do not learn to read and write?” asked the teacher.
“Privates,” chorused the class.
“And what will you become if  you study hard and learn your lessons?” pursued the teachers.
“Corporals and sergeants,” the class answered enthusiastically.34

22 ozbudun, supra note 19, at 11, 28–29; James Brown, The Military and Society: The Turkish Case, 25 middle 
e. Stud. 387, 390 (Jul. 1989) (“[F]armers and laborers’ sons use [the military] career path as a spring-
board to upward mobility.”).

23 Daniel Lerner & Richard D. Robinson, Swords and Ploughshares: The Turkish Army as a Modernizing Force, 
13 World PoliticS 32 (Oct. 1960).

24 ozbudun, supra note 19, at 21.
25 Lerner & Robinson, supra note 23, at 41; Rustow, supra note 13, at 360.
26 Lerner & Robinson, supra note 23, at 34.
27 Id.
28 Paul Stirling, tHe Structure oF turkiSH PeaSant communitieS 165 (Oxford Univ. 1951).
29 Lerner & Robinson, supra note 23, at 33.
30 Id. at 32.
31 Id.
32 Rustow, supra note 13, at 385, 387 (“Once in the army, the recruit is transferred abruptly from the tech-

nology of  the stick-plow and the ox-cart to that of  the jeep, the automatic rifle, and the armored car.”).
33 Lerner & Robinson, supra note 23, at 35; Rustow, supra note 13, at 387.
34 Rustow, supra note 13, at 387.
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In addition, soldiers were deployed to different geographical districts from one 
assignment to the other with the goal of  broadening their geographical experience 
and exposing them to diverse populations within each district.35

The Turkish military also had a major influence in promoting socio-economic devel-
opment in rural cities surrounding military installations.36 For example, the ex istence 
of  large numbers of  military children in an army headquarters in Erzurum in Eastern 
Turkey led to the establishment of  a new university in that city.37 Likewise, the mili-
tary leadership promoted the development of  highways for their obvious military 
advantages, which also had the benefit of  promoting socio-economic development.38 
In addition, in 1962, 11,000 officer cadets assisted in the civilian government’s edu-
cation efforts to combat illiteracy, which contributed to the military’s development 
efforts.39

The Turkish military also benefited from the influence of  democratic Western 
nations. It was a major recipient of  American military aid designed to implement the 
Truman Doctrine in 1947.40 Turkey’s membership in NATO in 1952 and its partici-
pation in the Korean War alongside Western militaries also resulted in a “dramatic 
modernization” of  the military.41 By 1959, the Turkish military had received over $2 
billion of  American and European equipment and technical assistance.42 In addition, 
Turkish soldiers were trained in Western methods in the United States, Germany, and 
Canada.43 The soldiers’ overseas training and exposure to modern influences broad-
ened their cultural horizons and “resulted in a sharper awareness of  Turkey’s material 
backwardness” along with a desire to create a better image of  the country as a mod-
ern, democratic republic.44

Once soldiers left the military after serving their mandatory terms, they reentered 
civilian society with a newfound mission of  progress.45 Because the military remained 
more modern than the rest of  Turkish society, many discharged soldiers found the 

35 Lerner & Robinson, supra note 23, at 36–37.
36 Id. at 38.
37 Id. at 38.
38 Id. at 37.
39 morriS JanoWitz, tHe military in tHe Political develoPment oF neW nationS: an eSSay in comParative analySiS 

82 (1964).
40 Karpat, supra note 9, at 1662; Lerner & Robinson, supra note 23, at 30; Rustow, supra note 13, at 356 

(“With the proclamation of  the Truman doctrine a large-scale program of  American military assistance 
began, and by the late 1950’s American-Turkish cooperation ranged all the way from the building of  a 
string of  radar stations along the Black Sea coast, missile bases, and airfield to the preparation of  literacy 
primers for military recruits.”).

41 Lerner & Robinson, supra note 23, at 31, 33 & n. 28; Heper, supra note 18, at 247; Karpat, supra note 9, 
at 1662.

42 Lerner & Robinson, supra note 23, at 36; Rustow, supra note 13, at 356.
43 Karpat, supra note 9, at 1662; Lerner & Robinson, supra note 23, at 33 n. 27.
44 Karpat, supra note 9, at 1668; JanoWitz, supra note 39, at 63 (“[I]n Turkey, the contemporary reawaken-

ing of  political interests among junior officers is a result of  the extensive overseas training that some of  
these officers have had and of  the broadening cultural horizons that such training produces.”).

45 Lerner & Robinson, supra note 23, at 34.
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society inadequate to sustain their expectations and applied their training to promote 
innovation.46

With this socio-historical sketch of  the Turkish military, the next Section explores 
the role that the military played in deposing an authoritarian government in 1960 and 
forging a path towards the establishment of  procedural and constitutional democracy.

2.2.  The 1960 coup and the path towards democracy

Between Turkey’s founding in 1923 and 1950, the Republican People’s Party 
(Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi) (CHP) governed Turkey in a single-party framework.47 When 
Turkey transitioned from a single-party system to a multi-party regime from 1946 to 
1950, the Democrat Party (Demokrat Parti) (DP) was established.48 CHP and DP split 
over cultural and political fault lines.49 CHP represented the nation’s secular elite, but 
DP emerged as a populist, anti-bureaucracy party, representing a largely rural con-
stituency.50 In 1950, DP won a sweeping majority in the Parliament and ousted CHP 
from the government seat it had occupied for the past 27 years.51

The DP government, led by Prime Minister Adnan Menderes, quickly took an author-
itarian and repressive turn after it assumed power.52 During the ten years it governed 
the Republic (1950–1960), DP suppressed the CHP-friendly press, forced disobedient 
civil servants, judges, and professors into early retirement, passed laws to quell political 
opposition, and exploited religion to influence the public.53 For example, DP empowered 
the Ministry of  Finance to audit CHP’s internal finances and froze a substantial portion 
of  CHP’s assets pending the audit.54 It monopolized the state radio—the primary news 
source at the time—and denied CHP access to air opposition commentary.55 It passed a 
law prohibiting university professors from engaging in political activities, which cut off  
political speech by a large portion of  the intelligentsia, a constituency aligned primarily 
with CHP.56 In December 1954, shortly before the general parliamentary elections, the 
DP-led Parliament voted to confiscate all financial assets of  CHP, which significantly 
curtailed CHP’s capability to mount an election campaign.57

DP also established a McCarthy-style parliamentary commission—composed 
entirely of  DP members—to investigate “subversive activities” by the opposition 
parties.58 DP authorized the commission to censor the press and to impose criminal 

46 Id.; see also Rustow, supra note 13, at 387 (“The enterprising draftee returning to his village may become 
the founder of  the first mechanical repair shop or garage.”).

47 Varol, supra note 6, at 323.
48 Id.
49 Id.
50 Id.
51 Id.
52 Id. at 324.
53 Id.
54 Id.
55 Id.
56 Id.
57 Id.
58 Id. at 325.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/icon/article/11/3/727/789394 by guest on 22 M

ay 2023



The Turkish “model” of  civil–military relations 735

sanctions, including up to three years’ imprisonment, against those who prevented 
or undermined the commission’s activities.59 During its investigation, the commission 
banned all political activities by the investigated parties for three months and prohib-
ited the press from reporting on the subjects of  the investigations.60

DP’s continued witch-hunt against the opposition prompted widespread protests 
against the DP regime.61 In response, DP declared martial law to suppress the protests 
and ordered the military to fire on the protestors,62 forcing the military into domestic 
politics after more than three decades of  civilian rule.63 If  the military sided with the 
DP government and obeyed its orders, it would enter politics on DP’s behalf  and if  it 
refused, it would enter politics against DP.64 The military picked the latter option, sided 
with the people, refused to fire on them, and instead staged a coup d’état on May 27, 
1960, toppling the DP government.65

After seizing power, the Armed Forces issued a statement declaring that the coup 
was intended to “rescue the Turkish democracy from the unfortunate situation in 
which it has found itself.”66 The military made a firm commitment to establish a pro-
cedural democracy by “hold[ing] fair and free elections as quickly as possible” and 
handing over power to the electoral victors.67 During the interim transition period 
to procedural democracy, according to the military’s statement, thirty-eight officers 
ranging in rank from general to captain, would temporarily govern the nation as part 
of  the National Unity Committee (Milli Birlik Kurulu).68 General Cemal Gursel, a popu-
lar and highly respected military leader who “clearly showed his belief  in a nonpoliti-
cal army” was selected to head the Committee.69

Shortly after the issuance of  this declaration, the National Unity Committee 
announced that a group of  professors—handpicked by the Committee—would begin 
the process of  drafting a new Constitution in consultation with the Committee.70 
In a report prepared for the Committee, the group of  professors declared that the 
DP regime had lost its political legitimacy by repeatedly engaging in actions that 
flagrantly violated the Constitution.71 These actions, the professors contended, pro-
vided legitimacy for the military coup and required the drafting of  a new Constitution 
that would protect the rule of  law and prevent another breakdown of  democracy.72 

59 Id.
60 Id.
61 Id.
62 Id.
63 Rustow, supra note 13, at 366.
64 Id. at 370.
65 Varol, supra note 6, at 325; Karpat, supra note 9, at 1673; Rustow, supra note 19, at 523.
66 Varol, supra note 6, at 326.
67 Id.
68 Id.; Richard H.  Dekmejian, Egypt and Turkey: The Military in the Background, in SoldierS, PeaSantS, and 

bureaucratS: civil–military relationS in communiSt and modernizing SocietieS 28, 42 (Roman Kolkowicz & 
Andrzej Korbonski eds., 1982).

69 ozbudun, supra note 19, at 10, 26.
70 Varol, supra note 6, at 326.
71 Id.
72 Id.
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Once drafted, the Constitution would be submitted for approval first to a Constituent 
Assembly and then to popular referendum.73 The Constituent Assembly would be 
composed of  members of  the National Unity Committee and its appointees, repre-
sentatives of  political parties, elected regional representatives, and members of  sev-
eral professional organizations.74

During the course of  the democratic-transition process, tensions increasingly arose 
within the military leadership.75 This division within the military proved to be instru-
mental in preventing attempts to establish permanent military rule.76 For example, a 
proposal by a faction within the military to pack the interim cabinet solely with mem-
bers of  the National Unity Committee was rejected by the moderates who installed a 
predominantly civilian cabinet that included only three military figures.77 Another 
group sought a period of  prolonged military rule to implement an extensive socio-
economic reform agenda without civilian interference.78 That proposal, too, was 
defeated by the moderates who favored a rapid return to civilian rule.79 General Gursel 
dismissed the fourteen members of  the Committee that advocated prolonged military 
rule, solidifying the military’s commitment to a return to democratic rule by civil-
ians.80 After they turned over power to civilian leaders in 1961, the moderates in the 
military continued to play a stabilizing role in Turkey by suppressing at least three 
attempted coup attempts by extremists in 1961, 1962, and 1963.81

On May 27, 1961, the first anniversary of  the coup, the Constituent Assembly 
approved the constitution drafted by the National Unity Committee’s handpicked 
group of  professors.82 Although drafted under the tutelage of  a military—an insti-
tution traditionally regarded as undemocratic—the 1961 Constitution is widely 
accepted as the most liberal constitution in Turkish history.83 It established separation 
of  powers and checks and balances and recognized judicial independence.84 Inspired 
by the then-unfolding rights revolution—including the European Convention on 
Human Rights and the Universal Declaration—the Constitution expanded individual 
rights and liberties, expressly recognizing, for example, the right to privacy, the right 
to travel, the right to strike, and the freedoms of  speech and assembly.85 The 1961 

73 Id.
74 Id.
75 Dekmejian, supra note 68, at 42.
76 Id. at 43.
77 ozbudun, supra note 19, at 32.
78 Id. at 33.
79 ozbudun, supra note 19, at 33; Dekmejian, supra note 68, at 42–43.
80 ozbudun, supra note 19, at 33; Karpat, supra note 9, at 1678.
81 ozbudun, supra note 19, at 37, 39; Karpat, supra note 9, at 1679–1680; Narli, supra note 16, at 113.
82 Varol, supra note 6, at 327.
83 See ozbudun, supra note 19, at 1; Rustow, supra note 19, at 536 (“The [1961] constitution, in contrast to 

that of  1924 which a demagogue like [Prime Minister] Menderes could so readily pervert for his ends, 
contains careful guarantees of  civil rights and restrains partisan power through bicameralism and judi-
cial review.”); Narli, supra note 16, at 113.

84 See Varol, supra note 6, at 327–329.
85 bulent tanor, turkiye’nin inSan Haklari Sorunu [Turkey’s Human Rights Problem] 318 (1990); Rustow, 

supra note 19, at 530; Varol, supra note 6, at 327.
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Constitution also expanded the right to freedom of  association, which led to the estab-
lishment of  numerous autonomous civil society organizations and political parties.86

The new Constitution also targeted what the military believed were the problems 
that led to the breakdown of  Turkish democracy in the 1950s: abuse of  government 
power, oppression of  political dissidents, and a decay of  the Republic’s founding prin-
ciples.87 According to the generals, these problems had stemmed from the concen-
tration of  all political and administrative power in a one-chamber parliament.88 To 
prevent a rebound to authoritarianism, the military leaders therefore sought to end 
the supremacy of  the one-chamber legislature with the new Constitution.

To that end, the 1961 Constitution created a number of  counter-majoritarian insti-
tutions with significant supervisory power over elected officials.89 For example, the 
new Constitution established an advisory National Security Council comprising “the 
Ministers as provided by law, the Chief  of  the General Staff, and representatives of  the 
armed forces,” with the President of  the Republic presiding over the Council.90 The 
Council’s stated purpose was to “communicate the requisite fundamental recommenda-
tions to the Council of  Ministers with the purpose of  assisting the making of  decisions 
related to national security and coordination.”91 The Constitution created a second leg-
islative chamber, the Senate, to counterbalance the Parliament and required bills to be 
passed by both the Parliament and the Senate in order to become law.92 The Constitution 
also increased the authority and autonomy of  the Council of  State, Turkey’s highest 
administrative court.93 It created a State Planning Organization to “guide and coordinate 
economic development”94 and a Supreme Council of  Judges with the authority to make 
judicial appointments.95 Furthermore, universities and the Turkish Radio and Television 
Corporation were divorced from government control and granted autonomy.96

The Turkish Constitutional Court (Anayasa Mahkemesi) was another signifi-
cant counter-majoritarian institution established in the 1961 Constitution. The 
Constitution expressly authorized the newly instituted Court to “review the consti-
tutionality of  laws and the by-laws of  the Turkish Grand National Assembly.”97 The 

86 angel rabaSa & F. StePHen larrabee, tHe riSe oF Political iSlam in turkey 37 (2008).
87 Varol, supra note 6, at 327.
88 Harris, supra note 10, at 204; Ilkay Sunar & Sabri Sayari, Democracy in Turkey: Problems and Prospects, 

165, 174, in tranSitionS From autHoritarian rule: SoutHern euroPe (Guillermo O’Donnell, Philippe 
C. Schmitter & Laurence Whitehead eds., 1986) (noting that the drafters of  the 1961 Constitution were 
“on the defensive against centralization of  power and concentration of  function”); Joseph S. Szyliowicz, 
Elites and Modernization in Turkey, in Political eliteS and Political develoPment in tHe middle eaSt 23, 51 
(Frank Tachau ed., 1975)  (“In their zeal to restrict the power of  the government, the authors of  the 
[1961] constitution rendered such institutions as universities, the judiciary and the broadcasting system 
virtually immune from outside control . . . .”).

89 Varol, supra note 6, at 328.
90 turk. conSt. art. 111 (1961).
91 Id.
92 Sunar & Sayari, supra note 88, at 175.
93 Varol, supra note 6, at 329–330.
94 Sunar & Sayari, supra note 88, at 175.
95 Varol, supra note 6, at 329.
96 Sunar & Sayari, supra note 88, at 175.
97 turk. conSt. art. 147 (1961).
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Constitution also empowered the Constitutional Court with the profound authority 
to permanently dissolve political parties whose “statutes, programs, and activities” do 
not “conform to the principles of  a democratic and secular republic, based on human 
rights and liberties, and to the fundamental principle of  the State’s territorial and 
national integrity.”98

The 1961 Constitution thus divided the exercise of  political power between political 
institutions and independent counter-majoritarian institutions intended to serve as 
checks and balances on the political actors.99 The new Constitution was submitted to 
a popular referendum on July 9, 1961 and approved with 61.5 percent of  the vote.100

Following the Constitution’s popular ratification, democratic elections for the leg-
islature were held as scheduled in October 1961. The Republican People’s Party won 
the elections with 36.7 percent of  the popular vote.101 Three newly formed parties 
split the remaining votes, with the Justice Party (Adalet Partisi) winning 34.8 percent, 
the Republican National Peasants Party (Cumhuriyetci Koylu Millet Partisi) obtaining 
14 percent, and the New Turkey Party (Yeni Turkiye Partisi) receiving 13.7 percent of  
the popular vote.102 Following the elections, the National Unity Committee promptly 
relinquished power to democratically elected leaders,103 restoring procedural democ-
racy in Turkey. In 1962, the democratically elected Parliament voted to make May 
27, 1960—the date of  the military coup—a national holiday called the Liberty and 
Constitution Day.104

Ergun Ozbudun, an ardent contemporary critic of  the Turkish military, wrote in 
1966 that the 1960 coup was “unquestionably a reformist coup” whose accom-
plishments in the field of  democratic, social, and economic development cannot 
be minimized.105 The military officers that staged the 1960 coup sought to build a 
“healthy democracy” and effect a “more balanced economic growth” by making the 
previously excluded rural classes a more meaningful and effective part of  Turkish 
politics.106 Social reform, especially in rural areas, came to the political fore only 
after the 1960 coup, for which Ozbudun credits the ruling military leaders.107 The 
ruling military also provided impetus, as a means of  progress and democratization, 
to economic development as well as social progress and stability.108 According to 
Ozbudun, the effects of  the military’s reform agenda would have been substantial 
“had they not been reversed, halted, or watered down by the successor civilian 

98 Id. art. 57.
99 Varol, supra note 6, at 328.
100 Id. at 327.
101 Id. at 328.
102 Id.
103 Id.
104 Id.
105 ozbudun, supra note 19, at 3; see also Samuel P.  Huntington, Political Development and Political Decay, 

17 World PoliticS 386, 421 (Apr. 1965)  (noting that the Turkish army in 1960 was “committed to 
modernization”).

106 ozbudun, supra note 19, at 42.
107 Id. at 26.
108 Karpat, supra note 9, at 1683.
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administrations.”109 As Dankwart Rustow also observed, Turkey’s rapid return 
to constitutional government “is itself  a major achievement, for which President 
Gursel and the moderate majority of  his [National Unity Committee] deserve the 
fullest credit.”110

The 1960 coup also established the legal and political foundations of  a participa-
tory democratic society and a pluralist socio-political order that represented major 
social groups,111 which are crucial components of  a constitutional democracy. Under 
the Turkish military’s supervision, the two-party system of  the 1950s became a genu-
ine multi-party system from 1961 to 1965.112 With the military’s adoption of  pro-
portional representation, parties that were previously shunned from the Parliament 
obtained legislative representation.113 A total of  six major parties participated in the 
democratic elections held following the coup.114 At least two of  these parties were 
creations of  the democratic-transition period overseen by the military—the Socialist 
Turkish Workers’ Party and the Republican National Peasants Party.115 The election 
of  members from the Turkish Workers’ Party to the Parliament marked the first time 
in Turkish history that an avowedly socialist party was able to form, operate freely, and 
obtain representation in the legislature.116 With the multi-party democracy produced 
by the 1960 coup, previously uncontested economic, social, and foreign-policy ques-
tions were debated and contested for the first time.117

2.3.  1971–1999: from democratic progress to democratic impediment

The parliamentary elections held following the 1960 coup generated a weak coali-
tion government between two ideological rivals: the Republican People’s Party and 
the Justice Party.118 Future parliamentary elections fared no better, and successive and 
weak coalition governments followed. The resulting political instability and legisla-
tive deadlock, as explained below, prompted the military to stage further direct and 
indirect interventions as boosters to what was intended to be a one-shot intervention 
in 1960.119

The National Security Council, established in the 1961 Constitution as discussed 
above in Section 2.2, became the primary institutional avenue for the Turkish Armed 
Forces to influence the nation’s political affairs.120 The Constitution limited the 

109 ozbudun, supra note 19, at 26.
110 Rustow, supra note 19, at 536; see also Rustow, supra note 16, at 355 (noting that the 1960 coup “testifies 

to the continued importance of  the military” in Turkey’s political, economic, and social development).
111 Karpat, supra note 9, at 1681.
112 ozbudun, supra note 19, at 1.
113 Id. at 2.
114 Id.
115 Id. at 1 & n. 1.
116 Id. at 1.
117 Id.; Dankwart A. Rustow, Transitions to Democracy: Toward a Dynamic Model, 2 comParative PoliticS 337, 

362 (Apr. 1970).
118 Dekmejian, supra note 68, at 43.
119 See Rustow, supra note 13, at 378.
120 Varol, supra note 6, at 332.
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Council’s role to advice on matters of  “national security and coordination.” But the 
military members of  the Council—due in large part to the weakness of  the coalition 
governments incapable of  seriously opposing them—interpreted that constitutional 
phrase broadly to encompass many matters of  domestic and foreign policy.121 The 
Council’s decisions covered an extensive array of  internal policy matters, including, 
for example, determining school curricula, regulating broadcasting hours for televi-
sion stations, outlining the substance of  the laws on terror and capital punishment, 
and determining whether to offer Arabic as an elective in schools.122 The internal reg-
ulations of  the Armed Forces also stipulated that the military must defend the country 
against external and internal threats, by force if  necessary.123

Over time, the military leaders increased their dominance on the Council, believing 
the Council to be the most effective venue to assert their influence amidst frequent 
political power vacuums.124 The number of  military representatives on the Council 
increased steadily, and with the revisions brought by the 1982 Constitution drafted fol-
lowing another coup in 1980, the Council consisted of  five military members and five 
civilians, with the Council’s civilian President frequently voting with the military.125 
The 1982 Constitution also required the Cabinet to give “priority consideration” to 
the Council’s “decisions,” which no longer were mere “recommendations.”126 What 
was originally conceived as an advisory body thus became an instructing body, whose 
views were given priority over other government agencies.127 Military representatives 
on the Council also gained control of  the Council’s Secretariat-General, giving them 
the power to set the Council’s agenda.128

To be sure, a constitutional or legal role for the military was not necessarily a 
prerequisite to its ability to influence Turkish politics. But the military’s institution-
alization through the National Security Council provided a regular means for the 
military leaders to convey their views to civilian policymakers.129 The military now 
had a valid legal-constitutional reason—if  not obligation—to participate in govern-
mental affairs130 that it used to justify the direct and indirect interventions that fol-
lowed the 1960 coup.131

 The institutionalization of  the military’s influence on Turkish political affairs 
through the Council allowed the military to assert a firm hand in Turkish politics132 

121 Id.; Heper, supra note 11, at 35.
122 Sakallioglu, supra note 11, at 158.
123 Heper, supra note 11, at 35.
124 See Ersel Aydinli, Nihat Aliz Ozcan & Dogan Akyaz, The Turkish Military’s March Toward Europe, 85 Foreign 

aFF. 82 (2006).
125 Id.
126 Hootan Shambayati, A Tale of  Two Mayors: Courts and Politics in Iran and Turkey, 36 int’l J. middle eaSt 

StudieS 253, 259 (2004).
127 Aydinli, Ozcan & Akyaz, supra note 124, at 82–83.
128 Id. at 83.
129 Heper, supra note 11, at 35.
130 Id.
131 Id.; see also Sakallioglu, supra note 11, at 157 (“Th[e] new turn [in civil-military relations in Turkey] has 

been crystallized in and spearheaded by the national security council.”).
132 Aydinli, Ozcan & Akyaz, supra note 124, at 82–83.
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and, with the concomitant onset of  weak coalition governments, produced a cul-
ture of  military coups in Turkey. When asked about an ongoing crisis between Prime 
Minister Mesut Yilmaz and the military leadership in 1998, Turkey’s former President 
and Prime Minister Suleyman Demirel replied: “In an English zoo there was an experi-
ment to have wolves and lambs live together in one cage. Someone asked the director 
if  the experiment was working. The director replied, yes, but sometimes we have to 
replace the lambs.”133 And since the establishment of  the National Security Council, 
the lambs have been replaced, directly or indirectly, on three occasions.

First, on March 12, 1971, the Armed Forces forced the resignation of  Prime Minister 
Suleyman Demirel through an ultimatum known as the “coup by memorandum.”134 
The late 1960s and early 1970s in Turkey were marked by an economic recession, 
social unrest, violence between left-wing, Islamist, and nationalist groups, persistent 
strikes by factory workers, and a rising Islamist movement led by the National Order 
Party (Milli Nizam Partisi).135 The Chief  of  the General Staff  personally handed a mem-
orandum to the Prime Minister that demanded the “formation, within the context of  
democratic principles, of  a strong and credible government, which will neutralize the 
current anarchical situation and which, inspired by Ataturk’s views, will implement 
the reformist laws envisioned by the [1961] Constitution.”136 The memorandum also 
demanded an end to “anarchy, fratricidal strife, and social and economic unrest.”137 
If  the demands were not met, the military would “exercise its constitutional duty to 
guard the Turkish Republic” and take control of  the government.138 In response to the 
memorandum, Prime Minister Demirel resigned his post with little protest, avoiding a 
full military takeover of  the government.139

The parliamentary elections that followed the 1971 coup also failed to produce a 
stable government.140 None of  the six parties that participated in the elections won a 
majority and a ruling coalition could not be formed.141 A government was established 
after the left-leaning and secular CHP formed an unlikely and shaky coalition with the 
Islamist National Salvation Party (Milli Selamet Partisi) (MSP).142 Like their predeces-
sors, the weak CHP–MSP coalition and others that followed were unable to promote 
stability.143 Although the two major political parties—CHP and the Justice Party—
sought to entice minor parties to form coalition governments, the resulting blocs were 

133 Shambayati, supra note 126, at 271.
134 See engin SaHin, SiyaSet ve Hukuk araSinda: anayaSa maHkemeSi [Between Politics and Law: The Turkish 

Constitutional Court] 353 (2010).
135 Harris, supra note 10, at 205–206.
136 erik-Jan zürcHer, turkey: a modern HiStory 258 (2004).
137 Id.
138 SaHin, supra note 134, at 354.
139 Id. at 355.
140 James Brown, The Military and Society: The Turkish Case, 25 middle eaStern StudieS 387, 390 (Jul. 1989); 

Harris, supra note 10, at 208.
141 Brown, supra note 140, at 390.
142 Id.
143 Harris, supra note 10, at 208.
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unstable as parliamentary deputies and political parties continuously shifted their 
political alignments.144

A deep stalemate ensued in political and economic life.145 From March to September 
1980, for example, all parliamentary business ground to a complete halt when the 
parliament failed to form a government after over 100 rounds of  inconclusive ballot-
ing.146 The political and economic deadlock was accompanied by terrorism and wide-
spread political violence between the starkly polarized right-wing nationalists and 
left-wing socialists.147 The violence dramatically escalated in the late 1970s resulting 
in the deaths of  an estimated number of  2,000 people between 1978 and 1979.148

In the meantime, the military’s stance towards the weak coalition governments grew 
increasingly critical due in large part to the politicians’ inability to preserve stability.149 But 
a forceful military intervention could not occur because competing factions within the 
military leadership served to neutralize each other.150 Until 1980, no one faction could 
marshal sufficient support to carry out a full-fledged military coup.151 The resulting stale-
mate reduced the military’s effectiveness as an instrument of  political intervention.152

Eventually, as the civilians remained unable to cope with instability and widespread 
political violence,153 the stalemate within the military dissolved sufficiently to pro-
duce another coup d’état. On September 12, 1980, the Turkish Armed Forces, led 
by General Kenan Evren, staged a coup to “protect the unity of  the nation, prevent 
a possible civil war, restore the authority of  the government,” and to “remove the 
obstructions to democracy.”154 Large segments of  the Turkish public expressed popu-
lar support for the coup in order to restore domestic tranquility.155 The military junta 
overthrew the civilian government, declared martial law, suspended the Constitution, 
closed all political parties, arrested their leaders, and prohibited all political activity.156

A new Constitution was drafted under military supervision to strengthen the presi-
dency and the two-party system.157 The goal was to prevent the parliamentary impasses 
that gave rise to weak coalitions and frequent power vacuums.158 As Tim Jacoby has 
noted, by the time of  the 1980 coup, “the liberality of  the 1961 Constitution” had 
come to be viewed a “luxury Turkey could ill-afford.”159 The second chamber of  the 

144 Id.
145 Brown, supra note 140, at 390; Harris, supra note 10, at 208 (noting that the “evenness of  the parliamen-

tary balance led to all but complete paralysis” in 1980).
146 Harris, supra note 10, at 208.
147 Wing & Varol, supra note 3, at 20.
148 Id.
149 Dekmejian, supra note 68, at 43.
150 Dekmejian, supra note 68, at 46; Harris, supra note 10, at 207.
151 Dekmejian, supra note 68, at 43.
152 Id. at 47.
153 Narli, supra note 16, at 113–114.
154 SaHin, supra note 134, at 82.
155 Aydinli, supra note 16, at 585.
156 SaHin, supra note 134, at 82.
157 Brown, supra note 140, at 391; Harris, supra note 10, at 210.
158 Brown, supra note 140, at 391; Harris, supra note 10, at 210.
159 tim Jacoby, Social PoWer and tHe turkiSH State 138 (2004).
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parliament created in the 1961 Constitution—partially responsible for the ensuing 
parliamentary deadlocks—was abolished.160 To reduce the possibility that minor par-
ties would obtain sufficient parliamentary representation to force the formation of  
fragile coalition governments, a high threshold of  10 percent was imposed for parties 
to gain parliamentary seats.161 The new Constitution was submitted to referendum 
and approved by an overwhelming 92 percent of  the voters.162 The military ceded con-
trol to democratically elected leaders following parliamentary elections in 1982.

After a seventeen-year hiatus,163 the Turkish Armed Forces staged a coup-without-
arms during a National Security Council meeting on February 28, 1997. Concerned 
about the continued instability caused by coalition governments164 and the rise of  
political Islam in Turkey, the Armed Forces presented to Prime Minister Necmettin 
Erbakan, a member of  the Islamist Welfare Party (Refah Partisi), a list of  “recommen-
dations” to curb anti-secular activity by his party.165 In endorsing the adoption of  
Sharia law in Turkey, members of  the Welfare Party had made public statements such 
as: “[But] will the transition be peaceful or violent; will it be achieved harmoniously or 
by bloodshed?” (Necmettin Erbakan) (Apr. 13, 1994); “If  you want the solution, it’s 
sharia” (Hasan Huseyin Ceylan) (Mar. 14, 1993); and “I will fight to the end to intro-
duce sharia.” (Ibrahim Halil Celik) (May 8, 1997).166 Following the February 28 meet-
ing of  the Council, Erbakan resigned his post without bloodshed or political upheaval, 
leading many to dub the 1997 coup the “post-modern coup” in Turkey.167

Turkey has thus been home to an assortment of  military coups, from the traditional 
coup by arms, to the coup by memorandum and the post-modern coup. These coups 
and the militaries that staged them, however, differ from the traditional praetorian 
mold in a number of  respects. Notably, all military coups in Turkey were brought to 
an end voluntarily by the officers themselves.168 In addition, rather than infiltrating 
civilian institutions—which the military views as antithetical to democracy and its 
own professional cohesion—the military has chosen to wield its institutional influ-
ence outside the civilian authorities’ control.169

160 Harris, supra note 10, at 210.
161 Id.
162 Wing & Varol, supra note 3, at 21.
163 The military largely remained in the barracks during Turgut Ozal’s stable political terms as Prime 

Minister (1983–1989) and President (1989–1993). Narli, supra note 16, at 115.
164 See id. at 116–117.
165 rabaSa & larrabee, supra note 86, at 44. The list requested, among other things, the extension of  compul-

sory education from five to eight years and the restriction of  private Quran courses and religious schools, 
which the military believed had become breeding grounds for fundamentalism. Narli, supra note 16, at 
115.

166 Wing & Varol, supra note 3, at 8–9; Stephen Kinzer, Necmettin Erbakan, 84, Islamist Turkish Leader, n.y. 
timeS, March 4, 2011 (“Mr. Erbakan [the Welfare Party’s leader] boldly challenged Turkey’s secular 
dogma, vowing to create a pan-Islamic currency and rescue Turkey from ‘the unbelievers of  Europe.’ He 
embraced the religious government in Iran, allowed female civil servants to wear head scarves to work, 
and held Islamic feasts in the prime minister’s residence.”).

167 Hootan Shambayati, The Guardian of  the Regime: The Turkish Constitutional Court in Comparative Perspective, 
in conStitutional PoliticS in tHe middle eaSt 99, 102 (Saïd Amir Arjomand ed., 2008).

168 Harris, supra note 10, at 212.
169 Sakallioglu, supra note 11, at 153.
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2.4.  1999–present: towards a new era of  civil–military relations

Many commentators, popular and academic alike, tend to identify a singular, 
homogenous Turkish “model” of  civil–military relations. That, however, is mislead-
ing. Civil–military relations have experienced significant fluctuations over Turkish 
history. The most noteworthy transformation occurred in 1999 with the onset of  
two developments that fundamentally turned the tide on civil–military relations in 
Turkey.

First, the European Union officially designated Turkey as a candidate country 
in 1999.170 Among the accession requirements to the European Union was effect-
ive civilian control of  the military, a major obstacle to Turkey’s integration into 
the EU.171 To advance Turkey’s candidacy to the EU, the Parliament adopted a 
number of  constitutional amendments in 2001 that curbed the military’s role in 
the National Security Council.172 Among other things, the amendments increased 
the number of  civilians on the Council, emphasized the Council’s advisory role, 
deprived the Council of  its executive powers (e.g., the authority to request reports 
from government agencies), and replaced the Council’s military Secretary-
General with a civilian leader.173 Pursuant to the amendments, the government 
would no longer give priority consideration to the Council’s views and would 
merely assess its recommendations.174 In addition, the military judges serving 
on the state security courts (Devlet Guvenlik Mahkemeleri)—which had jurisdic-
tion over cases involving crimes against state security—were removed and the 
courts became entirely civilianized.175 The armed forces were also brought under 
the jurisdiction of  the Turkish Court of  Accounts (Sayistay), which is authorized 
to audit state departments.176 Turkey’s desire to become a member of  the EU 
thus provided a major impetus for the subordination of  the military to civilian 
leaders.177

Second, in stark contrast to the weak coalition governments of  the past, effect-
ive governments took ahold of  power beginning in 1999. The coalition govern-
ment of  Bulent Ecevit, Devlet Bahceli, and Mesut Yilmaz in 1999 successfully 
adopted structural economic reforms and initiated a liberalization process with 
the goal of  full membership in the European Union.178 But the major shift came 
with the ascension to power in 2002 of  the Justice and Development Party (Adalet 
ve Kalkinma Partisi) (AKP). Established in 2001 by the charismatic Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan—the current Prime Minister of  Turkey—AKP was the antithesis of  the 

170 Heper, supra note 11, at 37.
171 Id.; Narli, supra note 16, at 107.
172 Shambayati, supra note 167, at 102 n. 7.
173 Id.; Heper, supra note 18, at 243–44.
174 Heper, supra note 11, at 37.
175 Metin Heper, The Justice and Development Party Government and the Military in Turkey, 6 turkiSH StudieS 215, 

216 (June 2005).
176 Heper, supra note 175, at 220.
177 Heper, supra note 11, at 42.
178 Heper, supra note 175, at 216.
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Turkish secular elite. The party was formed as an offshoot of  the Welfare Party 
(Refah Partisi) and the Virtue Party (Fazilet Partisi), both of  which had been dis-
solved by the Turkish Constitutional Court for advocating an Islamic change in the 
secular regime of  the Turkish Republic.179 But unlike its predecessors, AKP claimed 
to support secularism.180 The party, under Mr. Erdogan’s leadership, touted itself  as 
a mainstream conservative party that represented a rising rural middle class and 
stood for religious freedom, a liberal market economy, and Turkish membership in 
the European Union.

AKP assumed power in 2002 after winning 34.28 percent of  the popular vote in the 
general election. That victory landed AKP two-thirds of  the Parliament seats under an 
electoral law, enacted in the aftermath of  the 1980 coup, which limits parliamentary 
seats to political parties that earn at least 10 percent of  the popular vote.181 AKP’s 
victory was sweeping by the standards of  Turkey, which was historically accustomed 
to rule by coalition governments. The July 2007 general elections handed AKP yet 
another landslide victory. AKP won 46.6 percent of  the vote—unseen in Turkey since 
the 1950s—and 341 out of  the 550 seats in Parliament.182 Shortly after the election, 
on August 28, 2007, another AKP member, Abdullah Gül, was elected as the 11th 
President of  Turkey.183 AKP’s electoral success continued in the 2011 parliamen-
tary elections, where AKP obtained 49.83 percent of  the vote and 326 seats in the 
Parliament.

Armed with a fairly strong popular mandate, AKP sought to rein in the influence 
of  the military in Turkish politics.184 In addition to implementing additional measures 
intended to bring the military within civilian control as part of  the EU accession cri-
teria, under AKP’s reign, the military also became a target of  criminal investigations 
and charges. Under the Ergenekon and Sledgehammer prosecutions—which allege 
a conspiracy to overthrow the AKP government by a coup d’état—scores of  gener-
als serving in the Turkish military have been imprisoned.185 Hundreds of  retired mili-
tary officers, including those that led the coups in 1980 and 1997, have also been 
detained.186 The clash between the AKP government and the military culminated in 

179 Wing & Varol, supra note 3, at 49.
180 Justice and Development Party, http://www.akparti.org.tr/english/akparti/parti-programme.
181 Wing & Varol, supra note 3, at 50.
182 Izgi Gungor, From Landmark Success to Closure: AKP’s Journey, Hurriyet daily neWS, July 7, 2008, http://

arama.hurriyet.com.tr/arsivnews.aspx?id=-634073. The share of  the seats AKP occupied in the 
Parliament decreased because of  a change in electoral laws.

183 Id.
184 Amberin Zaman, Receding Power of  Turkey’s Military: A  Leap for Democracy or Another Power Struggle?, 

Hurriyet daily neWS, July 30, 2009, http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/n.php?n=receding-power-of-
turkey8217s-military-a-leap-for-democracy-or-another-power-struggle-2009-07-28 (“Without ques-
tion, the army’s influence has been steadily waning ever since the Islam-friendly Justice and Development 
Party, or the AKP, shot to single-party rule in 2002.”). 

185 Generallerin Yuzde 10’u Hapiste [Ten Percent of  Generals Jailed], Hurriyet, Feb. 15, 2011, http://www.hur-
riyet.com.tr/gundem/17024835.asp.

186 Robert Tait, For Egypt, Do All Roads Lead to Turkey?, radio Free euroPe, Feb. 15, 2011, http://www.rferl.
org/content/feature/2310086.html; Retired Gen. Çevik Bir Jailed in Postmodern Coup Case, today’S zaman, 
Apr. 16, 2012, http://www.todayszaman.com/news-277588-.html.
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the mass resignation of  Turkey’s military high command in late July 2011.187 Yavuz 
Baydar, a columnist for the Turkish newspaper Today’s Zaman, explained that the res-
ignations represented a “new phase, a sharp curve towards pushing the military to 
adapt to the current changes in Turkey” and “showed how toothless the military has 
become compared to the civilian authority.”188 Because the military leaders chose to 
resign rather than dig in, Henri Barkey described the resignations as “the day the mili-
tary threw in the towel.”189 At the time of  this writing, the Turkish Parliament, led by 
the AKP government, is overseeing the drafting of  a new constitution, with the intent 
in part to implement constitutional measures to render the military completely sub-
servient to the civilian branches—a move that concerns many secularists in Turkey.190

2.5.  Lessons and observations

What lessons does Turkey’s checkered history of  civil-military relations offer to other 
nations seeking to normalize their civil-military relations? Four primary observations 
can be drawn.

a)  Avoid widespread dispersion of  political power

Military interventions in politics tend to occur when political institutions lack auton-
omy or coherence.191 Weak political institutionalization creates power vacuums and 
strips the society of  its means to define and realize its common interests.192 Where 
the civil or military bureaucracy is more developed than political parties, the military 

187 Soner Cagaptay, Erdogan’s Turn to Reshape Turkey, WaSH. PoSt, Aug. 15, 2011 (“With the mass resigna-
tion of  Turkey’s military leadership last month, the last standing Kemalist institution, the army, has suc-
cumbed to the AKP’s decade-long political tsunami.”); Marc Champion, Top Soldier’s Retirement Shocks 
Turkey, Wall Street Journal, http://online.wsj.com/article/SB1000142405311190480030457647
6141933620836.html; Anthony Shadid, Turkish Military’s “Four-Star Earthquake” Reshapes Political 
Terrain, n.y. timeS, July 31, 2011, at A6.

188 Gul Tuysuz & Liz Sly, For Turkish Military, A Telling Change, WaSH. PoSt, July 31, 2011.
189 Id.
190 See id. (“Secularists in particular are worried that Erdogan’s efforts to defang the military presage a 

creeping Islamisation of  society under the auspices of  his moderately Islamist Justice and Development 
Party.”); Tait, supra note 186 (“One charge frequently leveled by the AKP’s critics is that a program of  
domestic political reform—publically justified as necessary to meet EU membership criteria—has been 
little more than a front to enable it to undermine the military and its secular allies in the judiciary.”); 
Zaman, supra note 184 (noting the Turkish secularists’ suspicion that “AKP’s ‘real agenda’ is to defang 
the army so it can impose religious rule”).

191 JanoWitz, supra note 39, at 87 (“[P]olitical instability . . . implies that the military will again seek to 
achieve political power.”); rebecca l. ScHiFF, tHe military and domeStic PoliticS: a concordance tHeory oF 
civil–military relationS 26 (2009) (“Where the military has the power and the opportunity to aggres-
sively assert itself, it often does.”); Huntington, supra note 105, at 407; Rustow, supra note 13, at 372 
(“[M]ilitary intervention in politics tends to be precipitated by the clogging of  civil channels of  politi-
cal change.”); Sakallioglu, supra note 11, at 157 (“The military became politically more powerful not 
because it was at the apex of  its institutional achievements but because no other actor was capable of  
saving and restructuring the status quo.”).

192 JanoWitz, supra note 39, at 114 (noting that a power vacuum “not only encourages an extension of  the 
tasks and power of  military leaderships but actually forces such trends”); Huntington, supra note 105, at 
411.
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will have an incentive to move into the power vacuum to fill the void.193 That pattern 
has been common in Latin America, including in Guatemala, El Salvador, Peru, and 
Argentina.194 It also explains, at least partially, why the military became a frequent 
stager of  interventions in Turkey following legal changes brought by the 1960 coup.

One of  the most significant legal changes was the adoption of  the 1961 Constitution. 
That constitution, widely accepted as one of  the most liberal in Turkey’s history, was 
aimed at curbing the powers of  the single-chamber parliament that the military 
faulted for the establishment of  an autocratic regime in Turkey. As discussed above, 
the 1961 Constitution established numerous counter-majoritarian institutions to 
check the power of  the legislature.

Although these new institutions played a significant role in keeping majoritar-
ian forces in check, the dispersion of  political power in the Constitution went too far. 
The dilution of  the Parliament’s authority with the creation of  a plethora of  coun-
ter-majoritarian institutions caused the political branches to become too weak and 
the bureaucracy too strong.195 As Bruce Ackerman has explained, the “more power-
centers we insulate from the classical political and judicial institutions, the greater 
the problem we have in coordinating the proliferating number of  separated powers 
into a coherent whole.”196 The insulation of  too many power-centers from direct 
political control deprives the democratic process of  its significance, leaving elected 
leaders at the mercy of  numerous independent and unelected officials.197 Although 
some of  the counter-majoritarian institutions in the 1961 Constitution, such as the 
Constitutional Court, were inspired by the constitutions of  Western democracies, 
many others were created specifically to address the military’s understandable dis-
trust of  the Turkish Parliament as the only source of  authority.198 This distribution of  
constitutional authority across a wide spectrum of  counter-majoritarian institutions 
created frequent power vacuums in Turkey, prompting the Turkish military to stage 
political interventions.199

In addition to weakening the elected branches, the 1960 coup also ushered in a 
new era of  political pluralism. Political pluralism is crucial for the establishment 
of  a constitutional democracy, but excessive political pluralism led to undesir-
able consequences in Turkey. A  serious side effect of  proportional representation 

193 Huntington, supra note 105, at 410.
194 Id.
195 The 1961 Constitution, according to Celal Bayar, the President of  Turkey during the 1950s, constituted 

the “constitutional legitimization of  the bureaucracy and the intellectuals as one source of  authority 
in addition to the people.” Ilter Turan, Continuity and Change in Turkish Bureaucracy, in ataturk and tHe 
modernization oF turkey 99, 115 (Jacob M. Landau ed., 1984).

196 Bruce Ackerman, Goodbye Montesquieu, in comParative adminiStrative laW 128, 130 (Susan Rose-
Ackerman & Peter Lindseth eds., 2011).

197 Id.
198 Turan, supra note 195, at 115.
199 See Rustow, supra note 13, at 382 (“In Turkey as elsewhere it has been the weakness of  civilian institu-

tions which has brought the military onto the political stage.”); Sakallioglu, supra note 11, at 156 (“The 
expanded political autonomy of  the Turkish military after 1980 resulted largely from the deep void in 
political authority during the political crisis before 1980.”).
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and political pluralism was political instability and frequent collapse of  govern-
ments.200 The new electoral laws and bureaucratic checks and balances in the 1961 
Constitution increased the likelihood of  weak coalition governments and power 
vacuums.201 As politicians remained unable to form governments—let alone effect-
ively conduct legislative affairs—the military’s power and willingness to intervene 
in politics increased. Although the 1960 coup ushered in a new era of  moderniza-
tion and democratization, both occurred too swiftly and without effective political 
institutionalization.202

The tide in favor of  military interventions began to turn in the early 2000s as weak 
coalition governments gave way to the strong majority government of  the Justice and 
Development Party. As Prime Minister Erdogan put it: “The military intervened in poli-
tics only when there was a political vacuum; the military played a somewhat expanded 
role because the political will was weak.203 With its popular mandate, the Erdogan 
government managed to establish the most stable regime in recent Turkish history, 
altering the civil–military power dynamic and prompting the military to retreat to the 
barracks through the means discussed above.

Turkey’s struggle with military interventions prompted by weak political insti-
tutionalization suggests that it is crucial to build effective political institutions and 
strong political parties. The more effective the civilian politicians are in attaining 
social and economic stability, the less likely that power vacuums, and concomitant 
military interventions, will occur.204

b)  Exploit factionalism within the military

Another lesson to be drawn from the Turkish experience is that factionalism within 
the military can hinder military interventions. Although factionalism can create 
uncertainty, it can also help establish equilibrium by pitting different groups against 
each other and fracture cooperation among those seeking to undermine democratiza-
tion.205 As discussed above, factionalism within the Turkish military during the 1970s 
ensured that no one faction could marshal sufficient support to effect a full takeover 
of  the government. So long as one strong faction within the military remains com-
mitted to democracy, factionalism can facilitate democratic progress and also assist in 

200 Harris, supra note 10, at 207; Rustow, supra note 19, at 536 (“Proportional representation, the emer-
gence of  minority parties, and the consequent need for coalitions add to the political instability.”); 
Rustow, supra note 13, at 369.

201 Harris, supra note 10, at 207.
202 See Huntington, supra note 105, at 421.
203 Heper, supra note 175, at 223.
204 Where democratic political institutions are weak, unstable, or nonexistent, “strong party organization is 

the only long-run alternative to the instability of  a corrupt or praetorian or mass society.” Huntington, 
supra note 105, at 424–425.

205 See JanoWitz, supra note 39, at 68 (“[A]rmies with high internal cohesion will have greater capacity to 
intervene in domestic politics.”); vaSco Fernando Ferreira rato, reluctant deParture: tHe PoliticS oF military 
extrication in Portugal, 1974–1982, at 168 (2002); see also Frederic Wehrey, Bahrain’s Lost Uprising, June 
12, 2012, http://carnegieendowment.org/2012/06/12/bahrain-s-lost-uprising/bkgu.
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the extrication of  the military from politics by allowing politicians to seize upon and 
exploit divisions within the military.

c)  Seek membership in democratic international organizations

The Turkish experience also highlights the importance of  democratic international 
organizations in normalizing domestic civil–military relations. For Turkey, candidacy 
for membership in the European Union provided a major impetus for adopting legal 
and constitutional changes to curb the military’s political influence. The demands to 
subordinate the military to civilian leaders came primarily from the European Union. 
In addition, the military was not the sole target of  EU-mandated reforms; other exten-
sive policy reforms accompanied changes to civil–military relations. That made the 
sweeping legal changes to civil–military relations more palatable to Turkish military 
leaders. In addition, as its leaders are well aware, membership in the European Union 
will have its advantages for the Turkish military as well.206 Among other things, EU 
membership will solidify Turkey’s alliances with European nations and allow the 
establishment of  a more robust military capability.207 The EU-mandated reforms there-
fore do not constitute a zero-sum game for the Turkish military, which also stands to 
benefit from EU accession.

d)  Focus the military on external threats

The Turkish experience also shows that a military whose mission includes the provi-
sion of  advice on domestic policy conflicts is more likely to intervene in the political 
home front.208 As the Turkish military’s focus shifted from external threats to domestic 
politics with its institutionalization in the National Security Council, its inclination to 
stage indirect and direct interventions also increased. The Council allowed the mili-
tary to obtain a strong advisory voice in domestic policies ranging from school curri-
cula to the substance of  criminal laws and provided an institutional avenue for further 
political interventions.

3.  Conclusion
This Article began to give content to the oft-repeated yet rarely defined phrase—
“Turkish model”—as it applies to civil-military relations in Turkey. The Article 
revealed the role that the Turkish military—an institution presently viewed by many 
as hegemonic and praetorian—played in promoting procedural and constitutional 
democracy during and in the immediate aftermath of  the 1960 coup. The Article 
also explained why the Turkish military strayed off  the initial democratization path 

206 Heper, supra note 175, at 228.
207 Id.
208 See also Michael C.  Desch, Threat Environment and Military Missions, in civil–military relationS and 

democracy (Larry Diamond & Marc F. Platter eds., 1996); JanoWitz, supra note 39, at 38 (“It is a basic 
assumption of  the democratic model of  civilian-military relations that civilian supremacy depends upon 
a sharp organizational separation between internal and external violence forces.”).
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it forged and presented obstacles to democracy as a de facto, if  not de jure, fourth 
branch of  government. Finally, the Article described the military’s recent retreat 
from politics, buoyed by the legal-constitutional reforms brought by Turkey’s 
accession process to the European Union and the rise to power of  the Justice and 
Development Party.

A careful study of  civil–military relations in Turkey shows what the Turkish expe-
rience is not: a model. The Turkish experience has been a checkered one, marked by 
decades of  conflict between the military, the political branches, and the Constitutional 
Court.209 In some respects, it is an encouraging story, one that exemplifies the mod-
ernizing and democratizing role that a military may play in a post-authoritarian soci-
ety. But in others, it is discouraging. It shows how a democracy-promoting institution 
came to thwart democratic development—due in large part to the power vacuums 
sparked by the “liberal” 1961 Constitution—and present obstacles to democratic con-
solidation for decades. Rather than touting the Turkish experience as a model for strict 
emulation, we would be better served by a more nuanced study of  the important les-
sons it offers to other nations.

209 See Ozan O. Varol, The Origins and Limits of  Originalism: A Comparative Study, 44 vand. J. tranSnat’l l. 1239, 
1295–1296 (2011) (describing the recent clash between the AKP government and the Constitutional 
Court that led to the adoption of  a court-packing plan in September 2010).
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