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ABSTRACT This commentary analyzes the question of political trans-
formation in Turkey, which has been a hotly debated issue for more 
than 40 years. Over the past decades, each proposal to reform the 
country’s system of government was met with resistance from crit-
ics and it was turned into a personal issue by targeting the plan’s 
supporters rather than the idea itself. After a brief analysis of the 
previous arguments, this study will focus specifically on the most 
recent efforts to adopt a presidential system, including the cooper-
ation between the AK Party and MHP at the Parliament and the 
constitutional referendum, which will be held in 2017.

Introduction

Long periods of instability often 
lead to fragmentation of polit-
ical parties as a result of power 

struggles between them and, conse-
quently, a lack of strong government. 
The lack of a strong government, in 
turn, results in a series of early elec-
tions and prolonged coalition talks, 
which further aggravate political 
instability. As the population’s con-
fidence in the political process de-
clines, guardianship regimes, which 
feed on popular distrust in politics, 
become centerpieces of the political 
system. In the end, if a country can-
not amend its laws and constitution 
to address pressing problems, peo-

ple start looking for a new system of 
government.

In Turkey, the search for a new sys-
tem of government was motivated by 
economic and political crises, weak 
coalition governments, ineffective 
administrations and other problems 
associated with the parliamentarism. 
Coalition governments formed by 
political parties from different back-
grounds, in particular, proved ex-
tremely unstable over the years and 
effectively brought the country to 
a standstill. To be clear, the lack of 
strong governments was closely re-
lated to the fragmentation of political 
parties as a result of parliamentarism 
and growing friction between vari-
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ous identity groups. During periods 
of instability, in turn, the weakening 
of political institutions made it easier 
for the military to overthrow demo-
cratically-elected governments and 
put democracy on hold.1

Over the years, the civilian-bureau-
cratic guardianship regime’s ability 
to exploit instability and gain control 
over the political arena rendered the 
consolidation of Turkey’s democrat-
ic institutions virtually impossible. 
Consequently, democratic consoli-
dation proved elusive in the country, 
where politicians have been largely 
unable to develop long-term plans 
to promote democracy, even though 
the state of Turkish democracy im-
proved under strong civilian leaders. 
In the end, it was Turkey’s failure to 
break the vicious cycle of guardian-
ship and democratic consolidation 
that sparked a public debate on the 
need to change the political sys-
tem in order to overcome the crisis 
of Turkish-style parliamentarism. 
Among the advocates of change, 

many came to support a transition to 
presidentialism.

This study seeks to identify similari-
ties between arguments used by ad-
vocates of presidentialism in recent 
decades. Having provided a short 
history of suggestions about presi-
dential system, we primarily focus on 
the Justice and Development Party 
(AK Party) period, when the issue 
was debated more intensely and in 
greater detail than in the past. At the 
same time, we present the case made 
by successive generations of political 
transformation’s opponents. Final-
ly, we talk about the background of 
Turkey’s most recent efforts to adopt 
a presidential system, including the 
cooperation between the AK Party 
and the Nationalist Movement Par-
ty (MHP) at the Parliament and the 
constitutional referendum, which 
will be held in 2017.

Political Transformation in Turkey 
and Its Reasoning: A Historical 
Perspective

The presidentialism debate in Turkey 
dates back to the 1970s, when politi-
cal parties affiliated with the Nation-
al Outlook (Milli Görüş) Movement 
–including the National Salvation 
Party (Milli Selamet Partisi, MSP) 
and the National Order Party (Milli 
Nizam Partisi, MNP)– made the case 
for constitutional reform. According-
ly, the MNP’s 1969 manifesto argued 
that “the president should come to 
power through single-round elec-
tions and the executive branch must 
be re-arranged in accordance with 

Two distinct political 
movements – Erbakan’s 
National Outlook and Türkeş’s 
Nationalist Movement – 
advocated presidentialism 
citing political unrest 
fueled by weak coalition 
governments and the crisis of 
authority
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the presidential system to become 
more powerful and more effective.”2 
The MSP’s 1973 election program, in 
turn, called for the adoption of presi-
dentialism, single-round presidential 
elections and the unification of the 
head of government with the head of 
state: “The National Salvation Party 
is determined to create a democratic 
system of state, government and Par-
liament that is compatible with our 
national qualities and character. As 
such, a presidential system must be 
adopted,” the document read. “The 
presidency, or the head of state, will 
be merged with the prime ministry, 
or the head of government, to make 
the executive branch stronger, more 
effective and more swift. The nation 
shall elect the president through sin-
gle-round elections. Consequently, 
the state and the people will natural-
ly become united and integrated and 

there will be no room for domestic 
and international speculations, which 
wear down our regime over presiden-
tial elections.”3

In Nine Lights, Alparslan Türkeş, the 
MHP’s founder and long-time leader 
of the Nationalist Movement (Milli-
yetçi Hareket), argued that “strong 
and swift execution is only possible 
through the collection of executive 
power by a single individual. It is 
therefore that, in accordance with our 
history and tradition, we advocate the 
presidential system.” According to 
Türkeş, dividing the executive branch 
into two was “extremely problematic” 
because it would “weaken [execu-
tive] authority.” Making the case that 
the president and the prime minis-
ter should be merged into a single 
head of state, he reiterated his party’s 
commitment to “identify a single in-

President Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan 
addresses the 
general debate of 
the UN General 
Assembly’s 
seventy-first 
session.

Presidency of the 
Republic of Turkey / 
Photo Gallery
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dividual as the head of the executive 
branch” and proposed a plan to over-
come Turkey’s political crises: “If our 
[idea], which we call the presidential 
system, is put to practice, the head 
of state shall be elected by the nation 
itself using the same method as a ref-
erendum. As such, a national democ-
racy shall be established by making it 
possible for the people to participate 
in government and to get involved in 
decisions made [by the authorities] 
on issues of interest to themselves.”4

In this sense, two distinct politi-
cal movements –Erbakan’s Nation-
al Outlook and Türkeş’s Nationalist 
Movement– advocated presidential-
ism citing political unrest fueled by 
weak coalition governments and the 
crisis of authority.

In the September 1980 military coup’s 
aftermath, the public debate on Tur-
key’s new constitution was dominat-

ed by supporters of presidentialism 
and semi-presidentialism. In partic-
ular, the discussion revolved around 
the introduction of direct presiden-
tial elections.5 At the time, many peo-
ple were preoccupied with presiden-
tial elections because the Parliament’s 
failure to pick the next president after 
115 rounds of voting had created a 
deadlock and subsequently paved the 
way to the coup d’etat. In the end, the 
discussion led nowhere because the 
1982 Constitution’s authors designed 
the presidency as an ideological ally 
of the establishment that would pro-
tect the guardianship regime. Need-
less to say, the introduction of direct 
presidential elections would have 
‘risked’ an individual, who did not 
share the military’s ideology, assum-
ing the highest office in the land.

Four years later, the presidentialism 
debate made a comeback. Having 
won a landslide victory in the 1983 
parliamentary elections, Prime Min-
ister Turgut Özal’s Motherland Party 
(Anavatan Partisi, ANAP) experi-
enced a 5-point setback in munici-
pal elections held the following year. 
Fearing that the country was sliding 
back to coalition rule, Özal consult-
ed with his closest advisors to see 
whether it was the right time to call 
for a presidential system.6 In order to 
avoid a confrontation with President 
Kenan Evren, the 1980 coup’s leader, 
he postponed his plans.

It was between 1988 and his death in 
1993 that Turgut Özal emerged as a 
strong advocate of the presidential 
system in Turkey. Maintaining that 
the Turkish-style parliamentary sys-

Turgut Özal emerged as 
a strong advocate of the 
presidential system in Turkey.
Maintaining that the Turkish-
style parliamentary system 
had stalled desperately-
needed reforms, he argued 
that presidentialism –which he 
saw as a driving force behind 
change– was the best system 
of government for the country
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tem had stalled desperately-needed 
reforms, he argued that presidential-
ism –which he saw as a driving force 
behind change– was the best system 
of government for the country.7 Of 
course, Özal’s call for the adoption 
of presidentialism was supported 
by the argument that weak coalition 
governments could not rule Turkey 
in an effective manner. He added 
that the country’s diverse social fab-
ric and the significance of politicians’ 
hometowns in Turkish politics inev-
itably fueled political fragmentation 
–a problem, he believed, only presi-
dentialism could address. According 
to Özal, the presidential system was 
“more suitable for countries where 
multiple large ethnic groups [lived] 
together.” Imposing a parliamentary 
system on a diverse society, he feared, 
would fuel ethnic, religious and sec-
tarian tensions and, along with poli-
ticians’ ties to their hometowns and 
regions, distract elected officials from 
public service.8

Özal not only explained why Turkey 
needed a presidential system of gov-
ernment but also presented a road-
map for the country. Noting that the 
introduction of direct presidential 
elections must not lead to a reduction 
of the president’s powers under the 
1982 Constitution, he proposed that 
each president would come to pow-
er through two-round elections and 
serve two five-year terms. Further-
more, he called for presidential and 
parliamentary elections to be held 
simultaneously and demanded the 
president to run for re-election if the 
Parliament decided to dissolve itself 
and hold early elections.9

For Özal, the presidential system’s 
main selling point was the popular 
belief that coalition rule inevitably 
fueled political instability. In Turkey, 
a former empire with a diverse pop-
ulation, the parliamentary system 
rendered compromise impossible. In 
this sense, he believed that the coun-
try’s system of government ought to 
be compatible with its social fabric.10 
In his statements about government 
reform, Özal frequently talked about 
the links between the unique histor-
ical experiences of European societ-
ies such as the power of monarchies 
and the emergence of parliaments. 
Recalling that Turkey was the suc-
cessor state to a great empire, the 
Ottomans, he made the case for the 
adoption of American-style presi-
dentialism. When his critics argued 
that the American-style presidential-
ism would lead to the country’s terri-
torial disintegration through federal-
ism, Özal responded by announcing 
that he was opposed to the creation 
of federal states.

Özal’s push for presidentialism was 
initially opposed by Süleyman Demi-
rel, his biggest rival and chairman 
of the True Path Party (Doğru Yol 
Partisi, DYP), who would eventu-
ally change his mind and advocate 
constitutional reform. According to 
Demirel, Özal’s calls for the adoption 
of a presidential system reflected the 
ANAP leadership’s concerns over 
their declining popularity. When 65 
percent of the people voted against a 
plan to hold early municipal elections 
in 1988, his attacks against Özal and 
his party became even more aggres-
sive –partly because a presidential 
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election was fast approaching. The 
DYP chairman’s argument was sim-
ple: The ANAP’s failure to hold mu-
nicipal elections one year earlier than 
planned meant that his biggest rival 
had lost the people’s support. Under 
the circumstances, Demirel argued, 
it would have been wrong for an 
ANAP-dominated Parliament to se-
lect Turkey’s next president. To turn 
the odds in his favor, he proposed 
that the people, not parliamentarians, 
elect their president. In other words, 
Demirel had come out in support of 
direct presidential elections in an ef-
fort to prevent Özal from clinching 
the presidency with the backing of a 
Parliament with ‘no legitimacy.’ How-
ever, he repeatedly said that he did not 
support Turkey’s transition to presi-
dentialism – mainly to distinguish his 
own position from Özal’s approach to 
political transformation.11

Having developed concrete proposals 
by mid-1989, Süleyman Demirel start-
ed drafting a constitutional reform 
bill to introduce direct presidential 
elections. Although the DYP-spon-
sored bill failed to receive the support 
of other political parties and, con-
sequently, was never debated by the 
Parliament, Demirel’s plan remained 
an important item on Turkey’s polit-
ical agenda ahead of the 1990 presi-
dential election.12 In December 1990, 
the DYP leadership raised the issue of 
constitutional reform again at their 
party convention. Specifically, the 
party supported a system of govern-
ment akin to semi-presidentialism, 
which they described as an ‘empow-
ered presidency.’ Demirel’s proposal 
sought to grant the president with the 
power to call for referendums, dis-
solve the Parliament, shape foreign 
policy and identify national security 

Three historic 
leaders of Turkish 

politics, Turgut 
Özal, Süleyman 

Demirel and 
Necmettin 

Erbakan, among 
others, also 
requested a 
presidential 

system for 
Turkey.

AA PHOTO
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priorities. The DYP leadership also 
maintained that governments should 
not have to receive a vote of confi-
dence from parliamentarians, two-
round elections should be introduced 
and the Parliament should become 
bicameral.13

Having charged Turgut Özal with 
‘seeking to re-instate the sultanate’ for 
advocating presidentialism, Demirel, 
upon becoming president himself, 
rekindled the debate in 1997. “I have 
been residing at Çankaya [Palace] for 
four years and three months. During 
this period, I approved six govern-
ments. The situation inevitably raises 
questions about the merits of parlia-
mentarism,” he noted. “If the Parlia-
ment cannot form a government, cer-
tain problems will arise and compel 
Turkey to look for alternatives such 
as semi-presidentialism and presi-
dentialism –which are products of 

certain circumstances as well. What 
happens [under the two systems]? 
You move from a government elect-
ed by the Parliament to a government 
elected by the President.”14

Ironically, Demirel made the exact 
same arguments as Özal in his advo-
cacy for presidentialism: “The pres-
idential system is necessary to pro-
mote and maintain political stability. 
The executive and legislative branch-
es must be separated. [Adopting] the 
presidential system is inevitable. [The 
Turkish people] should debate this 
proposal.” When faced with the criti-
cism that presidentialism would pave 
the way to dictatorship, he argued 
that “the most concrete example [of 
the need to debate presidentialism] is 
the common misconception that the 
presidential system of government 
could lead to dictatorship.” To make 
such a claim, Demirel added, “one 
ought to be able to sufficiently ana-
lyze it –which is not being done.”15

The AK Party’s Reasons for 
Supporting the Presidential 
System

Following the AK Party’s rise to pow-
er and especially after 2005, the pres-
identialism debate rose to unprec-
edented prominence in Turkey. In 
2007, the process of constitutional re-
form entered a new phaseas the pres-
idential election was blocked by the 
Constitutional Court –which came 
to be known as ‘the 367 crisis.’ At the 
time, the establishment effectively ig-
nored all precedents regarding presi-
dential elections in order to prevent 

Reactions to the 
proposed transition to 
presidentialism have 
always been shaped 
by political identities. 
Since politicians 
representing the 
periphery advocated 
presidentialism, elites 
have traditionally 
been opposed to 
change
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Abdullah Gül, the AK Party’s candi-
date, from assuming the presidency. 
During this process, the Parliament 
was forced into a deadlock– which 
was resolved when the AK Party, 
in cooperation with ANAP, passed 
aconstitutional reform bill to intro-
duce direct presidential elections 
and a constitutional referendum was 
scheduled for October 2007. In the 
end, the people’s endorsement of 
proposed changes marked a turning 
point in the Republic’s history. Sev-
en years later, when Erdoğan became 
Turkey’s first directly-elected pres-
ident in August 2014, the country 
transitioned into de facto semi-pres-
identialism. However, it was seven 
years earlier that constitutional re-
form emerged as a necessity due to 
the risk of ‘dual legitimacy’ and ‘con-
flicts of jurisdiction.’

During the tenure of the AK Party 
and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, advocates 
of presidentialism supported their 
views with reference to the following: 
(i) The need to establish a new system 
of government in Turkey to avoid the 

re-emergence of political instabili-
ty, which was a common problem in 
the past, (ii) Eliminating the risk of 
a return to weak coalition govern-
ments, which fueled political crises, 
rendered the political arena vulnera-
ble, fragmented political parties and 
stalled the country’s democratic and 
economic progress under the parlia-
mentary system, (iii) The removal of 
grey areas, which the guardianship 
regime and their supporters within 
the civilian/bureaucratic elite exploit, 
from the political arena and Turkey’s 
political culture, (iv) To address the 
problem of dual legitimacy in the 
political system, (v) Putting an end 
to political crises fueled by presiden-
tial elections, (vi) To strengthen the 
legitimacy of the executive branch 
by electing its head, (vii) Ensuring 
the consolidation and strengthen-
ing of democracy by upholding the 
people’s choices, (viii) The need to 
separate the executive branch and 
the legislative branch to increase the 
effectiveness and capabilities of both 
powers within their own domain, (ix) 
To strengthen the executive in order 
to expedite the decision-making pro-
cess, (x) Promoting greater account-
ability for the executive branch by 
introducing direct elections.16

Routine Objections to 
Presidentialism

A closer look at the national con-
versation about the transformation 
of Turkey’s political system over the 
years would reveal that the same ‘rou-
tine objections’ have been voiced time 
and again out of prejudice. In oth-

A political system becomes 
authoritarian in the absence of 
effective checks and balances. 
As such, whether a given 
regime is authoritarian or 
democratic is independent 
of parliamentarism and 
presidentialism



THE TRANSFORMATION OF TURKEY’S POLITICAL SYSTEM AND THE EXECUTIVE PRESIDENCY

2016 Fall 19

er words, reactions to the proposed 
transition to presidentialism have 
always been shaped by political iden-
tities. Since politicians representing 
the periphery advocated presidential-
ism, elites have traditionally been op-
posed to change. As such, when cer-
tain politicians came out in support 
of presidentialism, other political fig-
ures and academics overwhelmingly 
targeted the plan’s supporters rather 
than the idea itself – the debate, in 
other words, was turned into a per-
sonal issue.

In this sense, when Özal, Demirel 
and Erdoğan endorsed presidential-
ism, opponents of the idea immedi-
ately claimed that they were trying 
to find a way to cling onto political 
power. Critics described Özal’s plan 
as ‘a personal endeavor’ and com-
plained about his ‘unstoppable rise.’ 
Demirel’s statements about changing 
the system of government were dis-
credited as an effort to perpetuate his 
presidency. Today, President Erdoğan 
remains the focal point of the ‘no’ 
campaign – at the expense of actual 
analyses of the content and frame-
work of proposed changes.

Another cliché used by critics to 
discredit presidentialism is the dis-
course of ‘regime change’ – a thinly 
veiled reference to ‘the regime’s sur-
vival,’ a tool that was used by the elites 
to shape and reshape Turkish society 
and the political landscape over the 
years. This argument, which was 
made in the past to keep the popu-
lation alert against perceived threats, 
continues to be used to mischarac-
terize the proposed changes in the 

country. When Demirel sparked the 
presidentialism debate, the Chair-
man of the Democratic Left Party 
(Demokratik Sol Parti, DSP), Bülent 
Ecevit, responded with the exact 
same argument: “I believe that pro-
posals to facilitate regime change are 
a dangerous gambit. I don’t feel com-
fortable [with the idea]. The design 
that Demirel wants to promote rep-
resents the most rigid form of pres-
identialism in the world. The presi-
dential system is the exact opposite 
of the parliamentary democracy that 
Atatürk founded. Personally, I believe 
that it entails some serious threats 
against the secular-democratic re-
gime in Turkey. If [the president] at-
tempts to overthrow secular democ-
racy, who will stop him?”17 In 2016, 
the Chairman of the Republican Peo-
ple’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, 
CHP) Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu, the leader 
of another leftist party, raised the ex-
act same objection to the constitu-
tional reform bill as DSP chairman 
Bülent Ecevit, another leftist figure, 
had eighteen years ago.18

A third line of argument used against 
the presidential system relates to the 
claim that Turkey’s political system 
will become more authoritarian and 
eventually give way to one-man rule 
if the country adopts presidentialism. 
In truth, a political system becomes 
authoritarian in the absence of effec-
tive checks and balances. As such, 
whether a given regime is authori-
tarian or democratic is independent 
of parliamentarism and presidential-
ism. The critics of Turkey’s transition 
to the presidential system, who like 
to complain about the risk of author-
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itarianism, conveniently avoid the 
fact that long-term instability caused 
by the parliamentary system resulted 
in the failure of Turkish democracy 
to consolidate. Furthermore, it is im-
portant to note that the clear defini-
tion of term limits, coupled with the 
requirement of a simple majority to 
win presidential elections, will steer 
the country’s political system further 
away from authoritarianism and ex-
pand the political center.

Critics also like to fuel fears over Tur-
key’s territorial integrity by making 
the case that the presidential system 
would inevitably lead to the adoption 
of federalism and the creation of fed-
eral states. Often borrowing from the 
national conversation on the Kurdish 
question and exploiting the public’s 
sensitivities about the issue, the pro-
ponents of this view effectively claim 
that adopting a presidential system 
of government will lead to Turkey’s 
disintegration.

Of course, it is important to remem-
ber that not all presidential systems 

around the world are one and the 
same. Instead, critics almost exclu-
sively concentrate on the United 
States and subject American-style 
presidentialism to selective inter-
pretations while ignoring a number 
of countries where presidential and 
unitarism co-exist without any major 
problems.

Furthermore, critics falsely assume 
that the political system of another 
country will be imported to Turkey 
without any changes. They also ig-
nore the fact that a country’s sys-
tem of government isn’t necessarily 
related to its administrative system 
– whether it’s federal or unitary. A 
number of countries around the 
world have a parliamentary system of 
government and abide by the princi-
ple of federalism.

A final objection to the presiden-
tial system, which certain academic 
circles and policy experts voice, is 
directed at presidentialism as a sys-
tem of government. In Turkey, the 
presidentialism debate often features 
reminders that, with the exception 
of the United States, countries that 
have adopted presidentialism ex-
perienced political instability and 
other problems – especially in Latin 
America. Among Turkish academics, 
it has become standard practice to 
make references to academic articles 
published in the early 1990s about 
problems related to the application of 
presidentialism in an attempt to dis-
credit the presidential system itself.19 
In fact, political scientists focusing on 
the perils of presidentialism20 and the 
virtues of parliamentarism21 must ak-

The president’s election by 
the people, in turn, created a 
problem of ‘dual legitimacy’ 
and paved the way for a 
power struggle between 
the president and the prime 
minister, both of whom were 
elected officials
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nowledge that the problems weren’t 
related to presidentialism itself but 
to the transition of Latin American 
nations into unique versions of the 
same system of government.

Although some studies on the rela-
tionship between democratization 
and political regimes maintain that 
democratization occurs more effec-
tively under parliamentarism than 
presidentialism, the progress made by 
countries with presidential systems 
over the years refutes their claims. 
The first systemic crisis, which re-
sulted in the demise of democracies, 
took place following World War I in 
parliamentary democracies – which 
became consolidated again by the 
1980s. By contrast, most democrat-
ic crises between the 1980s and the 
1990s occurred in Latin America, 
where presidentialism remains more 
popular than parliamentarism. As 
such, the negative light shed on the 
presidential system over the past 
two decades largely reflects histori-
cal trends rather than the system of 
government itself.22 However, at this 
point, it is necessary to keep in mind 
that Latin American nations took 
major steps toward political stabili-
ty, democratization and democratic 
consolidation in the post-Cold War 
period.

The Introduction of Direct 
Presidential Elections in Turkey

The presidential debate in Turkey 
has gained new momentum since 
2007, when the people approved a 
plan to introduce direct presidential 

elections. At the time, the system of 
government had effectively changed 
and moved closer to semi-presiden-
tialism. Under the 1982 Constitution, 
the president enjoyed greater powers 
than usually assigned to presidents 
in parliamentary systems. The presi-
dent’s election by the people, in turn, 
created a problem of ‘dual legitima-
cy’ and paved the way for a power 
struggle between the president and 
the prime minister, both of whom 
were elected officials. While tensions 
could be kept under control in cas-
es where both the president and the 
prime minister are members of the 
same political party, the crisis will in-
evitably deepen if the two offices are 
occupied by inviduals from different 
political backgrounds.23

It was therefore that the AK Party 
repeatedly called for the adoption of 
presidentialism over the past decade. 
As a matter of fact, Turkey’s largest 
party argued that the country need-
ed a new constitution rather than just 
a new system of government. One of 
the most significant steps taken in 
this direction was the creation of an 
all-party parliamentary commission 
to facilitate dialogue on constitution-
al reform in 2011. The body, which 
featured three members from each 
political party, convened under the 
chairmanship of the Speaker of the 
Parliament for approximately two 
years. During the deliberations, the 
AK Party called for presidentialism 
as part of a broader effort to draft a 
new, civilian constitution. Rejecting 
this view, the CHP representatives 
maintained that the parliamentary 
system should be strengthened in-
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stead – a plan that echoed antiquat-
ed Kemalist principles in an attempt 
to preserve the status quo. While the 
MHP assumed a fiercely nationalis-
tic position throughout the talks, the 
Peace and Democracy Party (Barış 
ve Demokrasi Partisi, BDP -the pre-
decessor of HDP) delegation stuck to 
a discourse of Kurdish nationalism. 
By the time Speaker Cemil Çiçek 
announced in November 2013 that 
the parties failed to reach a consen-
sus, the commission hadreached an 
agreement on just 59 articles and the 
AK Party’s proposal to debate the 
agreed-upon articles at the General 
Assembly was blocked by the rest of 
them.

Following the first direct presiden-
tial election in 2014, Turkey’s system 
of government effectively shifted to 
semi-presidentialism. On August 10, 
2014, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan received 

51.8 percent of the vote in the first 
round to become the country’s 12th 
president. On the campaign trail, Er-
doğan had announced that, if elected, 
he would exercise all of his powers 
under the 1982 Constitution to serve 
as an ‘active’ president who would 
‘guide’ the country as part of a ‘con-
structive’ mission.24 Upon assum-
ing the presidency, he delivered his 
promise –which led many people to 
consider the proposed changes to the 
system of government as a necessity 
rather than a matter of choice.

Ahead of parliamentary elections on 
June 07 and November 01, 2015, the 
proposed transition into presidential-
ism became a centerpiece of the AK 
Party’s platform. On the campaign 
trail, the party leadership made the 
case that an executive presidency 
would thwart the risk of coalition 
rule and complete the guardianship 

In the referendum 
on the constitutional 

amendment which 
took place in 

2007, 69 percent 
of the Turkish 

citizens voted for 
the President to 

be elected by the 
people.
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regime’s elimination to maintain Tur-
key’s stability and strength. A com-
mitment by the rest of the major po-
litical parties to reform the 1982 Con-
stitution facilitated the establishment 
of another parliamentary commis-
sion following the elections. How-
ever, the commission was dissolved 
after failing to reach an agreement on 
ground rules.

Even though the AK Party had won 
the November 2015 election by a 
landslide, it did not control enough 
parliamentary seats to single-hand-
edly reform the constitution. As a 
result, the ruling party sought to 
form an alliance with the opposi-
tion parties – whose representatives 
proved unwilling to even talk about 
presidentialism, giving the AK Party 
leadership no choice but to postpone 
their plans.25

In the wake of the failure of talks, 
both President Recep Tayyip Er-
doğan and Prime Minister Binali 
Yıldırım warned that the parliamen-
tary system would inevitably lead to 
crises between their offices and called 
for constitutional reform until a 
bloody coup attempt was orchestrat-
ed by FETÖ, a terrorist group led by 
Fetullah Gülen, on July 15, 2016. The 
illegitimate effort to overthrow Tur-
key’s democratically-elected govern-
ment, which was largely seen as an 
attempted occupation of the country, 
was thwarted thanks to the sacrifice 
of ordinary citizens and members 
of the national security community 
with no ties to the coup plotters. The 
event, which was described by Pres-
ident Erdoğan as the beginning of 

“the second war of independence,” 
sidelined all other issues on the coun-
try’s political agenda, as the Turkish 
authorities concentrated on the fight 
against FETÖ.26

The attempted coup strengthened 
dialogue between various social and 
political groups by creating an atmo-
sphere of compromise. At the same 
time, the fatal event encouraged 
major political parties to work more 
closely together. The similarities be-
tween the positions of the AK Party 
and the MHP, in particular, on July 
15 fueled a new dynamism in the 
political arena. Meanwhile, the coup 
attempt raised awareness among pol-
iticians and the general population 
about threats against Turkey’s future. 
Finally, the coup attempt established 
that it was necessary to restructure 
the state in order to curb the influ-
ence of certain autonomous groups 
which had infiltrated the bureaucracy 
over the years.

It was under these circumstances 
that MHP chairman Devlet Bahçeli 
threw his party’s weight behind the 
AK Party government –which had 
been limited to counter-terrorism 

The similarities between  
the positions of the AK Party 
and the MHP, in particular, 
on July 15 fueled a new 
dynamism in the political 
arena
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operations until then– and indicat-
ed that he would support a constitu-
tional reform package which would 
change the country’s system of gov-
ernment. Addressing the MHP cau-
cus at the Parliament on October 
11, 2016, Bahçeli noted that there 
were certain problems with Tur-
key’s existing system of government 
and warned that these issues could 
evolve into serious political crises 
in the future. Arguing that the Pres-
ident’s decision to exercise his full 
constitutional authority had created 
a fait accompli, he stressed that the de 
facto situation should be formalized. 
The most striking part of Bahçeli’s 
speech related to the fact that Turkey 
had irreversibly changed on July 15 
and the people were demanding a 
new social contract from their polit-
ical leaders. Noting that all political 
parties had an obligation to address 
the people’s demands, the MHP 
leader said he would respect the 
popular vote on a series of constitu-
tional reforms provided that the pro-
posal did not violate his party’s ‘red 
lines’ – respect for the first four arti-

cles of the 1982 Constitution and the 
principle of unitary state. To be clear, 
Bahçeli’s reference to “the Turkish 
Republic’s fight for survival” in his 
historic address provided valuable 
insights into his reasons for seeking 
a compromise.

Upon receiving positive feedback 
from the AK Party leadership, Bahçe-
li stated four days later that his party 
would welcome “the submission of 
[the AK Party-sponsored] bill to the 
Parliament for review.”27 Shortly af-
terward, Prime Minister Yıldırım met 
Bahçeli at Çankaya Palace to discuss 
the proposed constitutional reform 
package. The leaders’ meeting led to 
a series of negotiations between AK 
Party and MHP delegations on a bill 
drafted by the ruling party’s policy-
makers. On December 10, 2016, the 
constitutional reform bill, which had 
been authored by the two parties, was 
formally submitted to the Parliament 
with the signatures of 316 AK Party 
parliamentarians. The bill, which was 
debated by the Constitutional Com-
mission, was subsequently submitted 
to the General Assembly, where it 
cleared the 330-vote limit, and to the 
President for approval. Bahçeli an-
nounced that his party’s support for 
the proposed changes would not be 
limited to the Parliament and main-
tained that they would campaign 
in support of the proposed amend-
ments.

In Lieu of a Conclusion

Turkey’s search for a new system of 
government dates back to the 1970s. 

In Turkey, the search for a new 
system of government was 
motivated by economic and 
political crises, weak coalition 
governments, ineffective 
administrations and other 
problems associated with the 
parliamentarism
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Over the years, the parliamenta-
ry system’s shortcomings –politi-
cal turmoil caused by coalition rule 
and political crises fueled by the 
president’s selection by parliamen-
tarians, among others– have been 
the driving force behind the presi-
dentialism debate. Furthermore, the 
fractured nature of political parties 
and clashes between identity groups 
resulted in political instability and 
facilitated the overthrow of demo-
cratically-elected governments by 
the military, which suspended de-
mocracy and shut down democratic 
institutions. Under the parliamenta-
ry system, the emergence of strong 
democratic institutions proved im-
possible, as political parties, which 
normally keep the political process 
going, have been reduced to passive 
by-standers in a severely-restricted 
political arena.

In recent decades, a number of politi-
cal leaders called for a reform of Tur-
key’s system of government and the 
adoption of presidentialism in order 
to address pressing problems associ-
ated with the parliamentary system. 
The public debate, which was kicked 
off by Erbakan in the 1970s, was kept 
alive by Türkeş. While Özal came out 
in support of presidentialism in the 
late 1980s, Demirel made the case for 
constitutional reform in the follow-
ing decade. The presidential system, 
which was backed by Erdoğan in the 
2000s, became an important item on 
the nation’s political agenda follow-
ing the introduction of direct presi-
dential elections in 2007. Seven years 
later, the election of Turkey’s presi-
dent by the people for the first time 

pushed the parliamentary system 
closer to semi-presidentialism.

In the aftermath of the July 15 coup 
attempt, which was orchestrated by 
FETÖ operatives, new possibilities 
of political compromise emerged – 
which the AK Party and the MHP 
utilize to jointly author a constitu-
tional reform bill and pave the way 
to a referendum on the proposed 
changes to the system of govern-
ment. Even though the bill refers 
to the proposed system as an exec-
utive presidency (cumhurbaşkanlığı 
sistemi) rather than presidentialism 
(başkanlık sistemi), its contents have 
been designed according to presi-
dentialism. Judging by the constitu-
tional reform bill itself, the authors 
appear to have taken two factors into 
consideration: First, the bill intro-
duces certain changes to the system 
of government, which are unique to 
Turkey and were designed to avoid 
political crises that the country 
experienced in the past. Moreover, 
the new system builds on the expe-
riences of other countries with pres-
idential systems of government and 
learns from their solutions to sys-
temic crises.

The constitutional reform bill suc-
cessfully addresses the problem of 
‘dual legitimacy’ by identifying the 
president as the head of the execu-
tive branch. Under the new system, 
the President is also expected to 
appoint deputy presidents, cabinet 
ministers and senior government 
officials as well as to oversee the 
establishment and abolishment of 
ministries and the identification of 
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their duties and powers. At the same 
time, the 1982 Constitution’s clauses 
related to the non-partisan nature of 
the presidency are being amended to 
allow elected presidents to maintain 
their ties to a political party of their 
choice.

The constitutional reform bill also 
introduces changes to the structure 
and functioning of the Parliament. 
While the number of parliamentar-
ians shall increase from 550 to 600, 
the minimum age to run for public 
office will reduced to 18. Presiden-
tial and parliamentary elections will 
be held every five years and at the 
same time. With the exception of 
the annual budget, the Parliament 
alone will exercise the right to in-
troduce motions and bills. To avoid 
deadlocks due to political crises be-
tween the executive and legislative 
branches, the bill makes it possible 
for either the President or the Parlia-
ment to hold new elections for both 
offices. In other words, neither the 
executive branch nor the legislative 
branch will be able to dissolve the 
other without running for re-elec-
tion themselves.

The most significant arrangement 
regarding the judiciary relates to 
the selection of the Board of Judges 
of Prosecutors. Whereas the justice 
minister and the justice ministry’s 
undersecretary are permanent mem-
bers of the 13-member board, the 
President picks four of the remaining 
eleven members. Finally, the Parlia-
ment appoints all other members. 
Another important judicial reform is 
the abolishment of military courts.

Under the presidential system, the 
president’s right to issue executive 
orders, also known as decrees, will 
be subject to new regulations. The 
constitutional reform bill specifical-
ly indicates that the president cannot 
issue decrees regarding fundamental 
rights, privacy rights, political rights 
and obligations. Nor can the presi-
dent sign executive orders regarding 
issues already addressed by law. If 
conflicts arise between presidential 
decrees and the laws, the latter take 
precedence. Consequently, if the Par-
liament passes a law on a subject ad-
dressed by a presidential decree, the 
decree becomes null and void. 
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