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Introduction

Turkey occupies a unique position at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, both
geographically and politically. The nation’s modern identity was shaped by the
tumultuous collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the visionary leadership of Mustafa
Kemal Ataturk, who established the Republic of Turkey in 1923. The sweeping reforms
implemented in the early decades of the republic laid the foundations for a new
political order, one committed to secularism, modernization, and a distinct break from
its Ottoman past.

Yet, the journey of Turkish politics has never been straightforward. Over the past
century, Turkey has experienced periods of authoritarianism and democracy, military
coups and civilian rule, as well as significant transformations in its political institutions.
The tensions between secular and religious visions for society, the role of the military
as a self-appointed guardian of the state, and the integration of diverse identities into
a cohesive national narrative have all contributed to the country’s complex political
landscape.

This book, “The Politics of Turkey: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Turkey,” seeks to provide a comprehensive and accessible overview of Turkey’s
political history, institutions, and current challenges. From the constitutional
transformations that have redefined the balance of power, to the contentious issues
such as the Kurdish question, human rights, media freedom, and the enduring
conservative-secular divide, the chapters that follow offer an in-depth guide to
understanding the forces that continue to shape Turkish politics.

While competitive elections and high voter turnout remain hallmarks of Turkish
democracy, concerns about the strength of democratic institutions, the independence
of the judiciary, and the state of civil and political rights persist. The dramatic shift to a
presidential system in 2018 marked a new era, consolidating executive power and
sparking debate both within Turkey and abroad regarding the country’s democratic
trajectory.

Turkey’s position in the international arena is equally complex. Traditionally oriented
towards the West and a crucial NATO member, Turkey has in recent years pursued a
more independent and assertive foreign policy. Relationships with the European
Union, neighboring countries, and global powers such as Russia and China provide
further context to Turkey’s political direction and the challenges it faces on the world
stage.

In the chapters ahead, readers will find both historical context and contemporary
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analysis, providing the tools to understand Turkish politics in all its diversity and
dynamism. Whether you are a student, researcher, or simply curious about the
challenges and opportunities facing this pivotal country, this guide is designed to offer
both breadth and depth on one of the world’s most fascinating and consequential
political systems.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Roots of Turkish
Politics

To understand the political landscape of modern Turkey, we must first delve into the
rich and complex history of its predecessor, the Ottoman Empire. This vast and
enduring realm, which stretched across three continents at its zenith, laid many of the
foundational elements that would later be reinterpreted, challenged, and transformed
by the Turkish Republic. It wasn't just a matter of geography; the social structures,
administrative practices, and even some of the inherent tensions within Ottoman rule
cast a long shadow. The empire, founded in the late 13th century, evolved over
centuries, adapting to changing global dynamics and internal pressures. By the 19th
and early 20th centuries, however, it was grappling with significant challenges that
would ultimately lead to its demise.

The 19th century, in particular, was a period of intense, often desperate, reform
efforts within the Ottoman Empire. Faced with military defeats, economic woes, and
the rising tide of nationalism among its diverse subject peoples, the Ottoman
leadership recognized the urgent need to modernize. This era, known as the Tanzimat,
or "Reorganization," saw attempts to centralize the state, streamline administration,
and introduce legal and educational reforms inspired by European models. While these
reforms aimed to strengthen the empire and ensure its survival, they also
inadvertently sowed the seeds of new political ideas and aspirations among the
populace.

One significant development during the Tanzimat was the introduction of a
constitutional monarchy, albeit a short-lived one. In 1876, a constitution, the Kan(n-i
Esasi, was promulgated, establishing a parliament with an elected lower house, the
Chamber of Deputies, and an appointed upper house, the Senate., This was a radical
departure from centuries of absolute rule by the Sultan. The parliament convened in
1877, with deputies elected by provincial administrative councils.,, This brief
experiment with constitutionalism, however, was quickly curtailed by Sultan
Abdulhamid I, who suspended the constitution and parliament in 1878, restoring
autocratic rule.,

Despite the setback, the idea of constitutional government and reform persisted,
particularly among a group of intellectuals, students, and military officers who came to
be known as the Young Turks.,, Dissatisfied with the Sultan's authoritarianism and the
empire's weakening position, they advocated for a return to constitutional rule and
modernization along Western lines.,,, The Young Turk movement was a diverse
coalition with various ideological currents, including liberalism, decentralization, and a
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growing sense of Turkish nationalism., While initially a loose network, the Committee
of Union and Progress (CUP) emerged as the most influential Young Turk
organization.,,,

The efforts of the Young Turks culminated in the 1908 Young Turk Revolution.,,, Faced
with pressure from CUP-affiliated military units, Sultan Abdudlhamid Il was forced to
restore the 1876 constitution and reconvene the parliament.,, This ushered in the
Second Constitutional Era, a period of multi-party politics and increased political
activity., However, this era was also marked by instability, internal power struggles,
and the increasing dominance of the CUP, which effectively established a single-party
government after a coup in 1913,,

The CUP's rule during the Second Constitutional Era saw further attempts at
modernization and centralization, alongside a growing emphasis on Turkish
nationalism., This focus on Turkification, however, alienated many non-Turkish ethnic
groups within the empire, exacerbating existing tensions and contributing to the
empire's fragmentation., The Ottoman Empire's decision to enter World War | on the
side of the Central Powers, heavily influenced by the CUP, proved to be a fatal error.,,

The war effort drained the empire's resources and led to significant territorial losses.,
By the end of World War I, the Ottoman Empire was defeated and on the verge of
collapse., The victorious Allied powers occupied parts of the empire, and the CUP
government resigned, its leaders fleeing abroad., The Sultan remained in
Constantinople, but his authority was severely diminished. This chaotic and uncertain
period following the Ottoman defeat set the stage for the next chapter in Turkish
history and the emergence of a new political entity from the ashes of the old empire.
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