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The Arab Spring catalyzed dramatic transformations in the Middle East and 

initiated a long process that will eventually lead to new governing structures throughout 

the region. The prominence and growing influence of Turkey in the international arena 

has spurred some Western pundits, academics, and diplomats to advocate the “Turkish 

model” as a template for creating stable institutions in the Middle East states of Tunisia, 

Egypt, Libya, and Yemen. Civil-military relations factor prominently into this model. 

Before recommending the Turkish model to any state, it behooves the international 

community to thoroughly vet every component.  

Previous to 1997, the military occupied a central role in determining the political, 

economic, and social trajectory of the Republic of Turkey. This guardian role conflicted 

with Western notions of healthy civil-military relations emanating from Europe and the 

United States. Since initiating the EU accession process in 1997, however, Turkey has 
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implemented drastic reforms bringing the Turkish model of civil-military relations into 

alignment with European standards. Political leadership, incarnated in the Justice and 

Development Party, has encountered significant resistance from civilian and military 

opposition in the process of bringing the military under democratic control. Nonetheless, 

under the political leadership of Recep Tayyip Erdogan, this resistance has been 

overcome.  

The Turkish model, as it exists today, evolved in response to unique historical and 

cultural contexts, continuing through great barriers.  As such, facsimile transfer of the 

model to other states is bound to fail. However, lessons gleaned from Turkey’s difficult 

transition to more democratic controls over the military might inform similar transitions 

in Arab states. Careful analysis of the great obstacles political leadership has overcome in 

bringing the military under democratic civilian control may prove more valuable to Arab 

states than the Turkish model itself.   

 



 vi 

 

 

 

 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Introduction ..............................................................................................................1 

Western Theories of Healthy Civil-Military Relations ............................................3 

Legacy of Military Interventionism in Turkey's Political Sphere ..........................10 

Theoretical Misfit of Historical Civil-Military Relations ......................................18 

International Perceptions of Turkish Civil-Military Relations in Context of  

 European Union Candidacy and Accession Negotiations ............................23 

Shifting Power Dynamics ......................................................................................31 

Conclustions ...........................................................................................................40 

Bibliography ..........................................................................................................44 



 1 

Introduction 

The Arab Spring catalyzed dramatic transformations in the Middle East and initiated a 

long process that will eventually lead to new governing structures throughout the region. 

Assembling new governments from the tattered structures left in the wake of revolutions 

will be no easy task. Political, economic, and cultural differences necessitate 

individualized, national plans for political succession as competing actors and 

movements consolidate into recognized political parties and organizations. Nevertheless, 

the prominence and growing influence of Turkey in the international arena has spurred 

some Western pundits, academics, and diplomats to advocate the Turkish model as 

template for the processes of political consolidation and creating stable institutions in the 

Middle East states of Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen.  

 

Turkey's alleged success in balancing European government structures with Islamic 

values and the incorporation of Islamist parties in a secular system seems to lend itself 

well to this proposition. Yet, defining the exact parameters of the Turkish model and how 

it might be translated to other countries presents unique challenges and has instigated 

prolonged discussions among Western policymakers, diplomats, and political 

commentators. One aspect of the Turkish model discussed at length is the traditional 

guardian role of the military and the transition to the circumscribed role it currently plays. 

Several prominent academics perceive the military's initial guardian role over liberal 

democratic values and eventual retreat from civilian life as a template for other countries 

struggling to define the military’s jurisdiction.  
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Yet, Western infatuation with Turkey and its overwhelming diplomatic and economic 

success in the international arena may distort the vetting of civil-military relations 

component of the Turkish model. Westerners may become so enamored with the current 

primacy of Turkey in the Middle East, that they overlook the unsavory components of 

civil-military relations in the Republic and how these same maladies might accompany 

the Turkish model in its national incarnations.  In the course of this work, I chart the 

historical legacy of military interventionism in Turkey and elucidate its incompatibility 

with Western conceptions of healthy civil-military relations. Additionally, I chronicle the 

reforms curtailing military control over the civilian sphere as a direct response to 

critiques outlined by the European Union in a series of annual reports. Thirdly, I assess 

the effectiveness of these reforms in limiting the military from exercising control over the 

spheres dictated in the EU progress reports.  I contend the powers limiting free speech 

and power over the judiciary has transferred from the military to the leadership of the 

Justice and Development Party, which in turn is using it to further political objectives and 

limit dissent. By analyzing Turkey's civil-military relations, scholars and policy makers 

might offer pertinent advice to countries emerging from the Arab Spring and avoid the 

pitfalls still unresolved in the Republic of Turkey. 

1Many attribute the state prosecution is working in conjunction with the leading party officials in the 

Justice and Development Party. 
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Western Theories of Healthy Civil-Military Relations 

Scholarship on civil-military relations has navigated a tortuous evolution throughout the 

nineteenth, twentieth, and early twenty first century. Located at the fringes of multiple 

disciplines, civil-military theories transitioned parallel to shifts in the social sciences.
1
 

Theories pertinent to present scholarship might be divided into three general categories 

based on the time of their writing. Early literature by Weber and Clausewitz initiated the 

dialogue of civil-military relations by differentiating the military and political structures 

and the duties professionals occupying them- soldier and politician- carry out. Huntington 

and Janowitz revived the discussion during the Cold War period revolving their 

discussion around the separation/convergence of civilian and military institutions. 

Recently, civil-military relations theory has been reinterpreted from broader, international 

and rationalist contexts. These theories, though originating in a specific historical and 

national milieu, have come to frame discussions of healthy civil-military relations in the 

international arena and provide a template for assessing healthy balance between military 

and civilian political organizations.   

For Clausewitz, the state is divided into three components: the general population, the 

professional politicians, and the military generals. Each component plays a specific and 

individualized role in the various phases of war. The general populace initiates the 

conflict with popular sentiment, the military utilizes its monopoly of force exclusively 

within the domain of war, and political elite negotiate the political ramifications based on 

the outcome of the armed conflict. In Clausewitz's model of healthy civil-military 
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relations, there exists succinct separation of actors and the duties incumbent upon those 

actors. 

Expounding on the ideologies of intellectuals like Clausewitz, Max Weber further 

developed the notions of professionalization within the state apparatus and the clear 

demarcations between political and military roles. Weber contended the monopoly of 

force rests in the hands of politicians alone. Thus, it is the collection of political actors 

and their collective will which control the use of violence within territories or against 

threats emanating from outside the sovereign state.
2 

Subsuming control over all violence 

to the professional politician implies the supremacy and authority of civilian-supported 

officials over that of military leadership. Thus, via the role of politician, Weber 

establishes the first conception of civilian control and oversight over military 

establishments. The works of Clausewitz and Weber initiated civil-military relations 

theory by demarcating the professional boundaries of the military and politician figures, 

while Weber established the notion of civilian supremacy and control over the institution 

of the military.  

The second group of civil military-theoreticians emerged from the United States in the 

wake of the Second World War. The presence of large, mobilized military forces 

resulting from ongoing Cold War tensions necessitated new civil-military relations 

theories compatible with the bi-polar world order. In The Soldier and the State (1957), 

Huntington framed the institutional model
3
 and reinforced the necessity of the military's 

subservience to democratically elected political leadership; professionalization of military 



 5 

officers; delicate balance between the functional and social imperatives; and the 

centrality of the conservative ethos in the officer corps.
4
 The seminal work of The Soldier 

and the State continues to be important as it informs and frames the general concepts 

debated in contemporary civil-military relations scholarship.  

The theoretical framework articulated by Huntington inspired great approbation and 

fomented apt critiques in academic military and scholarly circles alike. Perhaps the most 

noted critiques of The Soldier and the State came from Huntington's contemporary, 

Morris Janowitz.
5
 According to Janowitz, the conservative ethos and military mind 

outlined by Huntington posed a serious challenge to peaceable civil-military relations. 

Society was bound to morph more quickly than the institutional ethos of the military and 

these growing ideological differences would exacerbate tensions between military 

institutions and civil society. To counteract this divergence and mollify any future 

tensions, Janowitz suggested converging the values of society and the military 

leadership.
6
 He also criticized Huntington's proposal that the military should operate in 

complete autonomy in its functional imperative. Total warfare, Janowitz proposed, would 

instigate mutual destruction in the heightened tensions of the Cold War. The coordination 

of the military and diplomatic spheres would help prevent such tragic outcomes and 

present a more effective, unified front to the Soviet Union. Janowitz maintained that 

further assimilation of the armed forces and civilian society was necessary, not only for 

the domestic health of the United States, but also for enhancing its international prestige 

and power.  
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In the 1960's and 1970's Janowitz' convergence model provided a nuanced counter to 

Huntington and furthered discussion among military and academic circles revolving 

around the limits and proper roles of the military in society. As this debate continued, a 

synthesis of the two theories emerged and the United States military adopted this 

theoretical hybrid. Elements of the institutional and convergence were incorporated into 

the structure and pedagogy of the officer corps. The professionalization of the soldier and 

the separate military mind permeated the officer corps of the United States while reserve 

officer corps training programs helped integrate fresh perspectives from civilian societies 

into the upper ranks of the armed forces.  

As the United States asserted and solidified its position throughout the Cold War as the 

preeminent military power, the influence of convergence and institutional models 

entrenched themselves in the international community. Mimicking the military theories 

and institutions of the military superpower, the United State, Western oriented powers 

adopted nationally nuanced interpretations of the convergence and institutional models. 

Huntingtonian notions of complete civilian control over professionalized officer corps 

and Janowitzian conceptions of armed forces reflecting the social mores and values of 

society entrenched themselves in the national psyche of the international community. 

The fall of the Soviet Union and the rising popularity of econometric evaluation in 

political science in the late 1980's and early 1990's gave rise to a third wave of literature 

revolving around civil-military relations.
7
 In response to this major shift, there emerged 

two predominate theories that have come to define the current dialogue on healthy civil 
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military relations. One group of scholars clings to Huntington's institutional model, 

though they broaden the dialogue to reflect the modernization and interconnectedness of 

the modern military and civil-state institutions. Calling themselves the 'school of new 

institutionalism,' this group of academics hails from diverse backgrounds. The new 

institutional model should not be perceived as a replacement to Janowitz and 

Huntington's models, but merely as a continuation and update to the synthesis of the 

convergence theory and institutionalism that emerged in the late 1960's and 1970's. The 

breadth of the new institutional model includes the integration of civilian and military 

institutions while emphasizing complete subservience of a conservatively minded 

military apparatus. They broaden the models espoused by Huntington and Janowitz, 

united in their emphasis on the dynamism and interconnectedness of modern civil and 

military institutions in fulfilling increasingly diverse roles.
8
 

Intellectual flexibility and diverse approaches to the civil-military relations enable 

scholars of new institutionalism to broaden application of the institutional model from 

developed nations to diverse international contexts. Allowing for both formal political 

institutions (ministries of defense, legislative oversight, military budget oversight) and 

informal social institutions (role of media, judiciary, and civilian academics in 

monitoring military establishment, prominence of sectarian politics, and espirit de corps) 

endows proponents of new-institutionalism with a broader set of tools to understand and 

analyze in a more nuanced fashion civil-military relations in emerging nations with vastly 

different cultural and historical legacies.
9
 
10

 
11 

New institutionalism is gaining traction in 
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academic centers across the United States and promulgated internationally through 

organizations like the Center for Military Relations at the Naval Post-Graduate School in 

Monterey, California.
12

 

Alternative to the broad scope and prescriptive thrust of new institutionalism, Peter 

Feaver provided a narrow, rationalist model for explaining civil-military relations. In 

Armed Servants (2003), Feaver contended that the military and government institutions 

operate within the constraints of principle agent theory. Society, Feaver claimed, is 

endowed with limited resources and, as such, institutional actors like the military and 

political organizations constantly vie against one another for access to these resources. 

Civilian institutions are granted with authority over the military institutions, but when 

objectives and ambitions of military diverge, the military may employ methods to subvert 

the authority of democratically elected officials to pursue organizational goals.
13

 In these 

times, Feaver suggested civil society must monitor and enforce military submission and 

compliance to the wider preferences of society.
14

 

1Civil-military relations theory draws on Sociology, Political Science, Military Science, and Economics 

2Weber, Max “Politics as a Vocation” 1919 archived on http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/polisci/ethos/Weber-

vocation.pdf accessed 3/15/2012 

3Institutional Model derives from Huntington's focus civil society and the military as social institutions 

which engage and interact with one another on an organizational level.  

4 The functional imperative, according to Huntington, is the military's responsibility to protect the 

sovereign state from external threats. The functional imperative mandates the armed forces employ any 

means necessary to ensure the common defense of the country against the threat of international, state, 

and sub-state actors 

5Janowitz's seminal work The Professional Soldier (1960) was published shortly after The Soldier and the 

State (1957). 

http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/polisci/ethos/Weber-vocation.pdf
http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/polisci/ethos/Weber-vocation.pdf
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6Janowitz' theories were classified as the convergence model as military and civil institutions “converged” 

and the separation between the two diminished.  

7The shift from a bi-polar world system to a unipolar system and the power vacuum left behind in Eastern 

Europe challenged premises girding Huntington's institutional model and Janowitz convergence models. 

The second wave of democratization complicated the tidy assumptions of a bi-polar world order on 

which Huntington's work rested.  

8One of the most prominent scholars within the school of new-institutionalism, Thomas Bruneau notes, “In 

most societies military institutions were established with the founding of the nation, extended 

throughout national territory, are intertwined within multiple levels of the executive and legislative 

branches, are linked closely with society and the economy, and engage in a variety of international 

contacts and negotiations.”  

9Young, Thomas Durell “Military Professionalism in a Democracy in Who Guards the Guardians and 

How: Democratic Civil-Military Relations ed. Bruneau, Thomas C, and Tollefson, Scott D. (University 

of Texas Press (Austin, 2006) 24-29 

10 Giraldo, Jeanne Kinney “Legislatures and National Defense: Global comparisons” in Who Guards the 

Guardians and How: Democratic Civil-Military Relations ed. Bruneau, Thomas C, and Tollefson, Scott 

D. (University of Texas Press (Austin, 2006) 35-70 

11Bruneau, Thomas and Goetze Jr., Richard B “Ministries of Defense and Democratic Control” in Who 

Guards the Guardians and How: Democratic Civil-Military Relations ed. Bruneau, Thomas C, and 

Tollefson, Scott D. (University of Texas Press (Austin, 2006) 71-98 

12Ibid 

13Feaver called this subversion of civilian control “shirking” and included among this list antagonistic 

press releases and politically charged resignations among the shirking actions.  

14Feaver, Peter D. Armed Servants:Agency, Oversight, and Civil-Military Relations (Harvard University 

Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts 2003) 1-15 
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Legacy of Military Interventionism in Turkey's Political Sphere 

For a majority of Turkey’s history, the Republic has operated model conflicting with 

those outlined in the United States and Europe. From the final phases of the Ottoman 

Empire, to the declaration of the Republic under the military/political leadership of 

Mustafa Kemal and the autocratic rule of the Republican Peoples Party, to the post-

modern coup in 1997, the military has embraced an ethos of interventionism. Military 

officials legitimized their repeated interventions by claiming guardianship over Turkish 

society and assuming responsibility for the preservation of Kemalist ideals.
1
 Direct 

military actions in 1960, 1971, 1980, and 1997 reinforced this notion of interventionism 

among the military establishment.  Politicians augmented this guardian ethos by soliciting 

military intervention at various points throughout the Republics history, further eroding 

the distinction between political and military institutions. The salience of the guardian 

ethos leading up to Turkey's acceptance as a candidate for European Union accession will 

now be clearly elucidated via an outline of the armed forces habitual intervention into 

public society. 

In the final phases of the Ottoman Empire, Tanzimat reforms undermined the fragile 

partitions between the roles of politician and military leader.  Educated in European 

military theory, Turkish military officers also internalized Western conceptions of how 

modern governments should operate.  These officers assumed an advisory role, 

influencing the policies of Porte authorities and infiltrating the high posts of the 

expanding bureaucracy. In the time leading up to the First World War, a group of officers 
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concentrated around a shared identity and asserted their political might. Their authority 

and influence grew to the point where they undermined the centralized authority of the 

Porte and dictated the Empire’s political trajectory. Thus, in the last phases of the 

Ottoman Empire, the military leadership asserted itself to political prominence and 

preeminence, not only in the domain of war, but also in the domain of politics. 

Integrating themselves into the political structure, late Ottoman military officers initiated 

a precedent that perpetuated for a little less than a century. 
2
 

This legacy of military involvement in the political sphere continued in the War of 

Independence and in the nascent phases of the Republic of Turkey under the political and 

military leadership of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk.  The founder of the Republic consolidated 

his power within the ranks of the military establishment before transferring the power and 

prestige accrued therein to the political arena. Implementing authoritarian measures- 

backed by the military might of the country- Kemal established an etatist, state-driven 

project of modernization and Turkification. As a national hero and military leader, 

Ataturk wielded considerable sway over both the political and military leadership within 

the early republic. He established within the bureaucracy saturated with a large number of 

retired military officials and the influence of active military officers permeated the 

bureaucracy.
3   

Even in the foundation of the Republic, inextricable links between the 

military and political realms mired the Turkish model of civil-military relations. 

Operating at the nexus of political and military power, upper ranks of the military 

leadership developed a guardian ethos over the six principles of Kemalism.
4
 Collectively, 
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top brass believed themselves to be the successor of Ataturk, endowed with the 

prerogative and obligation to preserve his ideological legacy by intervening in society 

and rectifying the trajectory of the nation when it diverts from Kemal's vision. The 

military utilized numerous strategies to maintain the proper route of development and 

ensure the dream of Ataturk would not be compromised. Through networks of retired 

military members in the bureaucracy; explicit and implicit threats of force; and direct 

military intervention, the military employed many mechanisms to guide the development 

of Turkish society.  

Several times, the military implemented drastic action to ensure 'proper' development of 

the Republic by 'resetting' the political system via military coups and the imposition of a 

new political structure. The military first staged a coup 1960. Fearing the concentration 

of political power in the hands of the Democratic Party (DP), the military intervened and 

deposed the political leadership.
5
 Under the leadership of the military institution, the 

National Unity Council was formed and charged with expunging the ideological 

supporters of the DP from military, academic, and political institutions.
6
 These leaders 

were charged with various crimes against the Turkish state and sentenced to various 

punishments, including death.  Rewritten under military supervision, they restructured the 

government so consolidation of political power would not reach levels on par with that of 

the Democratic Party. In the 1960 coup, the military underlined their guardian role over 

Turkish society by functioning as the supreme authority and supervisor of the legislative, 

judicial, and executive branches of the government.  
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The military continued its legacy of interventionism in the 1971 coup. In the ten years 

following the 1960 coup, the Turkish Republic experience a wave of sharp political 

polarization that quickly degenerated into partisan and ideologically driven violence. The 

fractious division of power among a multitude of political groups paralyzed the federal 

government. The military cited the impotence of the Turkish government as it intervened 

to ameliorate these issues and reestablish order. On March 12, 1971, the military 

promulgated the famed Memorandum articulating the military’s concern over the 

progression of events and the incompetence of political leadership within Turkey. 

Adjutant to their concern, the armed forces articulated their intention to intervene if “'a 

strong and credible government' capable of passing reform measures could not deal with 

the severe domestic instability and fratricidal strife.’”
7
 The military consummated its 

threat in 1971 by forcing the resignation of Suleyman Demirel and implementing martial 

law in several provinces. The military also circumscribed personal liberties through the 

restriction of political expression in the form of associations. This intervention, like the 

1960 coup, reinforced the military’s guardian role over Turkish society and the 

supremacy of the military over politicians.  

The military’s final intervention in the form of coup occurred in 1980. The military again 

cited degeneration of society stemming from political schism and radicalization as the 

primary foundations for intervention.  The military completely deconstructed the existing 

political system and inserted a council to rule over Turkey’s affairs until a new system 

could be engineered through a new constitution. This new constitution, ratified in 1982, 
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formalized and intensified the military's influence over national political and social 

institutions.
8
 The formalization of the military's influence in the political sphere through 

the 1983 constitution represents the apex of the military's control over Turkish society 

and it's interventionism across all components of society.  

The internationalization and liberalization of Turkey's economy and society under the 

political leadership of Turgut Ozal, however, undermined the jurisdiction of the military 

over civilian society. After the military relinquished its position as self-appointed 

political leader, it allowed normal democratic elections to resume.  In 1983 the 

Motherland Party won a majority of the Parliamentary seats and nominated Turgut Ozal 

as president. In his tenure as president and prime minister, Ozal initiated a host of 

reforms transitioning Turkey away from an etatist, state-driven model of development 

toward a competitive, free-market model. More than a mere change in economics, Ozal's 

policies shifted the national paradigm toward a liberal, globalized paradigm. Lowering 

and removing protectionist tariffs while privatizing government-supported industry 

facilitated penetration of multinational corporations, foreign direct investment, and 

Western concepts of society, morals, and politics.
9
 

In the early 1980's Ozal also implemented political reforms that incrementally 

undermined the secular-elite military’s hegemonic control over civilian society as 

enshrined in the 1983 constitution. Through a referendum, Ozal overturned the ten year 

ban on political leaders of the pre-1980 era, lifted limitations on the formation of new 

political parties, relaxed restrictions on public political rallies and protests, and replaced 
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military officers with civilian officials in different government agencies. During his 

tenures as President (1989-1993), Ozal also diverged from military precedence by 

appointing his candidate- Necip Tarumtay- over the military's recommendation- General 

Necdet Oztorun- for the position of Chief of General Staff, publicized the discussion of 

defense funding, made the chief of General staff report to the Minister of Defense, and 

commanded the military to cease air military operations over the Aegean Sea independent 

of consulting with top-brass in the military.
10

  Transferring certain elements of the 

Kurdish issue from the military’s purview to the democratically elected executive and 

legislative braches also illustrated the growing autonomy of the civilian leadership.
11

 

These reforms reflected broader shifts in Turkey towards a more liberal, democratic 

model, facilitated by the strong and widely supported political leadership of Ozal.  

The Ozalian reforms were far from comprehensive or irreversible.  Ongoing struggles 

against Kurdish separatists enabled the military to exercise broad liberties and 

contributed to the securitization of Turkish society.
12

 The sudden death of Ozal inflicted 

serious damage to the reform process and initiated in Turkey a systematic regression to 

hegemonic control of the military. The polarization of Turkish society, schism of political 

parties, and foreign policy issues severely undermined the cohesion of elected officials 

and their ability to consolidate reforms on the military institutions. Not only were 

politicians unable to inhibit the military's reentry into the political sphere, but select 

politicians co-opted the military in order to prop up their position against the attacks and 

political machinations of competitors.
13

 
14
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Reforms implemented under the Ozal regime highlighted Turkey's movement towards 

more democratically ruled civil and military institutions and broader social support of 

liberalization and transparency in the operation of the state. The death of Ozal and the 

quick return to the status quo also illustrated the fragility of liberalizing and 

democratizing reforms. Under the leadership of a widely supported politician, Turkish 

society was able to temporarily nudge the military out of the civilian sphere. However, 

without the charismatic and widely supported political leaders Turkey's military was able 

to reassert its hegemonic leadership in Turkish society.  

The Turkish Armed Forces flexed its political muscle once again in 1997, displaying its 

ability to shape policies of the state while curbing the ambitions of politicians. Following 

the elections of the Welfare Party (WP)/True Path Party (TPP) coalition government in 

June 1996, the tenor between the military and civilian government turned increasingly 

sharp. As the policies of Erbakan and the WP took on more religious overtones, the 

military's heightened suspicions catalyzed an intervention into the political sphere. The 

National Security Council, still dominated by upper level officials of the military 

apparatus, issued a memorandum decrying the actions of the coalition government and its 

Islamist leanings. The military elite within the council viewed the policies of the coalition 

government as a direct affront to the Kemalist legacy of secularism and threatened to 

intervene if the political trajectory of the Republic was not altered. The military's display 

of power in the soft-coup of 1997 illustrated the extent to which civilian control over the 
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military had eroded following Turgot Ozal's death and the vacuum of power left in its 

wake.  

1Kemalist Ideals are commonly defined as Republicanism, Populism, Secularism, Revolutionism, 

Nationalism, and Statism,  

2Karabelias, Gerassimos “The Evolution of Civil-Military Relations in Post-war Turkey 1980-95” in 

Middle Eastern Studies, 35:4, 130-151 and Heper, Metin and Guney, Aylin “The military and Democracy 

in the Third Turkish Republic.” Armed Forces & Society  Vol. 22 No. 4 619-642  

3Karabelias, Gerassimos “The Evolution of Civil-Military Relations in Post-War Turkey, 1980-95” in 

Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 35, No. 4 pp 130-133 

4These six arrows are: Statism, Nationalism, Revolutionism, Secularism, Populism, and Republicanism. 

5The Democratic Party opposed the People's Party, which operated under the sponsorship of the military.  

6 Zurcher, Erik Turkey: A Modern History 3
rd

 Ed. (I.B. Taurus New York, 2004) 141 

7 Nye, Roger P “Civil Military Confrontation in Turkey: The 1973 Presidential Election” in International 

Journal of Middle Eastern Studies Vol. 8, No. 2, 209-228 212 

8 These revisions increased the military representational presence in the National Security Council (NSC), 

expanded the powers of the military-saturated security council, dissolved the senate, banned former 

political parties, associations, and leadership from participating in subsequent elections, and immunity from 

prosecution for all members of the junta and interim government. For further discussion see Gerassimos 

Karabelias “The Evolution of civil-military relations in postwar Turkey, 1980-1995 in Middle Eastern 

Studies, 1999 35:4, 130-151 

9Ibid 132-138 

10Ibid 

11Ibid 

12The military utilized the war in the Southeastern regions of Turkey to severely constrain expressions of 

free speech and criticisms of the regime. The military also established military rule over several provinces. 

13Most notably the prime minister Tansu Ciller 

14 Karabelias, Gerassimos “The Evolution of civil-military relations in postwar Turkey, 1980-1995 in 

Middle Eastern Studies, 1999 35:4, 138 
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Theoretical Misfit of Historical Civil-Military Relations  

The overall historical legacy of legitimized military interventionism in Turkey conflicts 

directly with Western notions of healthy civil-military relations espoused in the early 

literature describing civil military relations.
1
 While the Turkish Armed Forces 

proficiently defended against external enemies, they also turned attention toward internal 

threats and expanded their obligations to include policing duties.
2
 In doing so, the 

military subsumed the jurisdiction delegated to politicians by Weber and Clausewitz. 

Democratically elected officials, the supposed mouthpieces of the people, rarely 

advocated for such intervention.
3
  Thus, the periodic intervention of Turkey's military 

into the political machinery of the country contravened the differentiation and partition 

between civilian and military institutions as outlined by Weber and Clausewitz. 

The legacy of military interventionism and the guardian ethos it produced in the Turkish 

Armed Forces also countered Cold War notions of healthy civil-military relations as 

outlined in Huntington's institutional and Janowitz' convergence models. Though the 

military developed a conservative ethos as Huntington prescribed, it revolved around 

narrow interpretations of Kemalist principles.  Protection and propagation of these 

principles replaced subservience to democratically elected officials as the basis for 

professionalization.  The loyalty of military leadership belonged, not to fulfilling the 

edicts of Turkey's parliament or even the leaders of the executive branch, but to enforcing 

the six arrows of Kemalism. The military perceived itself as a paternalistic institution, 
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charged with the task of protecting Turkish society from all threats-both internal and 

external- while providing order, peace, and stability. 

Turkey's historical legacy of military interventionism also conflicted with Janowitz's 

convergence model. The ideological chasm separating the will of Turkey’s polity and the 

military institution clearly conflicted with Janowitz notion that military and civil society 

would grow ever closer ideologically.  Despite widespread civilian participation in the 

armed forces through conscription, the espirit de corps of the upper-level military 

officials remained distinct from the rest of society.
4
 The differences between the general 

population- as represented by democratically elected officials- and the military 

establishment are best represented by intermittent blatant military coups and covert 

intervention of the military into civilian society. Therefore, civilian and military 

institutions in Turkey only superficially converged in times of military intervention and 

then followed a period of gradual divergence until the point when the military intervened 

again.  

The Turkish model of civil-military military relations, as employed until 1997, also 

conflicted with new-institutional models. While the school of new-institutionalism 

allowed for broader jurisdiction of the military in civilian society, it also called for 

greater surveillance of the military in such cases: either formal or informal social 

institutions must be able monitor and limit the actions of the military in the civilian 

sphere.
5
 A system aligning with new institutionalism should resemble coordination and 

cooperation between civilian and military institutions.  Instead, domination and 
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patriarchal supremacy characterized the former Turkish model of civil-military relations.
6
 

Therefore, even when evaluated in the broad framework of new institutionalism, the 

Turkish model of civil military relations- as practiced until the initiation of Turkey’s EU 

candidacy-conflicted with Western notions of healthy interactions between society and 

the military. 

Peter Feaver's principle-agent theory, when applied to the military's historical legacy of 

interventionism in Turkey, seems to provide pertinent insight and descriptive power to 

Turkish model of civil-military relations. Feaver accurately predicts continuing tensions 

between civilian and military institutions. Yet, the military repeatedly retreated to the 

barracks and relinquished centralized control over political power.   

This poses significant questions for Feaver's notion that the military would maintain 

control over society, utilizing their position to allocate larger shares of resources. The 

military's access to resources outside political controls might explain this seeming 

inconsistency.  Economic ventures tied to the armed forces and unmonitored defense 

funds, in conjunction with large international contributions of military aid, helped the 

military to remain independent of overt solicitation of state resources through political 

control.
7
  

While the Turkish Armed Forces did not co-opt the formal political structures to augment 

access to resources, it carved a presence in the civilian sphere through more covert means 

and accessed large shares of the Republic's resources. Turkey's democratically elected 
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politicians, even at the height of power in the Ozal government, were unable to 

effectively monitor the military or bring it under civilian authority. The military 

effectively shirked its responsibility to submit to civilian authority and actively worked 

against the efforts of politicians to limit its authority. Therefore, when assessed from the 

principle-agent theory, the autonomy of the military to act outside the supervision and 

control of civil society conflicted with the healthy systems described within Feaver’s 

principle-agent theory.  

As has been displayed above, legacy of military interventionism in the Turkish model 

contravened Western notions of distinct civilian and military roles, military subservience 

to democratically elected officials, and civilian supervision over military actions in the 

civilian sphere.  While Feaver's rationalist model provided descriptive power for the 

former Turkish model of civil-military relations, the principle agent-theory principle 

ultimately showed an unhealthy preponderance of formal and informal power residing in 

the military. Therefore, the historical Turkish model of civil-military relations, while 

providing structure to the developing country, was incompatible with Western notions of 

healthy civil-military relations.  If applied in the contemporary context of Arab Spring 

state, such a model is bound to foment unhealthy interactions between national military 

and civilian institutions.  

1The historical legacy of military interventionism in this context covers the period from late Ottoman 

period to the announcement of Turkey's candidacy for the European Union.  

2The military perceived different threats depending on Turkey's domestic political environment. These 

ranged from political anarchy and deadlock, to economic catastrophe, to the terrorist actions of Kurdish 

separatists. 
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3When politicians did call for military intervention, their calls were driven by partisan  

4Some scholars posit the secularist bent of the upper echelons of the Turkish Armed Forces is firmly 

entrenched in the promotion practices of the military. Only those holding strict interpretation of secularist 

principles are promoted through the ranks. See  

5As noted in the section outlining civil-military relations theories, these institution 

6Best evidenced in the military coups and institution of Marshal Law. 

7Turkey played a pivotal role in the Cold War containment strategy. As a bulwark against Soviet expansion 

into Europe and the Middle East, Turkey received large military aid from the United States and Western 

European states. The numerous internal threats (Kurdish, communist, Islamist) allowed the military to 

continually draw upon state resources to enforce security.  
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International Perceptions of Turkish Civil-Military Relations in 

Context of European Union Candidacy and Accession Negotiations 

In the wake of the Luxemburg European Council in 1997, the European Union presented 

an extensive list of issues inhibiting the full integration between Turkey and the European 

community.
1
 In response to these concerns, Turkey initiated a series of reforms to bring 

the country into compliance with the general guiding principles of the European Union. 

Yearly progress reports distributed by the European Union chronicled Turkey's progress 

in reaching conformity with the community acquis and outlined areas for future reform.
2
 

The shifting dynamics in Turkish civil-military relations- transitioning the formal and 

informal mechanisms of military control over the civilian sphere to democratically 

elected officials- were clearly outlined in these annual reports. 

In the initial report (1998), European concerns regarding civil-military relations centered 

on the absence of civilian control and the military's inflated influence over civilian 

society through the National Security Council (NSC). Authors of the report vocalized the 

European Community's sentiments, lamenting that “The existence of this body (NSC) 

shows that, despite a basic democratic structure, the Turkish constitution allows the Army 

to play a civil role and to intervene in every area of political life.”
3
 This intervention 

manifested particularly in the military's censorship of expression in news and media 

outlets, “Public criticism of the armed forces or the peaceful advocacy of alternatives to 

the basic principles of the Turkish State (e.g. territorial integrity and secularism) may 

both lead to criminal charges being pressed.”
4
 Thus, at the outset of Turkey's accession 
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process, the European community perceived the civil-military relations within the 

Republic woefully incompatible with idealized norms in the EU.  

The 1999 Progress Report continued the European community's condemnation of wide 

powers held by the National Security Council, though it affirmed Turkey's progress in 

transforming the judicial system. The Report notes “Through the National Security 

Council, the Military continues to have an important influence in many areas of political 

life.”
5
 The report positively acknowledge legislation reforming the organization of 

security courts, but also elucidated room for further progress: “While the emergency 

courts system remains in place, the replacement of the military judge by a civilian one in 

State Security Courts, represents a clear improvement in terms of independence of the 

judiciary.”
6
 The 1999 Progress Report, showed a slight shift away from the military's 

hegemonic power enshrined in the historical Turkish civil-military relations model 

toward more civilian control. 

In the 2000 Progress Report, the European Union expanded its denigration of the 

National Security Council, including specific ramifications of the Council's actions. 

According to the authors, “conclusions, statements, or recommendations [of the National 

Security Council]continue[d] to strongly influence the political process, as witnessed in 

the recent debate over the dismissing of civil servants suspected of links with radical 

Islamic and separatist movements.”
7
 The authors also contended that military officers' 

domination of the council not only influenced the decisions of the civil government, but 

“in practice seriously limit the role played by the government.”
8
 Furthermore, actions of 
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the National Security Council remained immune from Parliamentary influence. The 1999 

Progress Report illustrated the continuation of the historical Turkish civil-military 

relations model of interventionism and a European concern over such a system. 

In addition to explicating more refined criticisms of the National Security Council, the 

2000 report rehashed the issue of emergency security courts, condemned the military's 

influence over the education system, and denounced the absence of civilian control over 

the Chief of General Staff. The Report noted that “Civilian control over the military still 

needs to be improved.”
9
 They provided the rationale that “Contrary to EU, NATO and 

OSCE standards, instead of being answerable to the Defence Minister, the Chief of 

General Staff is still accountable to the Prime Minister.”
10

 The Report's authors also 

lamented the military's undue influence over the education system in Turkey, “It is also 

noted that the Council of Higher Education, which controls the activities of the 

institutions of higher education, as well as the Higher Education Supervisory Board, 

include one member selected by the Chief of General Staff.”
11

 In the 2000 Progress 

Report, Europeans diversified their criticisms of the pervasive influence of Turkey’s 

military and advocated legislative and institutional controls to align the model with 

European notions of civil-military relations.  

The 2001 Progress Report assessed civil-military relations in Turkey and the 

concentration of political power in the structure of the National Security Council. The 

report acknowledged Turkey's progress toward accession through its acceptance of the 

National Programme for Alignment with the Acquis (NPAA). In the NPAA, Turkey 
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defended the existence and constitutionality of the NSC by framing its role as 

consultative, though it also provided for future reforms to align functions of the NSC 

with the political values of the European Community. They claimed “relevant articles of 

the Constitution and other legislation will be reviewed in the medium term to define more 

clearly the structure and the functions of this Council.”
12

 Thus, there existed among 

Turkish politicians a willingness to curtail military influence over civilian affairs and 

progress towards Western notions of civil-military relations where civilian oversight and 

transparency trump the historical legacy of military intervention. 

The 2002 Progress Report continued in the same trajectory as the 2001 Progress Report, 

applauding progress, detailing additional areas for improvement, and relating the overall 

incompatibility of Turkish civil-military relations and the political mores of the European 

Union. While recognizing the increased civilian representation on the SC, authors of the 

report acknowledged “its [National Security Council] opinions carry more weight than 

mere recommendations and its military members are particularly influential.”
13

 Through 

the venue of the National Security Council, the report asserted that the military had 

directly informed and shaped domestic policy on a host of issues including; cultural 

rights, education, broadcasting in languages other than Turkish, and emergency rule in 

select provinces. The report also noted that the operation and intervention of military 

officials through the NSC inhibited fully democratic control of the government and 

inhibited the Turkish model of civil-military relations from aligning with the European 

model of civil-military relations. 
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The 2003 Progress Report recognized many reforms implemented under the seventh 

reform package in Turkey, but also broadened the analysis to progress, while 

commendable, insufficient to align the Republic with European notions of democratic 

control over military institutions. The report affirms the extensive reforms implemented 

to ameliorate ills of the NSC outlined in previous reports.  

The NSC has been restructured, allowing for more civilian representatives, the 

removal of military officials from certain boards (though not all), and reaffirmed 

the councils advisory role in society. Additional progress in civil control over the 

military and decreased military influence over civilian affairs is recognized in the 

seventh reform package which abolished the extended executive and supervisory 

powers of the secretary general of the NSC.
14

  

The report also lauded the decreasing power of the Secretary General of the NSC, 

opening of the office to non-military personnel, diminishing access of the NSC to civilian 

institutions, and reduction in the frequency of Council meetings.
15

 

While applauding Turkey's reforms to the National Security Council, the 2003 Progress 

Report offered pointed criticisms of the security and armed services sectors in Turkey. 

These criticisms centered on the lack of transparency in the armed forces and civilian 

oversight of military funding. While the reform package enabled the Court of Auditors, 

upon the request of Turkey's Parliament, to scrutinize the military budget, the military 

retained the exclusive right to withhold this information if it conflicted with national 

security. The authors of the report also expressed concern over extra-budgetary sources 

of income for the military and their ability to fund operations outside the auspices of 

Turkey's parliament. The authors chastised the military's 'shirking' as they utilized media 
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outlets, press conferences, and politically charged civic engagement to undermine the 

authority and popular support of politicians. 

Turkey displayed significant progress in the course of the seventh reform package, 

addressing many of the critiques outlined in earlier reports. In diminishing the active role 

and influence of the military dominated National Security Council, Turkey progressed 

toward European conceptions of healthy civil-military relations (democratic-civilian 

control and nearly full transparency in military institutions). Even following these 

revisions, however, the Turkish model of civil military relations did not completely align 

with European expectations.  Lack of civilian fiscal control of military budgets and 

confrontational encounters between the military and civilian political leaderships 

underlined opportunities to improve the Turkish model of civil-military relations. 

The 2004 and 2005 Progress Reports heralded Turkey's continued progress in passing 

and implementing reforms to bring the Turkish model into conformity with European 

notions of civil-military relations. The reports recognized the extension of civilian 

oversight over military budgets, the overall reduction in military spending, the removal of 

the constitutional clause protecting the military from audits, and the exclusion of 

privileged military positions on leading civilian political boards.
16

 Conversely, the 2004 

report also elucidated additional policies and legal provisions in the Turkish political and 

military systems which inhibited complete civilian control over the military. Prime 

among these provisions was the Turkish Armed Forces Internal Services Law and the 

National Security Council law.
17

 Thus, the 2004 and 2005 Progress Reports displayed 
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Turkey's continued progress in aligning its model of civil-military relations with the 

model with the strict democratic control outlined in that of the European Union. 

During the period of Turkey's candidate status from 1997 until 2005, civilian political 

leadership within Turkey implemented legal and legislative reforms curtailing the 

military control over civil society and, in doing so transferred power to executive and 

legislative bodies. These reforms were implemented in response to European criticisms 

outlined in annual progress reports that proffered increasingly specific European 

conceptualizations of healthy civil military relations.
18

  The annual reports suggested 

reforms emphasizing civilian, democratic control over the political structures and 

removal of military figures from the political realm. Such reforms, the European 

community asserted, would transfer power from the oligarchic control of military elite to 

the Turkish populace and bring to fruition more a more democratic model of civil-

military relations. Through these reforms, publicly elected officials reduced military clout 

in the National Security Council, undermined financial autonomy of military budgets, 

promoted transparency in military affairs and diminished the overarching guardian role of 

the military. 

1The EU acknowledged the eligibility of Turkey as a candidate for acceptance into the EU and reinforced 

its commitment to Turkey's accession at the Helsinki conference in 1999. This recognition represented a 

major achievement for Turkey as they had looked toward accession since the founding of EU 

organizational predecessor, the European Steel and Coal Community (founded 1951). 

2The European Union promulgated these reports from 1998 until 2005, communicating concerns over 

economic, cultural, and political policies in Turkey that conflicted with values of the Union. 

3They further contended that “The army is not subject to civil control and sometimes even appears to act 

without the government's knowledge when it carries out certain large-scale repressive military operations. 

The judicial system includes emergency courts (the state security courts) which are not compatible with a 
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democratic system and run counter to the principles of the European Convention on Human Rights.”1998 

EU Progress Report on Turkey 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/archives/pdf/key_documents/1998/turkey_en.pdf  

4Ibid 

51999 EU Progress Report on Turkey 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/archives/pdf/key_documents/1999/turkey_en.pdf 10 

6Ibid 

7 2000 EU Progress Report on Turkey. 

8Ibid 

9Ibid 

10Ibid 

11Ibid  

12 2001 National Programmes for the Adoption of the Acquis archived on Republic of Turkey Ministry of 

EU Affairs http://www.abgs.gov.tr/index.php?p=195&l=2  

132002 EU Progress Report on Turkey 

142003 EU Progress Report on Turkey  

15Ibid. 

16 2004 Progress Report Turkey 

17The Turkish Armed Forces National Service Law enshrined the military's role to preserve the ideals 

outlined in the preamble of the constitution, including the notions of secularism and republicanism. The 

National Security Law, if interpreted liberally, provided for the military's intervention into virtually any 

area of Turkish life. Cizre, Umit “Problems of democratic governance of civil-military relations in Turkey 

and the European Union enlargement zone” in European Journal of Political Research Volume 43, Issue 1, 

110 

18 Umit Cizre defined this European model as “A clear constitutional division of authority between the 

civil and military sectors, parliamentary control of the defense budget and, in order to ensure its political 

neutrality, government discretion over the professional, institutional, and political activities of the military” 

Cizre, Umit “Problems of democratic governance of civil-military relations in and the European Union 

enlargement zone” in European Journal of Political Research Vol. 43, Issue 1,110 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/archives/pdf/key_documents/1998/turkey_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/archives/pdf/key_documents/1999/turkey_en.pdf
http://www.abgs.gov.tr/index.php?p=195&l=2
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Shifting Power Dynamics 

Since the opening of negotiations between Turkey and the European Union (2005), the 

consolidation of political power into the hands of democratically elected officials- 

particularly the Justice and Development Party (JDP)- has enabled additional reforms 

further curtailing the influence of the military in civilian spheres. Concomitant to the 

reforms, the Justice and Development Party has also pursued policies antagonistic to 

opposition parties and the military establishment. The ability of the JDP to enact these 

policies in the face of military opposition signifies the culmination of a new Turkish 

model of civil-military relations, one where democratic control over military forces 

predominate. The challenge to laicism in the headscarf controversies, presidential 

nomination of Abdullah Gul, and the widespread prosecutions of the Ergenekon cases 

have illustrated sustainability of these reforms, the normalization of civilian preeminence 

over the military, and the completion of the Turkish model's transition to democratic 

control. 

On April 24, 2007 the Prime Minister (a leading member of the JDP) nominated a 

conservative member of the JDP, Abdullah Gul, for the Presidency. This nomination 

triggered harsh criticism from secular elite and media stations decrying “the fact that 

Gul’s wife Hayrunissa wore a headscarf and statements Gul had allegedly made in the 

1990s as a member of the Islamist Welfare Party.”
1
 The Turkish political environment 

shifted significantly, emboldening the Justice and Development Party to test the 

boundaries of democratic expression and nominate a publicly pious man for the office of 
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President. The nomination of Gul fomented large protests where the demonstrators 

“insisted that the government party was performing takiyye – and that there was a hidden 

agenda to Islamize the country.”
2
 Secularist politicians and protestors appealed to the 

military's cherished duty to preserve Kemalist notions of secularism. Thus, secular 

nationalists and conservative members of the JDP pushed the Republic political environ 

towards brinkmanship and looked to the military for its reaction.  

On May 27, 2007, the military posted a statement on its website in response to the 

nomination, ensuring its continued commitment to the secular principles of Mustafa 

Kemal Ataturk: “The Turkish Armed Forces maintain their unshakeable decisiveness 

regarding the flawless implementation of their law-given duties to protect these features 

(secularism) and maintains a firm belief in the binding character of this decisiveness.”
3
 

Although this form of intervention conflicted with European and American notions of 

healthy civil-military relations, it diverged significantly from the military coups 

characterizing Turkey's previous model of civil-military relations. The Turkish armed 

forces displayed considerable restraint by relegating their actions to a consultative role 

and cautioned against radicalization of conservative political parties.  

The military did not intervene through force to maintain secularist principles, but 

entrusted this this task to nationalist politicians and the judicial system. The Republican 

People’s Party, the main opposition group, staged a boycott in the legislature, reducing 

the number of parliamentary members to below the threshold needed to elect the 

president. The constitutional court ruled that the election could not take place without the 
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requisite quorum. Promptly thereafter, Gul rescinded his candidacy and the JDP promptly 

reorganized for the impending national elections.
4
 Supporters of Gul's nomination and the 

JDP cried conspiracy, asserting secularist political elite, judiciary, and military officials 

colluded against the ruling party.  Regardless of these claims, the military relinquished its 

physical control over Turkish society, displaying restraint and a distinct departure from 

the former guardianship model.
5
 

Following on the heels of its successful 2007 election, the Justice and Development Party 

utilized their political leverage to propose a controversial bill legalizing the headscarf in 

public universities.
6
 Tailored to appease the more traditional constituencies of the Justice 

and Development coalition, this legislation sparked vitriolic reactions by secular 

nationalists adhering to Kemalist notions of the public sphere.
7
 Perceiving their growing 

impotence in the political sphere and fearing the erosion of Turkish principles of 

secularism, the main opposition party, the Republican People’s Party (RPP) filed suit 

against the bill, which was ruled unconstitutional. The mere proposal a contentious bill 

directly contravening secularist ideologies of the military reflected the growing salience 

of the Justice and Development Party and the widening latitude they carved out of the 

political sphere independent of military intervention.  

Parallel to the court case against the headscarf bill, the public prosecutor also opened 

charges against Justice and Development Party. Based on the amendments to articles 10 

and 42 of the Constitution, the prosecutor asserted the Justice and Development Party had 

become a center for anti-secular activity, threatened the very existence of the Turkish 
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Republic, and suggested it be closed down.
8
 The military, however, maintained 

separation from the fray and allowed political parties to navigate the travails of this 

convoluted and very public political confrontation through the political and legislative 

systems.
9
 The political environment in Turkey had shifted, to the point that the military 

could no longer intervene unilaterally as it had in the past.
10

  

The Justice and Development Party capitalized on the recently liberated political space 

and subsumed the supervisory role relinquished by the military in the late 2000’s. 

Initially, the Justice and Development Party utilized their expanded powers to widen 

reforms and bring Turkey into full alignment with the European community. However, 

difficulties in the negotiation process over Cypress and brazen antagonism displayed by 

several prominent European leaders soured relations between the European Union and 

Turkey. In response the JDP initiated a new course in Turkey's diplomatic and domestic 

policies, independent of European preferences and influence. With diminishing prospects 

of accession, incentive for the Justice and Development Party to adhere to European 

models of liberal democracy waned. Authoritarian party structure in the JDP, the highly 

partisan nature of the Turkish press, the historic reliance on the military to counter 

political parties' abuses of power, and reduced European influence have enabled Justice 

and Development Party officials to consolidate political power and pursue policies 

augmenting its party strength while cracking down on political opposition through state 

structures.
11

 Nowhere is this more evident than the unfolding saga of the Ergenekon 

trials.  
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With a democratic mandate and political legitimacy renewed in the 2007 elections, the 

Justice and Development Party opened an extensive investigation against civilian and 

military figures. Public prosecutors operating under the political auspices of the JDP 

aggressively culled from the public sphere oppositional figures in the armed forces and 

the secularist establishment. Prosecutors claimed these individuals belonged to 

Ergenekon, a clandestine organization that supposedly embedded its members in military 

and bureaucratic institutions to carry out nefarious activities. Allegedly, this deep state 

apparatus executed the will of secular elites in the form of extrajudicial killings, drug 

trafficking, and the fomentation of political instability through clandestine networks and 

personal relationships.  

The prosecutor alleged that a group from the Ergenekon network engineered a scheme to 

undermine social and political stability, which would force the military to intervene, 

overthrow the 'incompetent' Justice and Development Party, and instill a solidly secular 

government. Secularists within the armed forces, it was argued by the prosecution, sought 

to override the popular will of the people and utilize their institutional resources to effect 

desired political results.  Given the military's track record of repeated coups, deep-seeded 

antagonism toward Islamist political parties and leadership, and surreptitious actions in 

the past, allegations were credible. The timing of the trial, however, intimated a partisan 

bent to the whole ordeal. Many secularists claimed the Ergenekon trials were merely 

retaliation against the party closure trials against the JDP. The growing number and 

diversity of military officers indicted in the case also undermined the legitimacy of the 
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trials and augured ulterior motivations of JDP leadership.
12

 It seemes unlikely that such a 

large contingency of the armed forces could participate in a clandestine coup plot: a 

movement of this magnitude would assuredly have great difficulties maintaining secrecy 

among its extensive network. 

Furthermore, the expansion of Ergenekon to include judges, politicians, academics, and 

members of the press instigated secularists and some members of the international 

community to claim foul play. The prosecutor’s investigations concentrated on the most 

vocal critics of the Justice and Development Party and incarcerated these same 

individuals on tenuous evidence.
13 

The poor quality of indictment material further 

contributed to suspicions around the case. The first two submitted documents averaged 

over 2000 pages and included typographical errors, logical inconsistencies, and blatant 

anachronisms.
14

 In addition to the Ergenkon case, Erdogan and the JDP leadership 

incorporated heavy handed tactics of control like strict censorship of internet use, 

wiretapping, and civil lawsuits against public critics. Thus, the political leadership of the 

JDP has limited free speech directly, through Ergenekon and other strategies, and 

indirectly as opponents in academia and the media, in fear of legal reprisals and 

retaliatory actions, self-censor. 

In addition to the Ergenekon trials and heavy handed political tactics, the Justice and 

Development Party was also able to capitalize on its widespread public support and 

democratic mandate to further reduce the military's intervention in domestic politics.
15

 

The JDP proposed a set of reforms seeking greater judicial oversight over the internal 
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actions of the military, accountability and term limits within the judicial system, and 

greater protection of civil rights. Although the proposed reforms failed to reach the 

necessary threshold of support in Parliament, they were presented to the Turkish polity 

through a referendum. In the referendum, where participation was exceptionally high, a 

majority of the proposed amendments passed.
16

   The constitutional referendum of 2010 

brought Turkey into closer alignment with European notions of democratic control and 

healthy civil-military relations. 

As the Ergenekon trials progress, they continue to elicit great controversy and debate in 

both Turkey and the international community. Top brass within the Turkish Armed 

Forces have denounced the trials as politically motivated suppression, yet have not 

intervened with force to oust the Justice and Development Party leadership.
17

 In July of 

2011, one month after the general elections, each commanding officer of Turkish Armed 

Forces resigned in protest of the Ergenekon trials and the general direction of the 

republic.
18

  Unfazed, Erdogan appointed the head of the national police to replace the 

most senior position.  This event symbolically represented the wider transition of 

influence and control over Turkish society from the former secular, military elites to the 

hands of JDP leadership and their supporters.  

Many staunch secularists suspect the military’s retreat from the public sphere will enable 

Erdogan and the JDP to further consolidate political power, leading to a repressive, 

autocratic regime. At this point, however, the heavy handed political maneuvers of the 

JDP have failed to reach the levels employed by its political and military predecessors. 
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Furthermore, there is little evidence to suggest that political oppression will intensify. 

Unlike the previous model, where the military operated independently of democratic 

control, the current system provides electoral outlets to change political leadership. The 

new Turkish model, through elections, provides a buffer against holistic consolidation of 

political power into the hands of Erdogan and the elite JDP political leadership. 

Additionally, Turkey's renewed interest in participating in Western programs like 

NATO's air defense shield against external threats requires the government to coordinate 

and occasionally bow to international pressures regarding human and civil rights.
19

 Thus, 

even in the unlikely case that Erdogan and the JDP pursue authoritarian policies, these 

may be mollified by domestic electoral controls and international pressures. 

1 Grigoriadis, Ionnis N. “Islam and Democratization in Turkey: Secularism and trust in a divided society” 

in Democratization Vol. 16 No. 6, 1203 

2 Ibid. 1204 Takiyye in this instance represents a religious motivation for foisting a particular interpretation 

of Islam on Turkey's population. 

3 Ibid 1205 

4After the completion of the parliamentary elections, Abdullah Gul reinstated his bid for president and the 

Justice and Development supported his candidacy. Following two rounds of elections in Parliament, where 

Gul failed to garner the two thirds majority needed for election. Persistence paid off in the third round, 

where only a simple majority was needed, and Gul was elected president.  

5Baran, Zeyno “Turkey Divided” in Journal of Democracy Vol.19 Issue 1, 63 

6 The headscarf was symbolic of continuing tensions between secular elite (prominent in social and 

military circles) and increasingly powerful religious conservatives. 

7 According to the secularist, the legislation a direct threat against the laicite ideologies preserved by the 

military in the memory of Ataturk and tantamount to a political declaration of war. 

8Onis, Ziya “Conservative Globalism at the Crossroads: The Justice and Development Party and the 

Thorny Path to Democratic Consolidation in Turkey” Mediterranean Politics Volume 14, No. 1, 34 
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9Supporters of the Justice and Development Party claimed partisan interventionism: the entire event was 

politically motivated and designed to reestablish rule by a secular minority. Even if this is the case, the fact 

that the military operated though covert means displayed the limitations to shaping civilian society in which 

the military operated.  

10Whether the military decided to opt out of the interaction or, due to public support of th e Justice and 

Development Party, was unable to directly intervene is of little consequence. The mere fact the military did 

not intervene suggested the Turkish model of civil-military relations had shifted significantly. 

11For a more in depth analysis of authoritarian party structure within the Justice and Development Party 

see Peylin Ayan's “Authority Power Structures in Turkey: A Comparison of the Republican Peoples Party 

and the Justice and Development Party” in Turkish Studies Vol. 11, No. 2, 197–215. 
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13Cengis, Firat and Hoffmann, Lars “The 2011 Elections in Turkey: Potential Implications on Domestic 

and International Politics in the Shadow of a Discourse Change” in Parliamentary Affairs (2012) 65, 258 

14Jenkins, Gareth “Between Fact and Fiction: Turkey's Ergenekon Investigation” Central Asia-Caucus 

Institute and Silk Road Studies Program John Hopkins University (August 2009) 55-77  

15While the eventual prognosis for eventual EU accession has become unknown, democratization and 

reduction of the military's influence and intervention remained a priority. This was almost certainly a 

strategy of self-preservation. The military's former intervention and antagonism toward Islamist parties 

assuredly posed a possible threat to the ruling party. 

16A proposed amendment removing the Constitutional Court's ability to disband political parties failed. 

17Continued widespread popular support for the JDP, evidenced in the elections, assuredly deter the 

military from intervening directly.  

18Tuysuz, Gul and Tavernise, Sabrina“Top Generals Quit in Group, Stunning Turks,” New York Times 

7/29/2011 This collective resignation is viewed suspiciously in Turkey. Some contend the military leaders 

were pressured, or even forced, from their positions.  

19 Strong international pressure has effected some revision in the JDP policy of incarcerating journalists. 

On March 12, 2012 the government released four journalists, two being well known investigative 

journalists. Toksabay, Ece “Turkey court releases journalists in conspiracy case” Reuters March 12, 2012 

http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/03/12/us-turkey-journalists-idUSBRE82B10Y20120312  
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Conclusion 

After reviewing its historical progression, Western diplomats and political pundits should 

be cautious in advocating a holistic transfer of the Turkish model for civil-military 

relations model to any other government. First and foremost, the current Turkish model 

of civil-military relations is the product of a tortuous, conflict-ridden process peppered 

with conspiracies, military coups, assassinations, and executions. This journey towards 

the primacy of democratic control has lasted more than seven decades and firmly 

engrained in the social and political realities unique to Turkey.  Civil-military strife in the 

first 75 years of the Republic of Turkey laid the ideological and social foundations to 

support the current system.  Without domestically driven foundations, the Turkish model 

transplanted into a foreign country faces a higher risk of rejection. 

Additionally, only recently has the Turkish model begun to conform to the United States’ 

and European models of healthy civil-military relations, whereby civilian-elected 

politicians and judiciary rule over the actions of military institutions.  The nebulous 

Turkish model of civil-military relations continues to evolve.  If components are to be 

transferred to other countries, a clear conceptualization of the Turkish model must be 

articulated. The protracted and conflicted development of the current Turkish model of 

civil-military relations also augurs difficulties for a similar system in other countries. 

While these processes might not last 100 years as in the case of Turkey, national and 

international leaders should expect difficulties and growing pains as the countries 

acclimate to new institutional structures and roles of the military. 
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This is not to say that the Turkish model of civil-military relations, as it exists today, 

strikes the perfect balance between civilian and military leadership. While the Justice and 

Development Party has made significant progress in achieving democratic rule, the 

military's expressed antagonism toward Erdogan and other political leadership in press 

releases and the politically-charged resignations of 2012 displayed that this process is far 

from complete. Furthermore, the extraordinary popularity and centrality of Erdogan in 

this process, given the historical precedence of Ozal's political tenure, should also instill 

some reservations regarding the sustainability of the current Turkish model of civil-

military relations. Ozal, like Erdogan, inspired fervent support among the Turkish 

populace, oriented Turkey toward the international community through liberalizing 

reforms, and curtailed the military's reach over civilian society. However, without the 

charismatic leadership of Ozal to unify the will of the people into a single voice, these 

reforms collapsed under the reassertion of military might. Should the charismatic 

Erdogan relinquish his position- willingly or under duress- Turkey runs the risk of 

returning to the interventionist model where the military functions as guardian over the 

country. 

International influence, focused in the process of European Union accession negotiations, 

might help to mitigate such a recurrence, but the current model of civil-military relations 

in Turkey is fragile.  Without a charismatic analog to Erdogan or Ozal, the Arab Spring 

states will have a difficult time initiating reforms constraining military leadership to the 

barracks, much less maintaining such structures. The international community's 
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involvement will be crucial to augment the authority of the governmental branches and 

stabilize civil-military relations until political leadership is able to solidify its authority. 

Although the Justice and Development Party reduced the military's control over civil 

society, political leadership has also pursued policies antithetical to Western notions of 

free expression. For decades, the military functioned as arbitrator of the political realm, 

checking the ambitions of political parties.
1
  Few mechanisms in the civilian sphere 

existed to control overly ambitious political regimes from abusing power. Yet, domestic 

and international outcry in response to these abuses has instigated reforms to develop 

civilian institutions that fill the vacuum left by the military.  In the context of the Arab 

Spring countries, international involvement will be crucial to prevent political authorities 

from repressing the general population. Countries that are reconfiguring their 

governments must rely on international validation and support of democratic institutions 

until the domestic political environment becomes self-sustainable.  

The Turkish model of civil-military relations has radically transformed in the last 25 

years and continues to evolve toward more liberal, democratic structures of civilian 

control over the military.  While the Turkish model, as it exists today, appears to be an 

appealing template, it is inextricably enmeshed with Turkey’s historical, political, and 

social experiences. Perhaps the value of the Turkish civil-military relations lays not in it’s 

the model itself, but in lessons derived from its historical gestation.  Processes of 

democratic consolidation in the Arab states will assuredly be fraught with difficulty as 

the military and civilian institutions compete with one another for prominence in society.  
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Democratizing gains, often difficult to achieve, are also fragile and susceptible to a 

resurgence of military interventionism.  The involvement of the international community 

to provide stability and accountability remains central to the successful development of 

healthy civil-military relations.   

1This is not to say the military intervened objectively. Many times the military supported the secular 

nationalist parties in opposition to democratically elected majority parties.  
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