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Turkey is a complex and dynamic country, generating more 
international news content in an average week than most 
countries do in a year. Its twists and turns make it a very 
difficult country to decode and forecast, especially if  the 
ultimate aim is to find ways to engage and cooperate. The 
more black and white an analysis of  Turkey sounds, peppered 
with metaphors of  sultans and bygone conclusions, the less 
you can be assured of  its value. Multiple truths often can be 
true, and most importantly its politics and policies can take 
sudden 180 degree turns without any advance notice; events 
that can be categorised as ‘black swans’ can happen far too 
frequently to be seen as anomalies. 

This complexity was highlighted once again in the summer 
of  2016, when a group of  military officers attempted to 
take control of  the country. The unprecedented use of  force 
against civilians was truly shocking, including the use of  

missiles and bombs on those protesting against the coup 
plotters and the bombing of  Turkish parliament and military, 
police and intelligence buildings. Observing the coup attempt 
unfold was almost surreal; no one expected a coup, and not 
least this odd and chaotic attempt by officers willing to deploy 
such violence. The event altered the trajectory of  the country 
for good and triggered a process that will come to impact 
Turkey’s domestic conditions and international relations for a 
long time. 

It was also a great example of  how difficult Turkey is for many 
outsiders to understand. The consensus is that an Islamic 
organisation, referred to as Gülenists as they follow a cleric 
named Fetullah Gülen living in the USA, played a central role 
in the coup attempt. Yet the intentional ambiguity created 
by the organisation on its structures and difficulty of  pinning 
down its exact size, ambitions, outreach and aims have been 
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difficult to comprehend since there is simply no other example 
of  this group anywhere else. Similarly, the actions of  the 
coup plotters and how the events unfolded that night came as 
confusing, if  not outright strange to many. This has even led 
some to mistakenly conclude that this was not even a real coup 
attempt. It was a very real attempt, with very real outcomes, 
enabled by a complex social, political and religious history. 
The traumatic impact of  the coup attempt on the country was 
not appreciated enough by many outsiders.

While most European countries were quick to condemn the 
Turkish government and failed to understand the traumatic 
nature of  the events and complex dynamics behind the coup 
and the challenges facing the country, the British government 
has demonstrated a proactive policy of  both supporting 
Turkey amidst such events but also expressing its concerns 
cautiously. This has enshrined the UK’s position as one of  
the limited number of  countries that can maintain a good 
working relationship and explore mutual interests in bilateral 
ties as well as in regional issues. Trade volume and defence 
and security engagement between the two countries are 
flourishing and deepening. Yet divergences and complications 
are real, and as Turkey continues to see deteriorating 
democratic conditions, a deeper understanding of  the country 
is an absolute must.

The articles in this issue of  Ares & Athena draw from a 
workshop the CHACR held on the country and seek to 
provide insights beyond news headlines. They are written by 
subject matter experts with decades-long focus on the country. 
Together, they provide a snapshot of  where things are. The 
first article offers a brief  story of  how the ruling party, AKP, 
evolved since it assumed power in 2002. The second article 
provides a background to civilian and military relations in 
the country. The third challenges the common reading of  
Turkey through simplistic ‘East vs West’ and ‘Islamists’ lenses 
and demonstrates how Turkish foreign policy has morphed 
into a nationalist vision pursuing an independent, and often 
inconsistent, vision. Then, an article on the changing nature 
of  the Kurdish issues points out that the decades-long conflict 
between Turkey and the PKK is no longer simply a domestic 
matter. The issue then offers an article on defence engagement 
with Turkey, before offering concluding remarks on what is 
next for the country. 

As with all issues of  Ares & Athena, the articles only 
reflect the views of  their authors, not an official view 
of  the CHACR, nor the Army or the Ministry of  
Defence. The CHACR offers a neutral platform for 
informed discussions to take place. In line with the 
CHACR’s editorial policies, the names of  all authors 
that contributed to this issue are kept confidential. 
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TURKEY: HOW DID WE GET HERE?
The Justice and Development Party (AKP) has been governing 
Turkey uninterrupted for the last 15 years; this is an impressive 
timeframe for a fragile democracy such as Turkey. That said, 
the story of  the last 15 years is not uniform but rather nuanced. 
What was known as the AKP in 2002, 2007 and even 2011 
were very different political entities from what we have today. 

The rise of  the AKP should be seen as a conservative reaction 
to a lost decade – the 1990s – which was marred by extreme 
terrorism, corruption and economic crises and successive 
coalition governments who were far from responding to 
the needs of  the Turkish electorate. The AKP was initially 
based on four strong personalities and enjoyed 
the support of  Turkey’s vocal liberals; these 
were Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, Abdullah Gül, 
Bülent Arınç and Abdüllatif  Şener. The party 
embraced the European Unıon drive, pushed 
through difficult reform packages and stuck 
to an IMF stabilisation program eventually 
pulling Turkey out of  the economic mess it was 
stuck in for years. The initial coalition around 
the AKP consisted of  Turkey’s conservatives, 
liberals and Kurds who were all wary about the 
long-established state tradition that had little 
sympathy to any of  these political actors. 

The AKP’s first term in office (2002-2007) 
is generally seen as its most successful as per-
capita income tripled, Turkey started accession 
negotiations with the EU in 2005 and the 
country’s overall weight in the international 
system gradually increased. However, the party 
and its leadership was still seen as suspect by 
Turkey’s secular state structure. Consequently, 
the party faced a closure case in 2008 only 
six months after its second electoral victory in 
2007. The AKP only narrowly escaped closure 
and managed to continue to govern Turkey. 
The zenith of  the AKP’s power was probably 
2009-2010 when Turkey became a member of  
the UN Security Council, founded diplomatic 
initiatives such as the Alliance for Civilizations 
and its soft power was internationally recognised 
and welcomed. Turkey was seen as stable, 
economically prosperous and dubbed as a 
“model democracy” for other Muslim countries. 

In 2010, the AKP – which was then in a strong 
alliance relationship with the Gülen Movement – managed to 
garner 58 per cent of  support for a constitutional amendment 
which allowed the party to heavily influence the judiciary in its 
favour. The same year (May 2010) Turkey also began to show 
signs of  overconfidence in its foreign relations when it voted 
against sanctions against Iran in the UN Security Council 
and the infamous Mavi Marmara incident triggered a bitter 
confrontation with Israel. The following year, the AKP won 
its third consecutive electoral victory with almost 50 per cent 
of  the vote. However, much below the radar, the AKP leader 
Tayyip Erdoğan already began to purge liberals, democrats 
and centrist conservatives from the party’s parliamentary list. 

Abdullah Gül, who was for a long time a stable and balancing 
actor in the cabinet, had moved on to the Presidency and no 
longer directly interfered with the party’s internal work. Gül’s 
choice not to intervene with the party’s internal proceedings 
was not only due to the increasing dominance of  Erdoğan 
but also out of  respect to the Constitution which confined 
the President to an impartial, above politics, role. Hubris and 
overstretching in foreign policy became slowly apparent. The 
Arab uprisings were processed very differently by Erdoğan 
and his then-foreign minister Ahmet Davutoglu. They 
viewed the uprisings and the rise of  the Muslim Brotherhood 
movement in the region as a unique ‘Turkish Moment’ on 

which they were eager to capitalise. 

Prime Minister Erdoğan had determined that 
he had legitimised himself  sufficiently and 
defeated the old state elite. Thanks to a weak 
and uninspiring opposition he was dominating 
the political scene, but he also became more 
interventionist on lifestyle issues. The Gezi Park 
protests in the summer of  2013 caught both 
Erdoğan and the government by surprise. The 
government’s response was harsh and fatal to the 
culturally and politically wider coalition Erdoğan 
had nurtured since 2002. 

Further, the intra-Islamist fight for power 
between Gülenists and Erdoğan’s AKP had 
already started by 2011, but its first clear public 
manifestation came in 2012 when a Gülenist 
prosecutor attempted to question the head 
of  Turkish Intelligence. The Government 
responded by closing down Gülenist prep-schools 
which led to the corruption scandal of  December 
2013 that implicated a number of  ministers as 
well as Erdoğan’s son. Erdoğan managed to 
overcome the corruption scandals and won the 
local election and presidency in 2014. 

Approaching the June 2015 general election, 
Erdoğan decided to ditch the inconclusive 
reconciliation talks with the PKK. However, 
the pro-Kurdish HDP won an historic 13.1 
per cent in the election while the AKP lost its 
parliamentary majority for the first time since 
November 2002. Soon after the election a 
number of  terror attacks occurred restarting 
the clashes between the PKK and the Turkish 

state. Coalition talks were inconclusive as Erdoğan opposed a 
coalition and wanted a new election. 

Under the depressing shadow of  an extremely securitised 
political environment that is exactly what happened in 
November 2015. Following months of  clashes with the PKK, 
economic slowdown and numerous terror attacks, the AKP 
regained its majority in parliament. The events leading up to 
the election demonstrated another practical coalition change 
by Erdoğan. Since the Gezi Park protests he had already lost 
the liberals. Now, he chose to abandon the Kurds and form a 
new alliance with ultra-nationalists who were eager to go after 
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the Gülenists, particularly since the Ergenekon court cases 
that sought to arrest and imprison a large number of  military 
officers. The cases are now widely seen as an attempt by 
Gülenists to open the way for their own members to assume 
critical roles in the military. 

Leading up to the 15 July 2016 coup attempt, Turkey 
was already tense and increasingly critical of  Erdoğan’s 
performance, even among AKP voters. The economy was 
slowing down, numerous terror attacks had intimidated many 
urban Turks and things on the foreign policy front were far 
from satisfactory. The coup has altered Turkey’s direction 
for good, and made the long-held ambitions of  President 
Erdoğan to extend the powers of  presidency possible. The 
tragic events united his constituency once again, and gave 
momentum behind the referendum in April 2017 on the shift 
to a presidential system. While for the first time in Turkey’s 
recent history the integrity of  the electoral system has been 
questioned, President Erdoğan emerged with a slim majority 
with some 51 per cent of  the votes. 

Meanwhile, widespread purging of  suspected Gülenists from 
all state structures began under the state of  emergency that 
followed the coup. But the purges and clampdown on media 
outlets also targeted opposition voices, Kurdish politicians 
and random people who were somehow put on a list with 
not much information on accusations against them. More 
than 100,000 state employees had been purged, tens of  
thousands imprisoned, freedom of  expression and assembly 
heavily curtailed. 

While President Erdoğan is focusing on reforming the AKP 
structures to enable a clear victory in the presidential elections 
set to be held in 2019 (possibly earlier in 2018), the main 

opposition party CHP is showing signs of  change and seeking 
to appeal to new voters. A splinter nationalist party emerging 
under the leadership of  Meral Aksener is set to attract 
nationalist votes, Kurdish political party HDP is facing serious 
limitations with its leaders and MPs in prison and is thought 
to have lost votes since the start of  the latest wave of  violence. 
President Erdoğan is still likely to win the elections in 2019. 

The fierce political context and post-coup responses limit 
attention and responses given to long term issues that 
Turkey needs to address. These include the futures of  some 
three million Syrian refugees in the country. Also, there are 
worrying reports of  increasing radicalisation into violent 
extremism and young people joining to both jihadi and 
Kurdish separatist groups. Purges and changes to prepare 
the country to a presidential system have weakened state 
structures. There are all sorts of  long-term implications of  the 
current purges and arrests on thousands of  citizens who have 
nothing to do with the shadowy cleric Fethullah Gülen or any 
attempt to oust the government. There are legitimate worries 
of  rule of  law and standards of  judicial process, which are the 
backbones of  a country’s growth, stability and flourishing.

Today’s Turkey feels far away from the Turkey of  vibrant 
growth and inspiring ambitions of  2002-2007. No one 
talks of  a “Turkish model” in the Middle East anymore. Its 
inconsistent foreign policy and harsh polemics alienated 
its allies and put Turkey in the middle of  so many different 
tensions in its region. For his voters, President Erdoğan 
promises security, stability, economic growth and a better 
future. For his opponents, President Erdoğan is turning the 
country into a single party state governed by a strong man 
with very few checks and balances and seeking to enforce a 
religious nationalism and a conservative way of  life. 

Defining chapter in a country’s history: Supporters of  Recep Tayyip Erdoğan demonstrate on the streets of  Istanbul following the attempted coup in July 2016, an action the author believes “altered 
Turkey’s direction for good, and made the long-held ambitions of  President Erdoğan to extend the powers of  presidency possible”.  © Mstyslav Chernov, CC BY-SA 4.0



MILITARY-CIVILAN RELATIONS
On July 15 2016, Turkey was shaken with the first military 
coup attempt it had experienced in more than 35 years. In 
so many ways, the coup attempt was like a surprise nuclear 
attack on Turkish political and social life, a sudden and 
unexpected blast that ripped its reality. Much of  the debate 
so far has been about the ‘conduct’ of  the coup attempt, 
while its long-term causes and consequences receive less 
analytical attention. 

The coup attempt, in a country with a very long history of  
military interventions, became a possibility as a result of  a 
decade-long process. Furthermore, not only did it change 
Turkish politics for good, the transformation it triggered 
is far from complete. These two dynamics then make it of  
paramount importance to address two deceptively difficult 
questions: what could the long-term causes of  the coup 
attempt be, and what might be the long-term consequences 
for the future of  civil-military relations? 

The answer to the first question, causes of  the coup attempt, 
is a multifaceted one and should be answered in 
two steps, ideally without speculating excessively 
about who the coup plotters really were (either 
followers of  Pennsylvania-based cleric Fethullah 
Gülen operating on his direct orders, the Turkish 
military’s more secular components, or a mix of  
the two). Causes of  the coup attempt can still 
be examined in two dimensions. First, what was 
the immediate cause of  the particular timing of  
the coup, as well as its ‘weakness’ with respect to 
display of  force and organisation? Second, what 
made the coup attempt, many thought (excluding 
the author of  this report), an impossibility in 
Turkey as of  2016? 

The immediate cause of  the timing of  the coup 
as well as its organisational weakness is obvious 
enough, yet it still deserves some explanation. 
The coup attempt was launched in the middle of  
summer, on a Friday night a couple of  hours before midnight. 
The affiliated forces were of  miniscule proportions, with the 
coup plotters from within the Air Forces having assumed 
much of  the responsibility. The coup attempt was poorly 
manned, poorly executed, and, beyond all, poorly planned. In 
the Turkish context, the timing is also peculiar: if  one wants 
to minimise the public reaction to the coup, one has to launch 
the campaign at a time when there would not be many people 
in the streets, or they would just be sleeping through the calls 
to the streets to oppose the coup (or, it would be too late before 
they could respond in time). Given such dynamics, the coup 
was launched at a particular time slot that would maximise 
the potential number of  people who could oppose the coup by 
hitting the streets. 

There are two reasonable explanations for the poor planning, 
execution, and timing of  the coup attempt. First, it is very 
likely that the coup plotters, either correctly or incorrectly, 
began to believe that Turkish intelligence and/or internal 
security apparatus got a whiff of  the coup attempt in the hours 
leading up to the actual launch of  the operations. Therefore, 

as opposed to waiting until hours after midnight and risking 
a pre-emptive response from the government loyalists, they 
decided to prematurely launch operations at a much earlier 
time in the night. This can explain the timing of  the coup 
within 15 July. The choice of  date can also be explained within 
the context of  Turkish civil-military relations. Turkey’s Supreme 
Military Council Meeting was supposed to take place only a 
couple of  weeks before the coup attempt, and many expected 
a good number of  officers, who were suspected of  having 
anti-government inclinations, to be decommissioned. In this 
light, the timing of  the coup attempt both at the strategic and 
operational level might be framed as ‘pre-emptive’.

So, what did make a coup attempt possible on 15 July 2016? 
This question itself  presents an interesting puzzle. Until at 
least 2007, the Turkish military could be categorised as the 
most important political actor in Turkish politics, with four 
coups under its belt. Still, since 2011, most believed that a 
coup in Turkey had become virtually impossible. How can we 
explain this? 

To be able to answer this question effectively, what 
is required is a ‘long duration’ historical analysis 
of  Turkish civil-military relations. To put it bluntly, 
the Turkish military became too self-confident 
as a political actor between 1960 (the first coup 
in Turkey) and 2007, and overly bureaucratised 
its decision to intervene in politics, directly or 
indirectly. As a result, Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan and his Justice and Democracy 
Party (AKP) was able to launch a counter-coup 
against the military between 2007 and 2011 in 
the form of  public defamation campaigns as well 
as court cases that blamed numerous Turkish 
officers of  terrorism and conspiring against the 
government, eventually limiting the Turkish 
military’s political prowess. In the meantime, 
however, AKP also broke the military’s ossified 
hierarchical processes to intervene in politics, 

making it possible for mid-ranking officers to form a cabal to 
launch a coup attempt themselves. 

Such an analysis requires a simple synopsis of  civil-military 
relations in historical context. Until at least 2010, Turkish 
political discourse had long been dominated by the myth 
of  ‘the’ army, which is conceived of  as an immutable and 
static actor that intervened in politics via institutionalised 
and sophisticated means since the coup of  1960. For 
any informed student of  Turkish political history, this is 
anachronistic at best. The army’s means of  intervention 
in politics as well as its decision mechanisms over such 
intervention have evolved tremendously over time. It is in 
fact in this very institutional evolution where we can find the 
key to unlock the mystery surrounding the rise and fall of  the 
Turkish army as a political actor.

As with many issues in Turkish politics, the story of  the army’s 
institutional evolution is complex, but it can be summarised in 
six stages. The first stage was between 1923 and 1960, where 
the army had some latent power, but neither the opportunity 

ares&athena / whither turkey? / 6

To put it bluntly, 
the Turkish 

military became 
too self-confident 
as a political actor 
between 1960 (the 

first coup in Turkey) 
and 2007, and overly 

bureaucratised its 
decision to intervene 
in politics, directly or 

indirectly

“”



nor the motivation to intervene in politics. It is at this stage 
that the military internalised its reason as being the protector 
of  the secular republic. 

The coup of  1960 that eventually led to the execution of  
Prime Minister Adnan Menderes and two of  his ministers 
marked the coming of  the second stage. The rationale for 
intervention was the increasingly autocratic and ‘Islamic’ 
policies and discourses pushed forward by the Menderes 
administration. However, the coup of  1960 was a far cry from 
how it is usually presented in present-day political discourse; 
it was not a collective and top-down effort on the part of  the 
armed forces. It was truly a ‘colonels’ coup’, launched by mid-
ranking officers not only against the government, but also in 
open defiance of  the chain of  command. The coup literally 
smashed the bottle where the military genie used to live. The 
early 1960s witnessed two more, failed, attempts at a colonel 
coup. More importantly, the army, while willing to go back 
to the barracks, proved unwilling to let go of  its new-found 
pivotal position in politics.

The third stage came with the coup of  1971. This time, 
the decision to intervene came from the chain of  command 
and the mode of  intervention was much less violent and 
dramatic, not to mention better-organised, than it had been 
in 1960. In the face of  political instability, the members 
of  the General Staff simply handed a memorandum to 
the Prime Minister Suleyman Demirel, who eventually 
stepped down. The top-down nature of  the decision to 
intervene and the means of  doing so reflected the increasing 
institutionalisation and bureaucratisation of  the army’s 
involvement in politics. However, the process was not entirely 
complete by 1971, as there were serious disagreements 
among the members of  the General Staff, especially between 
the Air Force Commander and the Chief  of  Staff, who had 
different ideas about the scope of  the intervention as well as 
the position to be taken afterwards.

‘Who calls the shots’ was no longer a question in the fourth 
chapter of  our story. When the military intervened again 
in 1980, this time with full force, in the face of  domestic 
instability and a low-intensity civil war between the radical 
left and ultra-nationalist right that was bleeding the country 
white, the decision for intervention came directly from the 
Chief  of  Staff Kenan Evren (also the President between 1980 
and 1989). It was also expressed through a unified voice, 
suggesting that ‘to intervene or not to intervene’ as well as 

‘how to intervene’ was now an inextricable component of  the 
decisions that have to go through the chain of  command.

Intervening in politics, one can argue, was becoming one of  
the ‘regular’ institutionalised and bureaucratised functions 
of  the army. Acting as a unitary political actor, the army 
during Evren’s reign (which can also be identified as the fourth 
episode of  our story) was instrumental in the substantial 
political and social engineering efforts that followed the coup. 
The army went back to the barracks once again, but only 
after further ossifying and institutionalising its presence in the 
political sphere.

The fifth episode of  the institutional evolution of  the military 
is highlighted by the ‘post-modern’ coup of  1997. The 
rationale for intervention reflected concerns of  1960 much 
more so than 1971 and 1980; having been convinced that 
Erdoğan’s once mentor and predecessor Necmettin Erbakan, 
who was the Prime Minister of  a coalition-government 
at the time, had been trying to offset the country’s secular 
ways, the army passed a ‘memo’ to the government, strongly 
advising Erbakan to resign (of  course, a display of  tanks was 
involved). As sophisticated, nuanced, and bloodless as this 
mode of  intervention was, it left a scar on Turkish democracy, 
triggering a series of  slow-motion reactions from the masses 
that eventually empowered Erdoğan (who had spent four 
months in prison for reciting a poem that was deemed 
‘provocative’ by the military) and his AKP at the expense of  
the more established political parties.

In this fifth episode, the army’s involvement in politics became 
substantially sophisticated and bureaucratised, which rendered 
the military not only a formidable force to be reckoned 
with, but also a ‘slow’ and predictable political actor. When 
the AKP placed its bets on Ergenekon and Balyoz (to be 
sure, if  the trials had backfired, they might have triggered 
another coup), not everyone was sold on the idea that the 
Turkish army was willing to blow up mosques and carry out 
strategic political assassinations just to create the kind of  
political instability that would ‘invite’ military intervention. 
Nevertheless, few also doubted the notion that the army might 
have devised contingency plans based on the possibility that 
the AKP might someday slide into less secular and more 
autocratic territory.

Regardless, the AKP acted swiftly and decisively by putting 
its weight behind the Ergenekon and Balyoz trials, which 
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Not in our name: Anti-coup protesters take to the streets following the 
failed attempt to seize power in July 2016.  © Pivox, CC BY-SA 4.0



Western media has an understandable tendency to see Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan as an incurable Islamist who 
is determined to overhaul the secularist legacy of  Ataturk. 
Many Western policymakers, analysts and scholars equate the 
notion of  a Turkish divergence from the West, or the fear of  
‘losing Turkey’, with the idea of  an Islamic revival. This is an 
understandable fallacy. After all, a political party with Islamic 
roots has won five consecutive elections in a country where the 
population is 99 per cent Muslim. Moreover, until recently this 
secularist-Islamist dichotomy played an important role in the 
societal polarisation of  the country.

Yet since 2013, the power struggle between the AKP and 
followers of  cleric Fetullah Gülen, culminating with the failed 
coup in July 2016, has changed the picture. The dichotomy of  
Islam versus secularism had nothing to do with this fratricide. 
It was a clear power struggle within the Islamic bloc. Similarly, 
secularism versus Islam has no relevance for the bloody 
confrontation between Kurdish and Turkish nationalism, the 
most existential of  problems facing the future of  Turkey. It is time 
to admit that what we are witnessing in Erdoğan’s ‘new’ Turkey 
is the rise not of  political Islam but of  a much more powerful and 
potentially more lethal force: autocratic nationalism.
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were in fact spearheaded by many followers of  cleric Fetullah 
Gülen who infiltrated judiciary, while also galvanising public 
support for its cause. The military was too unprepared, 
isolated, and outpaced to match AKP’s manoeuvres. Put 
simply, what made the army the most formidable force in 
politics eventually made it ‘slow’, exposing it to a ‘counter-
coup’ from a politically agile actor.

Then came the sixth and final stage, leading up to the coup 
attempt. The ‘rough’ dismantling of  the military’s top-down 
and institutionalised involvement in politics also created a 
residual risk, for the decision to intervene in politics was 
no longer controlled by the chain of  command. Just as a 
1990s-style military intervention had become practically 
impossible in post-2011 Turkey, a 1960-style colonels’ coup 
became much more likely than it was a decade ago, for the 
decision to intervene in politics was, once again, utterly 
decentralised. Through multiple networks yet unknown to us, 
a cabal within the military took advantage of  this opportunity 
and launched the coup attempt of  July 2016. 

The question at this juncture is both straightforward and 
open to speculation: how will the failed coup attempt affect 
Turkish civil military relations. First, the coup attempt is 
bound to lead to an about face in the recruitment, training, 
and socialisation of  Turkish military officers. The old system 
is already dismissed, with AKP working on a new one, details 
of  which are yet to be revealed. It is very likely that AKP will 
go to lengths to make sure that the new recruits and trainees 
are Erdoğan/AKP-loyalists, with the desired outcome being a 
loyal-to-AKP military down the line. Still, such transformation 
will take a decade or so, creating tensions between the old 
hands in the military and the younger generation. 

Second, the military’s operational capabilities have been 
hurt greatly as a result of  the purges following the coup 
attempt. Especially air forces and special operations forces, 
two of  the branches whose members were disproportionately 
visible in the coup attempt, have been badly hurt. This is 
going to have a negative impact on the Turkish military’s 
overall morale, especially considering increasing Turkish 
involvement in Syria. Air forces as well as special operations 
forces are of  crucial importance to the kind of  operations 
Ankara is hoping to pull off in Syria, and shortage of  
qualified personnel will lead to either poor military 
performance or high casualty rate (most likely both). 
Lastly, assuming the historiography and analysis provided 

above is not misplaced, the outside-chain-of-command 
coup attempt suggests that, having lost the tight grip over 
military members’ involvement in coups, the risk of  another 
coup attempt in Turkey cannot be overruled easily. While, 
given AKP’s numerous precautions, such a contingency is 
far from likely, it is also not impossible, especially if  AKP’s 
increasingly suppressive measures against its more secular 
citizens inadvertently pave the way for widespread protests. 
Such protests, if  they ever come, will only partially resemble 
the Gezi Park protests of  2013. Put bluntly, they would be 
much more eventful. Under such circumstances, increasing 
social tensions and potential violent response may set in 
motion the kind of  events that can trigger a response from 
some officers, especially those with secularist sensitivities. 
Paradoxically, being aware of  and worried about such a 
possibility, AKP will likely keep increasing the pressure on 
both the secular opposition and the military officers, hoping 
to deter them from any action/reaction that may take the 
country in such a direction. 

The Turkish political landscape is a shifting terrain that more 
often than not compels the informed commentator to retreat 
to a well-known phrase: never say never.

The military’s operational capabilities have 
been hurt greatly as a result of  the purges 

following the coup attempt. Especially the air 
forces and special operations forces, two of  

the branches whose members were 
disproportionately visible in the coup attempt
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THE RISE OF TURKISH GAULLISM?



Although the importance of  political Islam in Erdoğan’s 
agenda should not be fully dismissed, the real threat 
to Turkey’s democratic orientation today is no longer 
Islamisation but growing nationalism and frustration with the 
United States and Europe. The situation has become much 
more alarming lately. The failed coup has instigated an ultra-
nationalist realignment in Turkish politics that threatens to 
take the country in a proto-fascist direction. In essence, what is 
rapidly emerging in today’s Turkey is a marriage between the 
AKP, the ultra-nationalist MHP (Nationalist Peoples’ Party) 
and the Turkish military – or what is left of  it, since more than 
a third of  its flag officers have been discharged or detained 
since the mutiny.

Under such circumstances, a more nuanced reading of  
Turkey’s strategic direction requires going beyond Islamist-
secularist cliché. Instead we have to look at the intersection 
of  the three main strategic visions in Turkish foreign policy: 
Neo-Ottomanism; Kemalism; and Turkish Gaullism. The 
common denominator in all three is the primacy of  Turkish 
nationalism. While Kemalism and neo-Ottomanism are 
fairly well known in the international political lexicon, 
Turkish Gaullism is best conceptualised as the convergence 
between Kemalism and neo-Ottomanism with nationalism, 
independence and sovereignty as the common denominators. 

If  current trends continue, what we will see emerging in 

Turkey is not an Islamist foreign policy but a much more 
nationalist, defiant, independent and self-centered strategic 
orientation. What is emerging, in that sense, is a Turkish 
variant of  French ‘Gaullism’. As in the case of  Charles de 
Gaulle’s anti-American and anti-NATO policies in the 1960s, 
a Gaullist Turkey may in the long run question Ankara’s 
membership within the military structure of  NATO or the 
logic of  waiting for the elusive EU membership. In search of  
full independence, full sovereignty, strategic leverage and, most 
importantly, ‘national prestige, glory and grandeur’, a Gaullist 
Turkey may opt for its own ‘force de frappe’ – a nuclear 
deterrent – and its own ‘Realpolitik’ with countries such as 
Russia, China and India.

Turkish Gaullism represents common points in neo-
Ottomanism and Kemalism mainly because both visions 
share a state-centric view of  balance of  power and national 
interests. Despite important differences between the “secularist 
nationalism” of  Kemalism and the “religious nationalism” 
of  neo-Ottomanism (seeking to project Turkish soft power 
in formerly Ottoman territories) both strategic visions are 
strongly attached to Turkey’s independence from the West 
and its national sovereignty. The ‘Eurasianist’ vision within 



Kemalism is particularly suspicious of  the transatlantic 
alliance, which Turkey ironically is part of. This vision is now 
well-represented among officers who have gained upward 
mobility in the post-coup military. 

Turkey’s current frustration with both the EU and especially 
the United States, because of  its support for Kurdish forces in 
Syria, are major factors that fuel Turkish Gaullism. Moscow 
stands to benefit the most from Turkish Gaullism’s frustration 
with Washington. Ankara’s growing strategic relations with 
Moscow may indeed soon culminate with Turkey’s purchase 
of  a Russian S-400 missile defence system. This will certainly 
be a blow to Turkey’s NATO partners and it will also bring 
into question Turkey’s place in the alliance since the Russian 
system will not be inter-operable with NATO equipment. In 
addition to this approaching rift in Turkey-NATO relations, 
Turkey’s anti-Kurdish policy in northern Syria, the growing 
anti-Americanism at home, the rapprochement with the 
Shangai Cooperation Organization, the frustration with the 
EU and the war against the PKK are all factors that will 
contribute to the growth of  Turkish Gaullism.

Under normal circumstances, Erdoğan’s Gaullist frustration 
with the United States would be checked by the most pro-
Atlantic institution in the country: the military. Yet, in the 
wake of  the failed coup, Erdoğan established a 
much stronger control over the army and has 
purged most of  the pro-American officers on the 
grounds that they were members of  the secretive 
Gulen movement. In the months that followed 
the coup attempt, the government placed the 
Coast Guard and the Gendarmerie, an internal 
security force, under the control of  the Ministry 
of  Interior, and it subordinated the army, air 
force, and navy to the Ministry of  Defense. 
Ankara shut down Turkey’s military schools and 
passed reforms that will allow graduates of  the 
imam-hatip schools, which train state-employed 
preachers, to enter the armed forces. Erdoğan 
also wants to put the Chief  of  the General Staff 
under the direct control of  the office of  the 
president and established a system in which the presidency 
decides on high-level military promotions and appointments. 
The Emergency Law system, introduced after the coup 
attempt, allows the ruling party – effectively controlled by 
Erdoğan – to push through such structural reforms without 
real judicial or legislative oversight. 

These steps will move Turkey closer to establishing complete 
civilian control over the military. Yet they will also undermine 
and politicise the armed forces. Erdoğan’s purges, which 
have targeted thousands of  military personnel and nearly 
half  of  Turkey’s generals, have left the army weak. The hasty 
institutional changes, meanwhile, are likely to disrupt the chain 
of  command, sowing division and competition in the ranks. 
In the longer term, Erdoğan’s plan to fill the army with AKP 
loyalists will politicise the officer corps and de-professionalise 
the army. At the moment, the military is too weak to resist those 
changes or to otherwise preserve its independence. 

In the short term, the clearest way for Erdoğan to subordinate 
the military while safeguarding its effectiveness will be to turn 
to its most secular members: the Kemalists, whom Erdoğan 
has often demonised since coming to power in 2002. Without 

the cooperation of  that group, whose members are among 
the military’s most numerous and professional, Erdoğan’s 
government will struggle to replace the thousands of  military 
officers it has purged. From the Kemalists’ perspective, 
meanwhile, cooperating with Erdoğan has its own appeal. It 
could help repair the military’s damaged reputation and protect 
its core ideology from further assault, at least for now. The 
government’s narrative that the coup was orchestrated entirely 
by followers of  the US-based cleric Fethullah Gülen should 
facilitate this cooperation, since it has helped obscure the 
Kemalists’ role in the violence. To be sure, Gülenists had an 
established presence in the military on the eve of  the coup 
attempt, but most of  them had been commissioned in the years 
since 2002, when the AKP came to power; as a result, they were 
concentrated in mid-ranking positions, mostly at colonel level 
and below. The number of  generals and admirals involved in 
the coup attempt, as well as the confessions of  some Kemalist 
officers, contradicts the government’s account of  the coup 
attempt as an exclusively Gülenist affair. 

Both civilian leaders and the brass will continue to deny 
the Kemalists’ involvement in the plot, however, since 
naming the Gulenists as the lone culprit has formed the 
backbone of  what might be called a AKP-Kemalist alliance 
between the government and the military. The terms of  this 

partnership are clear: the military will submit 
itself  to the AKP government, and in the 
short run, Erdoğan will tolerate the Kemalists 
gaining strength. Erdoğan’s new alliance with 
Kemalist nationalism in the army will further 
boost the Gaullist dynamics in the country. 
In a Gaullist Turkey, Erdoğan will deepen his 
cooperation with the military and focus on their 
shared resentment of  the West – particularly 
the United States. After all, the AKP and the 
Kemalist strongly believe that Washington is the 
main enabler of  both the Gulenists and Kurdish 
militants. 

The AKP-Kemalist alliance is also likely to move 
Turkey further from the West thanks to the rise 

of  Eurasianist generals and the sidelining of  pro-NATO 
officers. Since the coup in July 2016, several hundred Western-
educated senior military staff who were serving with NATO 
in Europe and in the United States have been fired. At a time 
when tensions between Ankara and Washington are high 
over the requested extradition of  Gülen, and as Ankara and 
Moscow mend ties, the AKP-Kemalist alliance and Turkish 
Gaullism are likely to gain further ground.

In short, Turkish Gaullism will probably produce an 
even more nationalist, resentful, autocratic and anti-
Western Turkey. Neither Erdoğan’s conservative religious 
government nor the military’s ultra-secularist elements 
believe in liberal democracy or pro-Western policies. To the 
contrary, nationalism, anti-Western resentment, and a strong 
attachment to Turkey’s sovereignty are the main factors 
that unite them. In the absence of  a solution to the conflict 
with the PKK and without Gulen’s extradition to Turkey, 
these anti-Western nationalist tendencies will probably 
strengthen Turkey’s Gaullist trend. It is time for the West 
to pay attention to these new dynamics of  Turkey instead 
of  focusing solely on Islam versus secularism as the main 
cleavage in the country.

Turkey’s current 
frustration with 

both the EU and 
especially the United 
States, because of  its 
support for Kurdish 
forces in Syria, are 
major factors that 

fuel Turkish Gaullism
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TURKEY’S KURDISH CHALLENGE
Turkey’s Kurdish conflict is one of  the world’s most intractable 
intra-state conflicts that is still active and has a significant 
regional impact. The ‘Kurdish question’, in the words of  
former Turkish President Abdullah Gul, is “Turkey’s most 
important problem”. And born of  this problem is the 
Kurdistan Worker’s Party (the PKK), one of  the Middle East’s 
most powerful violent non-state actors operating in different 
forms in Turkey, Syria, Iran and Iraq. 

The pro-PKK legal party recently achieved more than 10 
per cent of  the public support in the polls in Turkey. In 
Syria, the pro-PKK groups now lead a political-military 
opposition movement that controls three strategic dams, 
access to a significant portion of  the Euphrates river, Syria’s 
most fertile agricultural land and the country’s 
largest oil fields. 

In Iraq, the pro-PKK parties are on good terms 
with the Patriotic Union of  Kurdistan (PUK), 
which was founded by former Iraqi President 
Jalal Talabani, and other smaller parties, while 
engaged in a bitter political and, on occasion, 
military conflict with the leading Kurdistan 
Democratic Party, which is led by Kurdistan 
Regional Government President Masoud 
Barzani. The PKK fighters operate legally in 
some parts of  the KRG and Iraqi territory.

In Iran, the pro-PKK parties entered into a 
ceasefire with the regime in 2011, when the Syrian 
conflict began to deepen. This ceasefire was preceded by a 
period of  fierce fighting between PJAK [Party for Free Life in 
Kurdistan] and the Iranian regime, the PKK’s wing in Iran, 
which saw the Kurdish militants inflicting high-level casualties 
on the Iranian regime. Thus the PKK at different points and 
to different levels fought against Turkey, Iran, the Islamic State 
(Daesh), the Syrian government and other Iraqi Kurdish groups.

A minute into discussing Turkey’s Kurdish challenge and we 
already had to refer to the political situation in the Kurdish 
populated regions of  Iraq, Syria and Iran. One line of  
analysis on the Kurds that is no longer valid is to regard 
the Kurdish issue in each area as separate from each other. 
Policy towards the Kurds can no longer be a sub-category of  
the policy towards Turkey, Syria, Iraq or Iran. Any analysis 
needs to take into account the cross-pollination between these 
movements, and political or military alliances between the 
Kurdish militant political groups.

The roots of  Turkey’s Kurdish question

Almost half  of  all Kurds live in Turkey. The population 
of  Kurds in Turkey is estimated to be more 
than 15 million; seven-10 million Kurds live 
in Iran, five-to-seven million live in Iraq; more 
than two million live in Syria; and another two 
million live in smaller populations in Armenia, 
Georgia, Kazakhstan, Europe. The proportion 
of  Kurdish and Alevi immigrants within 
the broader Turkey-oriented immigration is 
significantly higher in the UK. The division 
of  the area where Kurds live along national 
borders took its current form just over 100 
years ago with the Lausanne agreement and 
Sykes-Picot plans; this is on top of  the Turkish/
Iranian border agreement in the 17th century.

There are two opposing narratives in describing 
the Kurdish question. For the Turkish state, historically, 
the Kurdish issue was regarded as a matter of  regional 
backwardness, incitement by international forces, failure 
of  integration, banditry and terrorism. For the Kurdish 
opposition, it has been a question of  repression of  the national 
rights of  the Kurds starting from the last decades of  the 
Ottoman Empire. I agree with the argument that neither of  

Enduring source of  domestic division: A scene from an anti-Kurdistan Worker’s Party demonstration in Kadıköy, İstanbul on 22 October 2007.  © QuartierLatin1968, CC BY-SA 3.0
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these explanations fully grasp the situation.

Turkey’s Kurdish conflict has a more complex profile than 
the ‘state versus rebels type’ engagement. It has a deep-rooted 
historical background with mass grievances. Understanding 
the long and bloody conflict between the PKK and the 
Turkish state and the peace efforts to address it requires 
some awareness of  historical context. The Kurdish question 
is a product of  the formation of  the Turkish state and the 
lack of  democratic consolidation in the country despite the 
experience of  the decades of  the multi-party system.

History of  the PKK

The PKK started as a pan-Kurdist, socialist, national liberation 
movement and evolved into a political movement which 
rejects the idea of  a nation state and pursues self-rule of  local 
communities. The group’s history can broadly be divided into 
four different periods: the first period can be characterised as 
a period of  party building and preparation for armed struggle 
(1973-1984). This period also includes the PKK’s 
establishment as a political party in 1978 and the 
Turkish military coup of  1980. During the second 
term (1984-1993) the PKK sought to achieve the 
goal of  setting up an independent, united and 
ultimately socialist Kurdistan through armed 
struggle. 

The group was not necessarily Maoist in the 
political sense, but it pursued Mao’s Long-
term People’s War Strategy as modified by the 
Vietnamese General Giap, and organised a 
guerrilla force in rural areas to draw the Turkish 
army into inaccessible mountains to drain their 
resources. It also attempted but failed to set up 
‘liberated zones’ in Kurdish areas. There was a 
strategic shift in 1993 when the organisation’s 
leader, Abdullah Ocalan, declared PKK’s first 
unilateral ceasefire in March. During this third 
period, which ranged between 1993 and 2004, 
the organisation’s military actions aimed to bring 
the government to the negotiating table rather 
than seeking to carve out a Kurdish nation state 
within Turkish borders. 

The ceasefire meant that from 1993 on, the PKK recognised 
the legitimacy of  the Turkish government and pursued to 
negotiate a political settlement with it rather than topple 
it. This period also saw the imprisonment in 1999 of  the 
PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan by Turkish authorities. This 
strategy came to be regarded as a failure by 2004 when 
the organisation declared that it would in practice start 
establishing its political project in parallel to the negotiations 
with governments in Turkey, Syria, Iraq and Iran. We are still 
in this last strategic phase of  the PKK’s history.

Peace efforts

The insurgency, or rebellion, led by the PKK, sustained over 
40 years while growing in strength since its inception during 
the mid-1970s, may have demonstrated to some in the Turkish 
establishment that the military means will no longer be 
enough to suppress the Kurdish struggle to achieve political 
and cultural rights.

There have been three major attempts by Turkish 
governments to negotiate with the PKK. The first one was led 
by Turgut Ozal, late President, in 1993. And the last two took 
place under Prime Minister and then-President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan between 2008-11 and 2013-15. In explaining the 
causes that precipitated the need within the Turkish state and 
the PKK rebel organisation to negotiate with their adversary, 
many analysts tend to place more emphasis on factors other 
than the fighting itself. 

Agreeing that many factors including the regional 
developments; internal rivalries within the state and within the 
rebel organisation; level of  public acceptance for negotiations; 
perception of  an intolerable situation by adversaries, and 
transformation of  actors have all played a role in bringing the 
two sides to the table, I believe that one shouldn’t overlook 
the situation on the battlefield to understand the dynamics of  
peace and conflict.

There is a strong correlation between the shifting power 
balances on the battlefield and the start of  
the peace processes regarding Turkey’s three 
significant peace attempts – the one in 1993 under 
President Ozal, the ones between 2008-2011 and 
between 2013-2015 under President Erdoğan.

The 1993 peace effort followed the first Gulf  
war which created an opening for the Kurds 
and also for the PKK in Iraqi Kurdistan. It 
also followed one of  the most significant blows 
dealt by the state against the PKK during a 
cross-border operation in which the Turkish 
state managed to enlist support of  two dominant 
Kurdish factions in Iraqi Kurdistan against the 
PKK. Thus, there was a significant shift in the 
PKK’s military capabilities in the run-up to the 
peace process.

Just before the 2008-2011 talks, the Turkish army 
carried out one of  the most ambitious cross-border 
operations against the PKK headquarters in Iraqi 
Kurdistan. The surprise operation, which took 
place during winter conditions, which limits the 
movement of  PKK fighters, came to an abrupt 

end within eight days as the Turkish military suffered heavy 
losses and lost a Cobra attack helicopter without achieving any 
of  its aims. The PKK declared victory and apparently regained 
its confidence about its military capabilities. 

Before the 2013 opening, the conflict between the PKK 
and the Turkish military reached a new peak with the 
PKK. In 2012, the PKK carried regular attacks against 
the Turkish army across the Kurdish populated areas and 
beyond, successfully holding territories in Turkey’s south-
eastern corner for the first time in the history of  the conflict. 
Roadblocks by the PKK fighters lasted for days during which 
the PKK established temporary checkpoints.

To conclude, the Kurdish question is the product of  the 
lack of  democratic consolidation and deeply entrenched 
nationalism across different factions in Turkey. The 
securitisation of  the Kurdish conflict in return reproduces the 
democratic deficit. Thus, a peaceful settlement with the PKK 
is a precondition to the democratisation in Turkey. 
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On the nexus of  shared interests in the areas of  counter 
terrorism, migration and organised crime; an increasingly 
important trading partner; the destination still for millions 
of  British tourists each year and permanent home to tens of  
thousands more; Turkey is of  profound importance to the 
UK. Our bilateral defence relationship is a crucial part of  the 
wider portfolio of  engagement between London and Ankara; 
one that looks set to grow in importance despite, perhaps, the 
political turbulence in the country and region. This article will 
examine why defence engagement with Turkey is so important 
to our national interests, and what we do by way of  defence 
engagement with this key ally and partner. 

Why we do it

In Turkey the military matters. Once the guardians 
of  secular Kemalism and a key political force in Turkey, the 
political muscle of  the Turkish military is much diminished. 
But to characterise the Turkish Armed Forces as somehow 
broken or irrelevant would be wrong. If  not a political force 
in its own right, the military remains an important social 
phenomenon, and so matters. The prevailing historical 
narrative in Turkey, which is actively leveraged by politicians, 
is a story of  military might delivering Turkey its current 
greatness and being needed to protect her from the forces 
that seek to destroy it. Mass conscription reinforces a strong 
identification with the Armed Forces. Almost every family 
is touched by the military; a son, father, cousin or uncle will 
have served and though their experience may not have been 
universally pleasant, most will remember it fondly and with 
a sense of  pride. It would have been partly because of  the 
extent to which militarism is inextricably linked to Turkish 
nationalism that Erdoğan chose not to use the failed coup 
as a pretext to completely crush the military. Rather than 
being discredited post attempted coup, the military was 
actively rehabilitated. The current CHOD, General Hulusi 
Akar, was invited alongside the President, Prime Minister 
and leaders of  two of  the opposition parties to address a 
mass democracy rally in Istanbul following the coup attempt; 
Ömer Halismedir, the special forces sergeant – who died 
confronting putschists in the SOF Headquarters – became 
one of  the most publicly-acknowledged heroes of  the night 
of  the 15th July 2016. 

Prosperity. Another reason why the military, and our 
defence engagement activity, remain worth investing time and 
effort in are the commercial possibilities. Turkey’s defence 
sector is ambitious, well supported by the Government 
and has reach into markets that the West finds it difficult 
to access. It has long been Turkey’s aim to become self-
sufficient in military equipment and the defence sector is 
also seen as a driver for the development of  high-end design 
and manufacturing capability. Long gone are the days of  
producing components under licence, or cheap knock offs of  
simple systems. Today Turkey produces, or soon will, her own 
armoured vehicles, C4I systems, artillery, helicopters, bridging 
and, most recently, has embarked on designing an indigenous 
5th generation fighter aircraft. But because the expertise and 
capability required for the design, manufacture and systems 
integration of  such platforms is still in fairly short supply in 

Turkey, she looks to international partners to collaborate with. 
Free of  some of  the export constraints that come with the 
other Western partners, with a strong background in many 
critical technologies and currently in good political favour, 
the UK is ideally positioned to partner with the Turkish 
defence industry. Well-targeted defence engagement can be 
enormously effective in assisting the UK defence industry to 
get traction in the Turkish marketplace.

Regional security. As the situation in Syria and Iraq has 
developed and coalition operations have entered their latest 
phase, the relevance of  Turkey has grown enormously. As 
the country through, from, and over which much of  the 
coalition’s combat power is applied, Turkey has critical 
equities in the region and will be managing the aftermath 
long after the counter-Daesh coalition has left the field. 
Here is not the place to address the complexity of  Turkey’s 
relations with various regional non-state actors, in particular 
Kurdish groups, nor could we do justice to her strategic 
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Shared history: A Turkish Army soldier stands watch at the main gate of  a 
Provincial Reconstruction Team compound in Afghanistan in 2008. 
© ISAF, U.S. Navy Petty Officer 2nd Class Aramis X. Ramirez 
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relationships with Russia, Iran, the Government of  Iraq 
or the Syrian regime to name only the most prominent in 
a galaxy of  regional state and quasi-state actors. But it is 
clear that to tackle Daesh, and to deal with whatever Salafi 
offspring follows, we must take into account Turkey’s world 
view and will almost certainly have to work operationally 
with her in the future. It is only through persistent 
engagement that we will build the understanding and 
develop the underpinning relationships to 
achieve this. 

What we do

l High-level engagement. High-level 
relationships are critical. The Turkish military is 
not geared for bottom up, desk-level initiatives; 
effective direction only comes from the top. 
Because of  this, our ability to effectively 
transact with the Turkish military depends 
to an enormous extent on sound and healthy 
relationships between our Chiefs – of  Defence 
and Single Services – and these relationships 
need to be invested in. The shared agenda of  
capability development and combined training 
we have with the Turkish Land Forces was 
discussed and refined over the course of  two 
high-level visits; by CGS to Ankara in September 
2016 and by Comd TLF to the UK in March 
2017. Key elements of  that shared agenda are:
 
l Counter Improvised Explosive Device 
(IED) capability development. Counter 
IED and related capabilities such as EODD 
and search, are areas where we are seeking ways 
to cooperate more closely with Turkey. Whilst 
we have a capability developed over years of  
operational experience, which is backed up by 
well-resourced and sophisticated R&D base and 
exploitation capabilities and a close relationship 
with a specialist industrial base, Turkey is now on the front 
line of  threat development as it faces the PKK in the SE and 
becomes increasingly engaged in Syria; we have much to offer 
one another. We have hosted a visit by HQ TLF C-IED staff 
and, at the time of  writing, a DEODS teams is conducting 
a wide-ranging fact-finding visit in Turkey which includes 
the Turkish Gendarmerie and National Police as well as 
the military. As we develop a greater understanding of  one 

another’s capabilities, we will identify opportunities for greater 
collaboration across all lines of  development. 
  
l Lessons exploitation. We are seeking better 
collaboration in the area of  lessons exploitation in the 
operational and training landscape. We will share our 
experiences from VJTF 17 with the Turks, who are set to 
lead on VJTF 21 and we hope that a more open culture 

will develop across the piste so that operational 
insights can be shared. 

l Concept development and 
experimentation. The Turkish Land Forces 
have already participated in elements of  Agile 
Warrior, the British Army’s programme of  
concept development and experimentation 
activities, and intend to increase their 
participation going forward. 
  
l Leadership doctrine and personnel 
policy. The recently-published British Army’s 
Leadership Doctrine has caught the imagination of  
the Chief  of  the Turkish Land Forces as have 
some of  our emerging personnel initiatives such 
as the Maximising Talent Programme and the 
Knowledge Skills and Expertise framework. We 
are sharing our research with the Turkish Land 
Forces and look forward to reciprocal visits 
to one another’s leadership centres to further 
develop our mutual understanding in these 
important areas. 

l Combined training. We are increasing the 
scale and ambition of  our bilateral combined 
training programme with Turkey. As well as 
scoping Combined and Staff Training events, 
and specialist C-IED training on Exercise 
Wildfire Jack, we look forward to Turks 
participating on a Wessex Storm exercise in 2018 

and we will be committing a company group to the Turkish 
flagship exercise EFES 18. 

l Personnel exchanges. We have a programme of  young 
officer exchanges between combat and combat support we 
hope to expand. A likely area will be TEFL qualified ETS 
officers supporting English language courses at military 
language schools in Turkey.
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Top-level talks: Gen Sir Nick Carter, Chief  of  the General Staff, hosted Gen Salih Zeki Çolak, the Commander of  Land Forces of  the Armed Forces of  the Republic of  Turkey, earlier this year
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CONCLUSION: WHAT IS NEXT FOR TURKEY?
It is arguably easier to capture how Turkey reached its current 
conditions and what those conditions are, than to capture 
what is next for Turkey in the long term. A projection into 
the future would be weakened with having no foresight of  
domestic and regional developments that impact Turkey’s 
direction. This was the case for both how the changes in 
the Middle East during the so-called Arab Spring impacted 
Turkey, and how the coup attempt, which was not foreseen, 
has now altered Turkey’s direction for good. How the EU 
engages with Turkey and future potential tensions in the 
eastern Mediterranean, Balkans and Baltic as well as the 
Black Sea and Caucasus will also play an important role in 
both politics in Turkey and its foreign policy and place in the 
international systems. 

Yet one can infer highly-likely developments in the near 
future from the current realities. It is safe to forecast that the 
immediate future of  Turkey domestically will be unstable and 
precarious at multiple fronts. The AKP government’s primary 
focus is to enable a clear victory in the 2019 presidential 
elections, which will enable the complete shift of  the country 
into the new presidential system. Such a clear focus on its own 
ambitions curtail chances of  healthy and long-term thinking 
on responding to challenges Turkey is facing. This coupled 
with a current clamp down on freedoms in the country under 
the state of  emergency puts Turkey into a vulnerable position 
socially as well as economically. Nationwide protests by 
non-AKP voters and clashes in Kurdish-populated areas are 
expected to occur. In addition, Turkey faces serious domestic 
security challenges with a high risk of  terror attacks by the 
PKK and ISIS. Meanwhile, the Syrian civil war continues to 
unfold, each day raising the number of  three million Syrian 
refugees in the country and deepening Turkey’s own military 
engagement in Syria. While some measurements show vibrant 
signs in the Turkish economy, others pose questions and point 
to structural problems and the impact of  political conditions 
on the risk appetite of  investors. The process of  purges and 
changes in state structures have weakened state capacities, and 
streamlined appointments raise questions on recruitment and 
professionalism of  new personnel. 

Turkey’s foreign policy too is suffering from the domestic 
political focus of  the AKP, which pushes Turkey’s responses to 

complex developments in its region to demonstrate sensitivities 
or interests of  the AKP elites and constituency, rather than a 
long-term measured strategy. This was visible in recent Turkish 
responses to incidents at the Al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem, the 
GCC-Qatar crisis, and disturbing polemics towards Germany 
and other European states. Turkey faces a tightrope walk in 
balancing its needs to engage with Russia and Iran on issues 
around Syria and energy and trade, and yet continuing to be 
at a proxy conflict with them with opposing regional interests. 
Meanwhile, Turkish and European relations are at their lowest 
in a decade with voices demanding a freeze on EU/Turkey 
talks louder than ever. While accession into EU is out of  the 
question, Turkey’s desire to update its customs union agreement 
with the EU has been severely jeopardised by its tensions 
with Germany. Turkey’s very public courting of  Russian 
S-400 missiles caused worry across its NATO allies, many of  
whom see this as more about sending them a message rather 
than actually meeting a Turkish interest. Yet that message is 
isolating Turkey more from its Western allies, and Russia is 
no compensation or reliable partner for Turkey in any issue 
of  concern for Turkey. US-Turkish relations are already at a 
breaking point due to the decision of  the US administration to 
directly arm groups related to the PKK in Syria. 

Therefore, just like domestic instability, in the near future 
Turkey’s position in its region and in wider international 
affairs will be unstable and problematic. An overhaul of  
Turkish foreign policy amidst such domestic conditions is 
impossible. What we witness now in Turkey’s performance in 
international relations is what we are likely to see continue in 
the near future.

However, all of  these challenges cannot overlook the fact that 
Turkey is a remarkably resilient country. When one lists all 
that has happened in the country since 2013, the capacity of  
the Turkish economy and structures to function and adapt 
is remarkable. Turkey is far too important to simply shun or 
shut down engagement with. Looking for shared interests and 
areas of  cooperation is the only platform from which critical 
engagement on worrying developments can be undertaken. 
Investing in consistent partnerships and strategic engagement 
is a sine qua non for UK engagement, while acknowledging 
that this is easier said than done and points of  contention are 
to be expected.

Significant side story: The Kilis Öncüpınar Accommodation Facility on Turkey’s border with 
Syria is home to a proportion of  the three million refugees who have fled the fighting.  
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