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T 
he recent opening of the post-1980 
Republican regime, covered under 

the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve 
Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) government’s policy 
of the “democratic opening” and coordinated 
by the Interior Minister Beşir Atalay,1 probably 
dates back to the capture of Öcalan and the 
earthquakes in 1999. These crucial develop-
ments were compound by the 2001 financial 
crisis, considered one of the most serious crises 
since the foundation of the Republic. At this 
conjuncture, at the Helsinki Summit of the EU 
in 1999 Turkey was accepted as an official EU 
candidate, which required it to implement the 
Copenhagen criteria of democratization and 
economic reform. All these events brought an 
end to the traditional conception of the “daddy 
state” in Turkey in the eyes of the public. In 
this context, Turkey issued a series of reform 
packages in a short period of time, radically 
transforming the legal and institutional infra-
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structure of politics in the country. In 
particular, the groundbreaking reforms 
came with the third reform package is-
sued in August 2002, in which Turkey 
abolished the death penalty, accepted 
the broadcasting of languages other than 
Turkish (referring mainly to Kurdish) 
and recognized the property rights of the 

non-Muslim minorities’ foundations. 

With the current democratic opening, which started being labeled “Kurdish 
opening,” and continuing with a large constitutional reform package, the ruling 
AKP seems to be engaged in a huge task of deeply transforming the basic insti-
tutional structure of the post-1980 regime. As underlined below, the rise of such 
a radical democratic initiative, aiming at responding to various forms of societal 
demands coming from widely marginalized sectors, ranging from conservatives 
defending the right to use headscarves to the demands of the working classes and 
the religious and ethnic minorities, has been the result of the mobilization of civil-
society forces through European linkages. The current policy of the democratic 
opening responds to these societal demands with a redefinition of the political 
community (through the inclusion of qualities to the understanding of citizen-
ship), the recognition of the autonomy of civil society (through supporting grass-
roots participation and associability), and administrative restructuring (through 
the creation of autonomous regional and provincial levels of government carefully 
integrated to the national one and functioning in a transparent way). 

This article aims to provide a brief study of the process of AKP’s democratic 
opening in an historical and comparative perspective. It aims to analyze the Turk-
ish case with respect to various other experiences of transition to democracy in 
different parts of the world, particularly in Southern Europe, Latin America and 
Eastern Europe. The Turkish democratic opening has crucial similarities with the 
transition experiences in those regions and suffers from very similar limitations. 
When analyzing the current Turkish “opening” in a historical and comparative 
perspective, three factors seems to have a crucial significance: the strategy of the 
actors – government, opposition parties, clandestine opposition and civil society 
– that have been conditioned by the existing state’s institutional structure; the 
time constraint in implementing reforms; and the international context. The first 
part of this article is devoted to a brief review of the literature on democratic 
transition and consolidation. It draws on a framework of analysis with an inte-
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grated assessment of the democratiza-
tion experiences from Southern Europe, 
Latin America and Eastern Europe. The 
Turkish case will be the focus of the sec-
ond part of the article. The assessment 
of the current democratic opening will 
be based on a critical review of the post-
World War Two Turkish experience of 
democratization. The concluding remarks will be devoted to an evaluation of the 
current Turkish opening from a comparative perspective.

From Democracy to Democratization

A Framework for Analysis

Modern democracy, as a particular form of political regime, has been an exten-
sive focus of theoretical and historical investigation particularly in the aftermath 
of World War Two. The European experience of the 20th century dramatically 
showed that democracy encountered fierce competition with fascism, anarchism, 
communism and socialism.2 Immediately after World War Two, liberal democra-
cy, triumphant against fascism, entered into another serious clash with socialism. 
Throughout the Cold War, it emerged as the dominant regime of the US-led West-
ern Alliance against the socialist Warsaw Pact led by the Soviet Union. Europe was 
at the heart of the superpower competition. Beyond that, the ideological struggle 
expanded to countries newly independent as a result of decolonization in Africa, 
the Far East and the Middle East. Soon, the ideas of nationalism and democracy 
faced an authoritarian backlash and dictatorships of different kinds emerged all 
around the world. In the areas concerned in this article, while Eastern Europe was 
under the Soviet domination, the democratic experiences of Latin America and 
Turkey faced breakdowns with military coups and re-democratizations. Southern 
Europe appeared as a success story with the collapse of the last dictatorships in 
Spain, Portugal and Greece. The end of the Cold War brought an end to the divi-
sion in Europe, and liberal democracy gained a renewed strength and currency in 
all parts of the world as a legitimate and victorious political regime. Some regarded 
this as an ultimate success,3 but it soon became clear that liberal democracy faced 
deep-rooted cultural barriers — witness the problems in the Middle East — and a 
qualified understanding of democracy is required even in the West. However, de-
spite the cultural barriers, the processes of democratization turned into being a cru-
cial area of scholarly analysis as much as liberal democracy turned into a worldwide 
recognized and legitimate political regime particularly in the post-war period. 

The post-World War Two 
experiences of regime 

change have shown that the 
international context occupies 

a significant place in the 
processes of democratization
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The post-World War Two experiences of regime change have shown that the 
international context occupies a significant place in the processes of democratiza-
tion.4 During the transition process, which can be considered a condense struggle 
for hegemony within the state, the domestic power struggle is generally condi-
tioned by the international context.5 However, political regimes do not simply 
shift their basic nature from one type to another. On the contrary, many of them 
get stuck in the middle as hybrid or crisis-prone polities. Apart from the struc-
tural determinants of democracy, a dynamic model of democratization, which is 
more explicit about “temporality”, becomes essential to capture the different di-
mensions of the actors’ strategy. In this context, Schneider and Schmitter make an 
analytical distinction between liberalization, transition and consolidation, under-
lining their multiple and temporally/spatially related dimensions.6 Among them 
the transition process could be considered as a “founding moment”7 in the sense 
that the manner in which the transition is carried out determines the character of 
the main forces pushing for and leading it and their relative strengths. The pace 
of transition is among the factors shaping the democratic governance in the suc-
cessor regimes.8

However, few questions regarding the post-transition period remain to be an-
swered: what are the properties of a consolidated democracy, why do newly es-
tablished democracies face constant regime crisis, and why do non-consolidated 
democracies not break down all together? Various scholars have looked at these 
questions. O’Donnell underlines that the consolidation of democracy is a mat-
ter of “longevity”, meaning that a democracy gets strength as long as it does not 
break down.9 For Diamond, consolidation refers to two crucial political proper-
ties: “legitimacy” and “efficiency”.10 Democracy is consolidated if the vast majority 
of population prefers democracy as the system of government and vote for the 
democrats. Linz and Stephan apply “a checklist approach” and underline five areas 
of contestation: political, legal, economic, administrative, and social.11 For them, 
a democracy is consolidated as long as it has free and fair elections, a Weberian 
civil service governed by a concept of state impartiality referring to an effective 
and impartial law, interest group participation in the context of active civil society, 
and respect for property rights. Finally, Przeworski claims that when democracy 
turns to be “the only game in town”, it is consolidated. Democracy is consolidated 
as a system — a set of rules — and the political actors can be relied on to follow the 
established rules and all parties accept the constraints of the democratic process. 
Przeworski states that “democracy is consolidated.... when no one can imagine 
acting outside the democratic institutions, when all the losers want to do is to try 
again within the same institutions under which they have just lost”.12
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An Integrated Assessment 

When analyzed within the framework of the democratization theories briefly 
outlined above, the transition experiences in Southern Europe, Latin America 
and Eastern Europe show that there are three basic factors, important in different 
degrees depending on the country case, which seem critical. These are political 
actors changing strategies constrained by the already existing state’s institutional 
structure, the democracy’s time constraint, and the international context of de-
mocratization. Throughout the transition process, questions regarding where the 
main dynamics of the process were initiated — “from the inside or from the out-
side” — occupy a central role. This is largely related to looking at by whom — the 
old regime, the opposition or an invasion — the first major steps were taken to-
wards democratization, and to what extent the old regime lost its legitimacy. These 
questions require an urgent response to overcome the protracted nature of the 
transition process and to give legitimacy of the whole process in people’s eyes.

In Greece, the junta of the Colonels collapsed as a result of the Turkish inter-
vention in Cyprus in 1974. Transition was an immediate affair engineered by the 
Karamanlis government. The army lost prestige to such a degree that the return 
to a military junta has not been a serious concern of the new democratic regime 
in Greece.13 In Portugal, the process of democratization was initiated as a result 
of a foreign policy crisis coming out of a crisis in the colonies. A foreign policy 
crisis turned into an internal political crisis of the authoritarian regime.14 Spain 
has been considered as a paradigmatic case for democratization. That is because, 
although the international environment including the European Community’s 
(EC) support provided a significant cushion for democratization, the transition 
process, which started with the death of General Franco in 1975, was largely a 
result of internal political engineering between the ruling and the opposition po-
litical actors, and was therefore different from the cases in Southern Europe and 
also in Eastern Europe analyzed below. The transition to democracy was largely 
a domestic process of political engineering initiated by the Francoist regime but 
generally shared by the opposition forces, which contributed to its strong consoli-
dation. The transition process faced with a significant crisis with the Civil Guard’s 
aborted coup attempt on February 23, 1981, which was overcome by the efforts 
and the consensus among the leading democratic forces. “Consensus” among the 
political forces was the motto of the democratization process despite the pressure 
of violence and terror of the Basque terrorist organization, the ETA.15 The EC con-
tributed to the creation of a suitable environment to the democratization process 
in Southern Europe, ending with all three countries gaining EC membership in 
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the 1980s. This secured the newly established democracies of Greece, Portugal 
and Spain from sliding backwards to the traditional authoritarian reflexes.16 

During the 1990s, the collapse of the communist regimes in Eastern Europe as 
a result of a serious crisis of legitimacy made a radical political and economic re-
structuring inevitable. The democratization experience of these countries was first 
regarded as incomparable due to the unique experience of communism in that 
part of the world.17 However, the role that international actors played in the transi-
tion in Eastern Europe by tying the hands of the authoritarian forces from strik-
ing back and perpetuating illiberal political regimes suits particularly well to our 
framework of analysis. The power vacuum left by the collapse of communism was 
filled by the European Union (EU). The EU’s role in the political, administrative 
and economic restructuring was more active than in Southern Europe. The EU’s 
active leverage had the greatest impact on the configuration, the strength and the 
agenda of the opposition forces against the undemocratic regimes. This operated 
by changing the institutional and information environment to improve the com-
petitiveness of the political system. While improving the institutional environ-
ment through shaping the political agenda of rival groups and bringing together 
diverse opposition forces to put pressure on the undemocratic regimes to situate 
the country in the EU accession process, the EU improved the information envi-
ronment by enriching the debate on alternative strategies for reform and wear-
ing away the pro-Western façade of rent-seeking elites by criticizing their perfor-
mance in government. Undermining the political strategies of ethnic nationalism 
and economic corruption through rewards of immediate financial assistance and 
foreign investment, the EU encouraged the governments to implement reforms 
and empower the opposition parties and indigenous interest groups that lacked 
the means to attack the government effectively. Joining the EU required Eastern 
European countries to engage in a great transformation of domestic policy making 
and pooling of sovereignty in several key areas. These enormous requirements of 
joining the club were combined with the great benefits of being an EU member.18

As many Latin American cases reveal, the mere establishment of electoral pro-
cesses is not enough to ensure that a regime will remain democratic over time. 
Latin American political actors frequently resort to going outside democratically 
established rules to improve their chances. However, non-consolidated democra-
cies in Latin America do not tend to break down but instead go from crisis to crisis. 
Latin American democracies have been considered problematic democracies “in 
spite of elections”. The historical experience shows that in spite of the establishment 
of democracy, many Latin American countries have failed to sustain democratic 
regimes and easily slide back to authoritarian regimes. The authoritarian turns in 
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Colombia and Venezuela, and Uruguay 
and Chile in the 1970s, are examples that 
stability and longevity might easily give 
way to crisis and democratic breakdown. 
Though stable in much broader terms, 
many democracies in Latin America are 
non-consolidated in Przeworski’s sense. 
Many structural reasons play a role in the crisis-prone nature of Latin American 
democracies: the state bureaucracy dominated by patronage, a weak judicial power, 
a weak civil society activism, a lack of secure institutionalization in the economic 
decision making process, and a priority of state authority. However, one particular 
reason is the role of the army in politics as they have played a crucial role in Latin 
American democracies after the transitions through the institutional settings and 
constitutional structures formulated throughout the transition process.19 Different 
from the Southern and Eastern European cases, in Latin America, the Cold War 
and the US’s priority of winning at any cost caused the collapse of democratically 
elected governments by military coups and the restoration of authoritarian regimes. 
In 1973, the Allende government in Chile was overturned by General Pinochet’s 
US-supported coup. Following the coup in Chile the processes of democratization 
in many other Latin American countries were negatively affected by the interna-
tional climate shaped by the power struggle between the US and the Soviet Union. 
In Latin America, the democratic return had to wait for the weakening of the Cold 
War from the mid-1980s onwards and the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989. 

The experiences in Southern Europe, Latin America and Eastern Europe show 
that the democratization processes have a clear time constraint. In other words, 
democratization is a byproduct of a particular “conjuncture” of domestic and in-
ternational politics. These processes of regime change, extremely fragile in na-
ture, could only be possible by the assessment of the political actors of this time 
constraint, largely determined by a conjuncture of domestic and international 
circumstances. The evaluation of this time constraint by political actors is as im-
portant as providing a public consensus in the transition to democracy. During 
transition, political actors do not have much time to reach a widespread consen-
sus on new institutional structures and rules, as well as the defining the specific 
terms of interaction in the new regime. With the misuse of time, the windows of 
opportunities could easily be closed. The dilemma mentioned above regarding 
from where the first steps of the democratic opening was initiated — “from the 
inside or from outside” — underline that democratization, which is carried out by 
a consensus among domestic political actors, is in close interaction with the in-
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ternational global political context. Democratizing forces, in order to successfully 
complete the process of democratic opening, face two interlinking crucial tasks. 
While providing and maintaining a very fragile balance of political forces which 
could be sabotaged by violence and terror in domestic politics, they have to ob-
serve and respond to the rapidly changing international context. In other words, 
both domestic concerns and strategic calculations play a role in democratization

Democratization in Turkey

A Historical Perspective

There is abundant literature on democratization in Turkey. In spite of the rich-
ness of Turkey’s democratic experience both before and after World War Two, 
this literature suffers from a serious weakness, mainly shaped by two basic mis-
diagnoses. The first major weakness is that the analytical and the conceptual dif-
ference between a real process of transition to democracy and a process leading 
to the establishment of a civilian regime after the military interventions, which 
could be considered a process of civilianization, has not been established. The 
second important weakness is related to a shallow approach to democracy. Some 
essential components of a true process of democratization such as the recognition 
ethnic/religious identities, the autonomous representation of economic interests 
and other forces of civil society, and the restructuring of the state, has generally 
been left out of the analyses. All these inadequacies have been compounded by a 
lack of a comparative perspective in assessing Turkish democracy.

The introduction of the procedural aspects of democracy with free elections, 
the functioning multi-party system and relatively free forms of association after 
the one-party regime ended in 1945 was considered sufficient to regard Turkey as 
a democratic country. The Kemalist principles, namely nationalism, secularism, 
populism, revolutionism, republicanism and statism that were formulated by Atat-
urk in the 1930s provided more than a guideline for the multiparty system: they 
functioned as insurmountable imperatives. Nevertheless, through elite brokerage 
and fragmentation under the pressures of an international climate favorable to 
democracy, Turkey introduced the multiparty regime in the aftermath of World 
War Two.20 The parties that occupied the political space with the transition in 1950 
mainly functioned as tools of elite recruitment. The initiators of the multiparty sys-
tem thought that a pluralistic political arena was required not only to legitimize the 
Kemalist regime in the post-war world but also that the parties could work as orga-
nizations of national integrity through political socialization. The multiparty sys-
tem would in the end show that the Kemalist regime was capable of transforming 

KIVANÇ ULUSOY



The “Democratic Opening” in Turkey: A Historical/Comparative Perspective

79

itself with respect to domestic demands 
and international pressures. This new po-
litical system found large support among 
the population, tired of the decades of 
one-party rule and the war-time social 
and economic problems, even though 
semi-closed in its founding principles.

In this new configuration, both ethnic 
and religious pluralism and organized la-
bor, bringing a different form of societal 
expression vis-à-vis the state as a result 
of the post-1950 industrialization and urbanization in Turkey, were kept outside 
of the political space. The major political parties, the Republican People’s Party 
(Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP) and the Democratic Party (Demokrat Parti, DP, 
later after the coup of 1960 the Justice Party), while monopolizing the political 
center, kept autonomous expressions of civil society both in political and eco-
nomic aspects on the periphery. 

The bureaucratic elites ultimately maintained their supremacy by military in-
terruptions, legitimized as a mere restoration of the founding principles of Ke-
malism which was corroded by the inadequacies of the political elites and fric-
tions between parties. In fact, the transition to democracy after each military 
coup, in 1960, 1971 and 1980, was in the form of a transition from a military to 
a civilian government — a mere restoration of procedural democracy. The post-
war experience of almost 40 years of the multiparty system until the late 1980s 
demonstrated a dilemma for the Turkish modernization process. Over the past 
two centuries of modernization, Turkish politics has been characterized by a con-
frontation between the center and the periphery. There has always been a missing 
link between state and society, and civil society as an intermediate level of political 
maneuvering (and governance) has been unable to sustain itself in the Ottoman-
Turkish polity.21 The state elite — the army together with top diplomats, high level 
judges and academia — exerted absolute power on designing the basic framework 
of domestic politics and foreign policy, and pressured the governments to imple-
ment those policies. This Republican centralism attributing a regulatory role to 
the state in the economy affected local politics and cultural politics by harshly 
suppressing any autonomous expression of local social and cultural dynamics and 
actors in the name of state integrity and the unity of the Turkish nation.22 The 
traditional dichotomy of center-periphery has been resolved in favor of the center 
as a result of a particular relationship of the secular-progressive political regime, 
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established vis-à-vis religion.23 Civil so-
ciety has been conceptualized in highly 
nationalist terms and the diversification 
within the periphery not just through the 
trade unions and political parties but by 
Kurdish nationalism and the claims for 
the autonomous recognition by Alevis (a 

Shi’ite section within Islam) has been disregarded. 

The mobilization of civil society in the post-1980 period turned out to be the 
major aspect of the democratization process in Turkey. This has occurred in sever-
al respects by the dynamics triggered both from inside and outside of the country. 
In the international context, the EC, and later the EU, emerged as the key actor of 
Turkey’s political transformation. By claiming an immediate return to democracy 
and criticizing the junta because of human rights abuses, the EC/EU appeared 
as an actor of domestic politics in a rather novel form.24 As the European voca-
tion gained a momentum with the Turkish application in 1987, the EC pushed 
Turkey towards democratization, particularly with respect to human rights. The 
EU empowered civil society actors by directly supporting them with technical 
capacity, financial assistance and integrating an international dimension to their 
activities.25 The impact of the EU demonstrated the limitations of the democratic 
practice and required building alternative mechanisms of political legitimization 
in Turkey through the recognition of civil society actors as autonomous and insti-
tutionalized entities.

The new political regime established in the aftermath of the 1980 coup inher-
ited an economic program known as the “decisions of January 24” which were 
taken by the Demirel government on January 25, 1980 under pressure from the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and started to be implemented even before 
the coup. In fact, continuing with the implementation of these decisions, the post-
1980 regime consolidated a new economic system based on export orientation, 
radically different from the previous one defined by import substitution. Support-
ing this change since the late 1970s, the business community of Istanbul increas-
ingly recognized the need to conform to global norms not only in the economic 
sense but also in the political sense and started pressuring the government for a 
complete restoration of democracy. This export-oriented model soon empowered 
small- and medium-sized enterprises as new economic actors in Anatolia, chal-
lenging also the role of the big business centers in Istanbul. Throughout the 1990s 
they emerged as a competing class with a political agenda finding its expression 
in the Islamist parties.26 These Anatolians wanted a political opening for cultural 
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reasons apart from the economic ones of playing a role in the distribution of the 
state benefits through privatization. Implying the parallel trajectories and under-
lining the challenges towards the modernizing elites, Gole states that “If the liberal 
movement represented the economic dimension of the autonomization of civil 
society, the Islamist movement represented the cultural dimension.”27 

Civilian control of the armed forces has been a major battlefield for the con-
solidation of democracy in the post-1980 period. This is partly because of the 
single-handed role of the army in designing the way towards the coup and the 
formulation of the post-1980 institutionalization of the Kemalist regime. Civilian 
control of the armed forces has actually been a struggle with a double dimension 
as the upper hand of the army was just one part of the whole legal-formal edifice 
found by the 1982 Constitution that was drafted under the tutelage of the military 
regime. The whole institutional edifice built around the 1982 Constitution pro-
vides formal rules to regulate the power structure within the regime and assigns 
governmental functions to non-representative or semi-representative bodies in 
various spheres of the bureaucracy such as the universities and the high courts, 
not just the armed forces. Over the past three decades, the Kurdish insurgency 
in the southeast of the country has further constituted and consolidated a basis 
for the military’s involvement in politics. In addition to the extraordinary powers 
granted through the emergency rule (OHAL) declared in the major provinces of 
the region, the army continuously prioritized the “military solution” to the Kurd-
ish problem, and narrowed the space for political maneuver. 

However, particularly after the Gulf War, Turkey undertook significant steps in 
the Kurdish problem with domestic and strategic calculations. Meetings of Turk-
ish officers with Kurdish leaders in Iraq were compounded by the lifting of the 
restrictions imposed on the use of the Kurdish (in February 1991) in arts and me-
dia (but not in politics).28 These policy reversals of the coalition government led 
by Demirel, as Karaosmanoğlu argued, were in line with other measures towards 
democratization taken by the Motherland Party (Anavatan Partisi, ANAP) gov-
ernment to improve Turkey’s image in Western Europe and were motivated by the 
expectations that they would increase Turkey’s freedom of action in the region, 
strengthening its position to take on regional roles.29 But, the 1990s witnessed 
the imprisonment or assassination of Kurdish leaders and prominent members, 
the closure of a series of Kurdish parties such as the People’s Labor Party (HEP); 
Democratic Party (DEP); People’s Democratic Party (HADEP) on the basis of 
their links with the PKK terrorist organization. Silenced almost completely in the 
political arena, Kurdish demands further radicalized. A “political solution” could 
only be voiced with the arrest of the PKK leader Öcalan in 1999. 
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The Turkish “Democratic Opening”: The Dynamics of a Process

The year 1999 was crucial in many respects. Turkey faced a dramatic earthquake 
in August and the EU recognized Turkey as an official candidate for membership 
in December. In 2001, a financial crisis came with dramatic consequences. Shaken 
by all these events and under pressure from the third EU reform package issued 
in August 2002, which lead to serious constitutional changes challenging the ba-
sic principles of the Republican regime,30 the coalition government led by Bülent 
Ecevit collapsed and early elections were held in August 2002. All of this paved 
the way for the coming of the AKP to power in the November 2002 elections. The 
AKP, forming a single-party government, had already declared its commitments 
to the EU’s Copenhagen criteria, the normalization of Turkey’s foreign relations, 
and the implementation of the IMF-imposed economic reforms. Over the past 
few years, the political climate substantially improved in Turkey with the high 
expectation that democratic institutions and economic conditions would soon 
improve. This proved true with the government’s implementation of economic 
reforms, and fast move towards issuing six more reform packages. 

Instrumentalizing the accession process, the EU requirements gave the new 
government an opportunity to gain an upper hand in Turkey’s politics, particular-
ly through downgrading the role of the military in politics which was considered 
one of the most crucial areas of democratic reform.31 With the seventh reform 
package issued in June 2003, the civil-military balance started to be transformed 
by significantly reducing the power of the National Security Council (NSC) to 
that of an advisory body and increasing civilian control over the military’s budget 
through opening it to audit by the Court of Auditors.32 Finally, the NSC secretary-
general, formerly a high-ranking military official, would no longer be a military 
official at all, but rather a civilian nominated by the prime minister and appointed 
by the President. Prime Minister Erdoğan stated that the Copenhagen criteria 
would be turned into the “Ankara criteria” and implemented in Turkey whether 
the EU membership prospect exists or not.33 The post-2004 experience shows that 
the new power configuration was very fragile as the AKP’s reformist program was 
under serious pressure from the military and bureaucracy.34 

The start of the EU accession negotiations in October 2005 further intensified the 
clashes within the Turkish elite. The clash within the state between the established 
powers — including some sectors of academia, top bureaucracy, the high courts 
(the Constitutional Court, the Council of State, and the Supreme Court of Appeals) 
and the army — got bigger with the presidential elections in April 2007. This was 
because the president, with crucial powers such as appointing the rectors of the 
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universities and the judges of the high courts, was critical in terms of sustaining the 
balance of power within the post-1980 institutional set up. Therefore, inevitably, 
April 27, 2007 witnessed the turn of a political crisis into a regime crisis through an 
ineffective military intervention a note put at the website site of the General Staff.35 

The AKP’s victory of the July 2007 elections, with 46.7% of the votes, and the 
election of Abdullah Gül as the new president in August 2007 did not bring an 
end to the regime crisis. Pressures over the government to intervene in northern 
Iraq on the eve of the July elections to pursue PKK guerillas further contributed 
to the political turmoil.36 This pressure intensified even after the elections when 
PKK guerillas organized a raid on a military convoy in Dağlıca, located in the 
southeast frontier, on October 21, interestingly corresponding to the date of the 
constitutional referendum to change the election procedure of the president.37 For 
the AKP, taking a radical decision to intervene militarily in northern Iraq would 
be unwise not just because of simple electoral concerns but also because of the US 
presence there. The government deflected the pressures of the army by intelligent 
political maneuvers before the elections, bringing the majority of the votes in the 
region, even surpassing the total votes of the independent Kurdish deputies. 

Soon, another crisis erupted when the chief prosecutor opened the closure case 
against the AKP on March 14, 2008 on the grounds that “it had become the center 
of anti-secular activities”. The closure case was concluded on July 30, 2008 and 
the Constitutional Court decided not to close the AKP, but fined the party in the 
amount of 50% of its state aid. When announcing the verdict, the president of the 
court underlined that the court would not undertake the burden of pushing the 
country into the deep chaos which might occur as a result of closing the AKP. The 
court did not ignore the international opposition mainly coming from the EU. 
The European Commission President J.M. Barroso paid an official visit to Turkey 
just after the closure case, reiterating the EU’s commitments towards Turkey and 
showing that Turkey’s democratization was an EU priority. The EU criticized the 
government because of its policy of postponing the reforms and the judges because 
of extremely narrowing the political space.38 Erdoğan saw the EU as a savior.39 

Apart from the international leverage provided by the EU to balance the pow-
er of the establishment in Turkey, the leading figures of the AKP saw that their 
future and the current stage of democratization process particularly since 2002 
could be saved from sliding backwards through further opening of the Kemalist 
regime. Therefore, with the democratic opening, the AKP has engaged in a huge 
task of deeply transforming the basic institutional structure of the post-1980 re-
gime through enlarging the understanding of citizenship which would lead to 
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re-defining political community, strengthening association and grassroots par-
ticipation, and engaging in a relative decentralization of the state with local levels 
of government carefully integrated to the national centre. 

However, the democratic opening started with a label of “Kurdish opening” for 
two principal reasons arising from interlinked domestic and international factors. 
Although the normalization of the political situation in the southeast increased 
hopes for further democratic and economic prosperity, the AKP’s strategy of in-
corporating the Kurds by using religious roots and economic carrots, applied in 
the previous two general elections, seems to have reached its limits. The AKP lost 
some of the eastern and the southeastern municipalities that were previously con-
trolled by the AKP in the latest local elections held in 2009. It was clear that this 
new period required the government to seriously respond to Kurdish demands 
regarding freedom of expression, cultural rights and governance. The other major 
reason was related with the international conjuncture, particularly resulting from 
the US declaration of withdrawal from Iraq. The US government was stuck in Iraq 
and the AKP seems to see this as a window of opportunity, a positive international 
environment, to initiate such a difficult process of political transformation. The 
EU also would fully support such a democratic initiative.40 Such a kind of political 
opening has long been needed for further democratization of Turkey, faced with 
the growing deterioration of the Kurdish issue. However, the AKP’s evaluation 
of the conjuncture of both domestic and international linkages seems crucial in 
engaging such a radical democratic initiative. 

Although governmental circles argued exactly the opposite — meaning that 
domestic factors played a major role in the opening — the main claim and criti-
cism of the opposition was that the main dynamics of the process was triggered 
from outside. The short experience of the democratic opening confirms that the 
democratization processes are rather fragile and could easily be sabotaged. The 
sabotage could come from inside the regime as well as from opposition and ter-
rorist organizations. The democratic opening process had its first serious crisis 
as a result of a PKK terrorist attack in Tokat, a central Anatolian province, on 
December 7, 2009. Seven soldiers died in this attack. The government regarded 
the attack as an open provocation aiming to sabotage the opening.41 The terrorist 
attack was widely protested by the masses in all around the country, almost lead-
ing to a dangerous level of inter-communal violence between Turks and Kurds.42 
Soon after the collapse of the initiative under the pressures of sabotage from the 
PKK, the Constitutional Court concluded its case against the Kurdish nationalist 
Democratic Society Party (Demokratik Toplum Partisi, DTP) by closing the party 
because of its alleged links with the PKK. 
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In addition to the Kurdish opening, 
another crucial dimension of current 
democratic initiative was furthering the 
civilian control of the military. Having 
survived the closure case, and acknowl-
edging the fact that furthering the reform 
process would consolidate its power in 
domestic politics, the AKP started to take 
bold steps in the area of civil-military re-
lations. In addition to the steps taken in the “Ergenekon” case, which revealed a 
network organizing acts of political violence in Turkey, 43 and the exposure of the 
“Sledgehammer” plan against the AKP government — a coup plot organized by 
a group of military officers led by the ex-head of the First Army General Çetin 
Doğan in 2003 — the prestigious role of the army in Turkey’s politics was dam-
aged.44 In addition to the arrest of a number of retired and active duty officers, 
including General Doğan, the government furthered its efforts to marginalize the 
role of the military in Turkey’s politics by annulling the controversial Protocol on 
Cooperation for Security and Public Order (EMASYA), which allowed for military 
operations to be carried out for internal security under certain conditions without 
authorization from civilian authorities.45 The gradual marginalization of the army 
from politics has been expected to give the government the chance to deepen the 
democratization and implement the policies of the democratic opening. 

Another major aspect of the democratic opening is related to responding to 
the demands of non-Muslim minorities in Turkey. A key piece of reform legis-
lation brought to the parliament in 2004, with the aim of broadening religious 
freedoms in Turkey, was the draft Law on Foundations, designed to enable the 
country’s non-Muslim religious minorities to regain their property rights. The 
Law passed on November 9, 2006 after months of fierce debates, but was sent 
back again to the parliament by the president of the time, Ahmet Necdet Sezer, 
on the basis of its unconstitutionality. Finally, the latest version of the Law was is-
sued on February 20, 200846 but its implementation together with the resolution 
of the outstanding property-related issues regarding non-Muslim minorities still 
remains a challenge.47 

The AKP government developed an initiative to improve dialogue with Alevis 
with the purpose of addressing their complaints.48 Soon this initiative was labeled 
the “Alevi opening”. The deliberations among intellectuals, Alevi community lead-
ers, academics and politicians continued for seven rounds and ended on January 
30, 2010. Despite mutual declarations of good will and the preparations of a pre-
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liminary report, the initiative was con-
cluded without the formulation of any 
conclusive strategy towards the prob-
lems of this ethno-religious commu-
nity.49 Both in the case of the Alevis and 
the non-Muslim minorities, the govern-
ment has been accused of being too slow 
and even hypocritical. The real problem 

is hidden in the non-conclusive strategy of the AKP government, which demon-
strates that the significance of a timely response to societal demands is a critical 
feature of democratic reform. 

Conclusion

The Southern European cases of Spain, Portugal and Greece show that the key 
point in the democratization process is to benefit from the window of opportunity 
opened by the internal and the external political environment. Democratization 
has a clear time constraint, and neither the domestic consensus nor the suitable 
international environment is permanent. This is true for the AKP’s present 
democratic opening initiative too. As claimed above, through the democratic 
opening, the AKP aims to benefit from the suitable international environment 
— the withdrawal of US troops from Iraq and unconditional EU support for 
democratization — to resolve a major domestic problem, the Kurdish issue, the 
major domestic problem of the country. By trying to respond to the demands 
of various societal groups from the business community to ethnic and religious 
minorities to further democracy, the AKP also aims to consolidate its power in the 
political agenda vis-à-vis the established circles such as the military, the high courts 
and the academia. However, the experience of the democratic opening confirms 
that the processes of democratization are rather fragile and can easily be sabotaged. 
The opening had its first serious crisis as a result of the PKK terrorist attack in 
December 2009. Even though the government condemned the attack, the masses 
around the country, while harshly protesting the PKK, accused the government 
and its non-conclusive policy of democratic opening as also weakening the struggle 
against terrorism. Soon, the closure of the DTP by the Constitutional Court came.

In the Spanish democratic transition, we see that a lot depends on how the 
political forces engineer the transition process in the sense that democratization 
is not just a governmental enterprise, but requires a serious dialogue between the 
government and the opposition and the moderation of the opposition demands 
to an acceptable level. Spain is a paradigmatic case in terms of demonstrating that 
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a democratic opening was possible even 
under the pressure of terrorism. Spain 
overcame this because the government, 
civil society and opposition groups were 
all committed to democratization. Thus, 
as much as governmental decisiveness, 
the moderation of demands and the 
marginalization of the extremes — both 
on the sides of the old regime and the opposition — by establishing dialogue and 
consensus played a crucial role in building a new democracy. The extreme politi-
cal movements resorting to and supporting violence were collectively marginal-
ized in Spain as well as in the Basque country during the transition process. The 
Spanish case, particularly the marginalization of the extremists during the process 
of democratization, is particularly revealing for the importance of actors’ strate-
gies for a successful democratic opening in Turkey.

If the latest democratic initiative in Turkey fails, it would mean a victory for the 
radicals among the Kurds and the Turks vis-à-vis the moderates. So, there seems 
to be a desperate necessity for a serious deliberation among the Kurds regarding 
how to formulate a credible voice in Turkey’s current climate of democratization 
in order to win over the sympathy and the support of moderate Turks. In com-
parison with Eastern Europe where the EU played a determining role in directing 
the democratization process, the EU’s role in the case of Turkey, particularly in 
the context of the present democratic opening, should be qualified. Over the past 
few decades the EU has played a crucial role in shifting the power configuration in 
favor of civilians in Turkey’s domestic politics. However, currently, the messages 
coming from the EU side are becoming rather ineffective in directing, leading and 
stimulating the process of democratization in Turkey. The lack of clear member-
ship prospects and properly designed incentive structures seriously weakens the 
hands of the reformists, including the AKP. The EU’s non-conclusive strategy seri-
ously hampers Turkey’s transformation. The AKP’s democratic opening initiative, 
already weak because of its image of being conducted under the pressure of the 
US and the EU, becomes more fragile because of the extremely shaky nature of the 
rewards promised at the end of the accession negotiations. The Turkish case shows 
that because of its incoherent strategy, the EU, once an external leverage of reform, 
turns into a source of weakness, easily being exploited by the pro-status quo forces 
ready to halt the deepening of democracy. So, it is not easy to say that the interna-
tional context always contributes in a favorable way for transition to democracy, 
sometimes it makes the efforts of the domestic forces rather vulnerable. 
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In comparison to the Latin American cases, when considered in a long-term 
perspective at least from the early 1950s, the Turkish case shows that the con-
solidation of democracy suffers from similar diseases such as a state bureaucracy 
dominated by patronage, weak judicial power, weak civil society activism, weak 
institutionalization of economic decision making process, and priority of state 
authority instead of human rights and freedom of expression both in the con-
stitution and political culture. Constant returns to civilian multiparty regimes, 
both in the Latin American and Turkish cases, demonstrates a clear preference for 
democracy, yet also shows deep pessimism about the workings of democratic in-
stitutions. In this sense, the Turkish democratic opening, in terms of the relatively 
marginalized role of the military, would allow us to see clearly the internal defects, 
the capacity problems and the quality of the political class in Turkey.

However, in conclusion, the consolidation of a democratic regime will inevita-
bly be a governmental enterprise. It is a matter of political maneuver in terms of 
reaching a compromise among the various sections of the governing elite includ-
ing the opposition (both the legitimate and the clandestine ones) and the bureau-
cracy. It is a matter of institution building in terms of creating channels of mobili-
zation for societal demands. Finally, it is a matter of timing as the consolidation of 
democracy — the completion of the above-mentioned political and institutional 
tasks — has a clear time constraint. In this context, the parameters of the demo-
cratic opening turns to a function of re-defining the meaning of the terms such 
as “state”, “nation”, “civil society”, and “governance”. This could only be possible 
by inviting the clandestine and excluded societal forces to a democratic delib-
eration, in addition to the legitimate actors in the political game. Currently, the 
atmosphere of mistrust and extreme fragmentation, both within the governing 
elite and society in large, seriously hampers the possibilities of such a deliberation 
and inevitably the completion of the democratization process. However, again the 
comparative experience shows that a decisive government, through a conclusive 
strategy of political reform, would overcome all the difficulties of the extremely 
delicate processes of democratic consolidation, caused by actors’ strategies, time 
constraints and the international context.
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