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UNENDING TENSION IN 

TURKEY? – REPRISE* 

Hasan Engin Şener 

 

Since the Young Officer crisis and the 

Oostlander draft report, debate on the 

role of the army and Kemalism in 

Turkish political life has redoubled. 

 

Kemalism 

Arie Oostlander's draft report on entry 

to the EU attracted much criticism from 

official and civil figures in Turkey, 

particularly over his understanding of 

Kemalism. His report comments on the 

"exaggerated fear of the undermining of 

the integrity of the Turkish state and an 

emphasis on the homogeneity of 

Turkish culture (nationalism), together 

with statism, an important role for the 

army, and very rigid attitude to religion, 

which means that this underlying 

philosophy is itself a barrier to EU 

membership."  

 

Among the most telling reactions are 

those from the Euro-sceptic Kemalists 

and pro-European Islamists. In Türk 
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Solu on April 21 Ali Özsoy said 

Oostlander is right in saying that 

Kemalism is a barrier to the EU: "This 

statement is true: Kemalism is on the 

basis of independent Turkish state. The 

only way to wither away this state is to 

remove Kemalism." Islamists believe 

that Kemalism is a state ideology 

promoting the army's increasing role 

and repressing Muslims. So Sami 

Hacıoğlu argues in the Yeni Safak that 

Kemalism should be privatized, i.e. 

divorced from state ideology.  

 

Leftist (but not Kemalist) author Murat 

Belge says Kemalism is not only a 

barrier to the EU, but also an obstacle to 

many other things. He argues, however, 

that to interpret Kemalism as an anti-

western ideology is not logical and 

asks: "If Kemalism is not a westernized 

ideology, what it is?" (Radikal, 

13.05.2003) 

 

Oostlander seemed to be suggesting that 

we should re-think Kemalism in the 

light of democracy. 

 

I disagree with Oostlander's definition 

of Kemalism. It cannot be equated to 
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the September 12 coup d'état mentality, 

on the contrary it should be interpreted 

within civil democratic terms that 

promote proper functioning of 

democracy. That's why Kemalism 

should not be seen as a barrier but an 

accelerator for democratic reforms. 

 

Army 

A dominant theme in the Oostlander 

report is insistence on the reduction of 

the army's role. Kemalist Prof. Özer 

Ozankaya notes however, "This reality 

should be known: the Turkish Armed 

Forces (TAF/TSK) is the guardian of 

the democracy. The EU should not be 

ashamed of this. It should take the side 

of this particular situation of Turkey in 

this issue. TSK is for the democracy, 

liberty and civilization." (Cumhuriyet, 

14.12.2002)  

 

This mirrors army policy: Chief of Staff 

General Hilmi Özkök (right) states that 

the army prefers to solve problems in a 

democratic fashion and is in favour of 

the EU. 

 

We should be aware that army 

involvement is not acceptable in civil 

democracies. But Ostlander is wrong 

when he says that National Security 

Council (NSC) should be abolished but 

understands that the main hope for 

Turkish democracy is "a secular system 

without military supremacy above civil 

institutions." Abolition of the NSC 

would go too far because security of a 

country is of crucial importance for 

everyone. The problem arises because 

of the broad definition of 'security', 

which comprises nearly all of the 

immediate agenda of the elected 

government. That's why Prof. Bülent 

Tanör proposes a relatively narrowly 

defined term 'national defense' instead 

of 'national security'."  

 

I also object to Oostlander's argument 

about the army's dominant role in 
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Turkish political life, given the other 

interests at work there. 

 

Young Officers are uncomfortable 

We cannot totally refute the Oostlander 

report. The last two months have proved 

that there is a significant lack of trust 

within the military towards the 

democratically elected government. 

After the crisis of 23 April when news 

broke that young officers weren't happy 

with the AKP government, it took 

General Özkök three long days to 

respond. This silence may be read as a 

warning to the AKP government. 

Discord between the upper and lower 

ranks of the army has often had 

dangerous consequences in Turkey. 

 

With this in mind, Özkök said there is 

no hierarchical tension; on the contrary 

he said that there is a complete harmony 

from top to bottom. Özkök added that 

the army is against neither the EU nor 

the AKP government.  

 

"Political solutions to political 

problems" 

Above all, I think what is important 

within General Özkök's statements is 

his stress on "political solutions to 

political problems." As Giscard's 

statements incite debate on Turkish 

membership, so the Oostlander report 

encouraged debate on Kemalism and 

the army's role. To achieve EU 

membership, some may argue that such 

debates harm Turkish bid to join. 

However, debate is a prerequisite for 

democracy. 

 
 


