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1

INTRODUCTION

1â•‡ Research goals and questions
To a child even the most ordinary, sterile life can seem like always being tuned 
in to the Discovery Channel. When I was seven I made one of my most 
unpleasant discoveries – when smoke comes from chimneys on a hot sunny 
day it is not good news at all. I woke up on a typical hot late summer’s day, 12 
September 1980 to be precise, and saw smoke coming from many houses in my 
home town of Bursa. I looked out of the window in wonder at the busy town of 
Bursa and saw nothing but military trucks driving around the town amid fumes 
all day long. I learned to my amazement that books were being burned, which 
these were and why they were being burned. My parents, typical middle-class, 
left-inclined ‘intellectuals’, decided to gamble with their lives and not to burn 
their copies of these books. All the works of Marx and Lenin and some by Mao 
or Stalin just stood in the living room on top of the TV shelf for the next few 
months, hovering over the scenes of the military tanks and generals like a time 
bomb. We were lucky. They had looked for my mother, who was an adminis-
trator in the Association of Teachers Union of Turkey [Türkiye Öğretmenler 
Birliği Derneği: TÖB-DER], at her school, but she had already escaped.

Those who play cards professionally claim that luck is just an illusion – one 
really needs to know how to play. Politics, Thomas Hobbes once suggested, is 
like a game of cards: the players must agree which suit is to be trumps. In poli-
tics, he added, whenever no other suit is agreed upon, clubs are trumps.1 The 
army’s role in the Middle East is sometimes explained by this fact, the atrophy 
of politics and the diffuseness of economic groups lead to violence as the prima 
ratio of politics.2 Whether such was the case in Turkey in 1980, it was obvious 
from the start, at least from the announcement of the military takeover, what 
the clubs were set against. That was why everybody burned some books, but 
not others. That was why the extreme right with its combat squads (the Grey 
Wolves), who were also arrested, were quite in a state of shock. The Chief of 
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Staff and the Commander of the coup d’état, General Kenan Evren, explained 
later that the takeover plans were drawn up to combat the working-class unions 
with their 15–20,000 militant members and the extreme leftist groups.

Only fifteen years earlier most socialists, however, had assumed that Turkey 
could never be like Greece – ruled by a fascist junta. The majority of the left-
ists in 1960–71, reminiscent of Hobbes rather than Marx, actually believed in 
the revolutionary potential of the armed forces for the transformation of the 
government into a quasi-socialist regime. The present work aims to provide 
answers to the causes and the consequences of adopting revolutionary lines 
built on, favouring or expecting revolutionary action from the Turkish army. 
Why did the leftists assume that the Turkish armed forces, as part of the 
NATO army, would overthrow the present regime in order to replace it with 
a socialist one? How did they formulate their views on the political role of the 
army and reconcile these with Marxism or leftism? Why was such a strategy 
so overwhelmingly advocated by most leftists including overtly revolutionary 
communist ones? As we know with hindsight that the socialist wave of the 
1960s was terminated by a reactionary military intervention in 1971, some-
thing which the left did not expect, what does such an inaccurate assumption 
tell us about the nature of leftist movements?

The study examines the discourse and the perspective of the radical leftist 
movement on the political role of the military in 1960–71 through a descrip-
tive historical analysis by proposing answers to such key questions as these. 
The discourse and perspective of each leftist group active in the 1960s has 
been examined by means of a textual analysis complemented by a study of 
simultaneous actual practice to see how political thought had an impact on 
organizational forms, sometimes to the extent of establishing juntas by mili-
tary officers. The textual analysis will show us the mentality of the left, and 
how contemporary social and political realities were interpreted. This can help 
us understand not only how the ideology of the Turkish left was drawn in 
its age of ‘take-off ’, but also its characteristics, especially in terms of interna-
tional Marxist movements. The actual practice, on the other hand, will lead us 
to the consequences of the revolutionary lines constructed on the initiatives 
taken by the army. This will provide us with a clear idea of the trajectory of the 
leftist movement as the following decade, the 1970s, took up the legacy of the 
1960s. As many leftist circles and their revolutionary ideas had their roots in 
this period, the impact of the 1960s was widespread in the following years.

The impact of the 27 May intervention and the reinvention of Kemalism, 
the Ba’ath and Nasser regimes in the neighbouring Middle East countries 
and the liberation wars conducted by nationalist armies in African or Asian 
countries will be considered, as well as the tradition of the leftist movement 
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in Turkey, and especially its relation to and understanding of Kemalism for 
a clarification of conjectural versus structural and/or historical factors in 
the affirmation of military interventions. After all, the ambivalent and even 
supportive attitude of the left to the 28 February 1997 intervention shows 
that such approaches could not be explained purely by conjectural develop-
ments (as has generally been argued by the participants of the movement in 
the 1960s) and the opportunity for a left-inclined intervention in the 1960s. 
I suggest that the intermingling of international developments, such as the 
Castro regime in Cuba, Nasser’s regime in Egypt and the Ba’ath regimes in 
Syria, with internal developments – the 27 May coup and the liberal constitu-
tion that followed – all contributed to the ideology of the leftists. However, 
internalization of the Kemalist ideology (as nation-state-building ideology), 
the Communist Party of Turkey [Türkiye Komünist Partisi: TKP] tradition, 
and the traditional lack of a class struggle paradigm in the leftist movement 
were the underlying and main determinants.

One of the significant problems in analysing the leftist movements in the 
1960s is the sectarianism of the Turkish left. Why the left cannot maintain 
unity in Turkey has perhaps been one of the most widely posed questions. The 
analysis of the leftists’ perceptions on the role of the army will also shed light on 
fractionalization and its causes in the 1960s. One of my central arguments in 
this book is that the factions were mainly determined by different approaches 
to the political role of the army. This was also the case for the years towards 
the end of the decade, with divisions seen to be due to a different position 
on the issue or sectarianism being justified by assumedly different approaches. 
However, these were later understood as differences in strategies, first of all 
the parliamentary road versus the revolutionary road to socialism, and in later 
years the preference for a popular war versus urban and rural guerrillas. Even 
though the Turkish left is notorious for its ability to steadily continue a form 
of organization, the divisions in the 1960s and how they were acknowledged 
were extremely important because of their relevance for attitudes towards the 
army. An interesting feature of the leftist movements, which is also important 
for the following periods, was that the revolutionary circles had built their 
revolutionary theory and practice mainly on the support of intervention by 
left-wing military officers. Only the Workers’ Party of Turkey [Türkiye İşçi 
Partisi: TİP] had advocated a parliamentary road for transition into socialism 
and rejected transformation initiated through a coup. This was actually one of 
the grave paradoxes of the left: revolutionary currents had advocated carrying 
out a revolution, or more simply a change of order, through the initiative of 
the ‘forces of order’. The work will explain the basis of such a paradox and how 
it was overlooked as the role of the army was understood within a different 
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conceptualization, especially under socio-political categories such as ‘military-
civilian intelligentsia’, ‘national bourgeoisie’, ‘intermediary layers’, ‘vigorous 
forces’, ‘Jacobin petty bourgeoisie’ or ‘nationalist revolutionaries’.

2â•‡ Outline
The work covers the period between the two successful military interven-
tions of 1960–71. The new constitution after the 1960 coup that expanded 
democratic rights and freedoms gave the ultra-left, which up to then had had 
to operate mostly underground, an opportunity to exist legally. Marxist or 
quasi-Marxist movements, which are generally referred to in Turkey as the 
‘left’ or ‘extreme left’, expanded and diversified enormously during the 1960s. 
All movements that defined themselves as ‘radical leftist’, those with a socialist 
or revolutionary agenda and that have generally been regarded as such, have 
been included in the analysis. The left-of-centre party, the Republican People’s 
Party [Cumhuriyetçi Halk Partisi: CHP], which underwent an indeterminate 
and problematical twist after the mid-sixties mostly under the impact of the 
TİP, has not been included. These radical leftist movements generally define 
themselves as ‘socialist’ hence I have used the terms ‘left’ and ‘socialist’ inter-
changeably throughout the work.

Even though the Communist Party of Turkey was one of the oldest polit-
ical parties, remarkably, basic Marxist books could only be translated and 
published after 1960. Leftists could then formulate their opinions and debate 
in a relatively free environment, particularly in the new political journals or 
newspapers, which determined the course of action in the following periods. 
Apart from the TKP being tied to Moscow, all other groups were independent 
radical leftist or diverse socialist movements, and communism was still subject 
to penalty. However, apart from the TİP there was a lack of organization. 
Communists who were criminally convicted due to their political allegiance 
could not establish a political party nor become members of one, hence the 
opponents, or outside supporters of the TİP gathered around journals, socie-
ties, clubs and associations, and towards the end of the decade in party fronts 
which were referred to as the ‘guerrillas’.

The difficulty in analysing the approach to the political role of the army is 
related to the fact that, as could be expected, there was no thematic discus-
sion of the question by the actors involved. Sometimes the political role of the 
army was tackled directly, but at other times it was only hinted at in speeches 
or written material. Moreover, a subject that seems very unlikely or unrelated, 
such as the discussion of the economic mode of production of the Ottoman 
empire, could have implications, or a concealed agenda, concerning the polit-
ical role of the army. Yet the role of the army was the bottom line of almost all 
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discussions, separations, and divergence, but this can only be reconstructed 
by following passing clues and hints spread throughout speeches, recorded 
conversations and articles, and by making an overall assessment of the develop-
ment of each group. The role of the army was generally discussed under revo-
lutionary strategy, as revolutionary actors or especially as the revolutionary 
vanguard. Moreover, it was discussed under the guise of various concepts, such 
as the role of the ‘military-civilian intelligentsia’, ‘national bourgeoisie’, ‘inter-
mediary layers’, ‘vigorous forces’, ‘bureaucracy’, ‘Kemalists’, ‘petty bourgeoisie’, 
‘Jacobin petty bourgeoisie’, ‘state servants’, ‘nationalist revolutionaries’, ‘Young 
Turks army’ and even ‘bourgeois bureaucracy’ in a political revolutionary 
movement. As a result of the quantity of such concepts and the inconsistency 
in their use, I have chosen to conduct a chronological analysis rather than a 
thematic one; this also helps the analysis of changes in mentality and corre-
sponding variations in terminology.

Each chapter is devoted to one single movement among the radical left. 
As the Turkish left has a tendency to split infinitely, with group membership 
being rather fluid, the positions of the actors were determined according to 
the main ideological movements which were reflected by some sort of separate 
organization. As each chapter is devoted to a single movement, all the chapters 
will start by providing general information on the particular movement under 
discussion. Where necessary brief background information will be provided 
to place the position of the movement in the 1960s more effectively, as in 
the case of the TKP. The approach taken to important developments such as 
Colonel Talat Aydemir’s failed coup attempts, the Cyprus conflict, the 1965 
general election and its results, the workers’ revolt of 15–16 June, and finally 
the 12 March intervention will be considered for each of the movements. A 
brief survey of the political role of the military in Turkey is provided before 
the chapters on socialist movements, especially for readers unfamiliar with the 
history of Turkey. This chapter is based entirely on secondary literature as it is 
intended only as a general introduction.

The first chapter about the particular movements is a survey and analysis 
of the Yön movement, generally regarded as a ‘left Kemalist’ movement. It 
was formed and developed around a political journal, Yön, which became 
increasingly popular and influential in the mid-1960s. It is followed by the 
Devrim movement, the offspring of Yön. Devrim was the journal of the 9 
March junta, a conspiracy consisting of retired and active military officers 
and civil intellectuals, the main cadre of Yön–Devrim writers. Though 
these two movements are intertwined they are examined separately as there 
were elements within Yön opposed to Devrim’s strategy, and a larger group 
of actors were involved in Yön than with Devrim. Most importantly, the 
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conflicts within Yön itself led to the adoption of the Devrim strategy, which 
needs further clarification.

Doğan Avcıoğlu, the main thinker within both Yön and Devrim, had 
influenced the younger revolutionaries perhaps more than the basic Marxist 
works. Even the classics of socialism and communism were only translated 
into Turkish in the mid-1960s and they were not widely circulated, unlike 
Avcıoğlu’s popular book, Türkiye’nin Düzeni [The Order of Turkey]. The 
book was very influential in shaping the view of the younger generations who 
lacked any ties to a socialist or communist tradition. Avcıoğlu did not consider 
himself to be a Marxist, and he is generally perceived as an elite Jacobin whose 
political mission ended with the 12 March intervention, which, however, 
undermined his influence in the socialist movement of the decade.

The next chapter is devoted to the most important socialist party in the 
history of Turkey – the TİP. The party is of essential importance as it was the 
first openly socialist party to gain seats in parliament, with only a few, but very 
intelligent and vocal members, such as Çetin Altan, Behice Boran and Mehmet 
Ali Aybar. The TİP significantly managed to establish a federation of revo-
lutionary workers’ trade unions [Devrimci İşçi Sendikaları Konfederasyonu: 
DİSK] under the leadership of trade unionists in the party. The party pulled 
together diverse groups, trade unionists, socialist intellectuals, Kurdish 
socialist intellectuals and Alevites. However, it was dissolved, mainly because 
of the reaction of the leftist group that implicitly favoured the intervention of 
the army for a socialist conversion and the inability of the party to cope with 
these reactions. The TİP was actually an aberration in Turkish leftist history 
as it advocated socialist revolution as a contemporary revolutionary stage. 
The socialist revolution discourse, however, was mainly set against the leftists 
supporting the initiative of the army.

The chapter on the TİP is followed by a study of the National Democratic 
Revolutionaries [Milli Demokratik Devrimciler: NDR]. The NDR was born 
initially as an ideological rival of the TİP. Its first leader, Mihri Belli, was a TKP 
convict, who actually considered the small group led by him to be the ‘real TKP’.3 
This group did not recognize the external bureau of the TKP, which was tied to 
Moscow, nor its appointed General Secretary, Zeki Baştımar. The problem was 
also due to a political disagreement and the resulting leadership struggle between 
Belli and Baştımar, which had led to a huge dispute and split in the TKP when 
it was on trial during 1951. The TKP was factionalized into camps supporting 
‘Zekiciler’ and ‘Mihriciler’. Mihriciler in particular accused Baştımar of speaking 
to the police. Baştımar had preferred a political defence and therefore admitted 
that many of those on trial had TKP membership. However, he had not actually 
revealed the identity of very important members who were to be influential in 
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the 1960s, particularly Behice Boran and Sadun Aren.4 Belli claims to this day 
that he had actually opposed the order of the ‘Soviet bureaucracy’ to establish 
TKP outside Turkey with Zeki Baştımar its General Secretary.5

Belli was close ideologically to the Yön circle in his perspective on the army, 
and also had a personal relationship with Doğan Avcıoğlu, especially up to the 
late 1960s. The NDR circle published political journals such as Türk Solu and 
Aydınlık and founded one of the most important leftist publishing houses of the 
time, the Sol Yayınları. NDR managed to attract university students through 
the ‘Idea Clubs’ founded initially by the TİP around the years 1968–9. This 
was actually the main success of the NDR. However, the movement immedi-
ately started to factionalize in early 1970. The sixth chapter will include all the 
splinter groups born out of the NDR strategy – sometimes in reaction to its 
Machiavellian expectations for the army to carry out the national democratic 
revolution ideology – namely the People’s Liberation Party-Front of Turkey 
[Türkiye Halk Kurtuluş Parti-Cephesi: THKP-C], the People’s Liberation 
Army of Turkey [Türkiye Halk Kurtuluş Ordusu: THKO] and the group 
initially defining itself as Proletarian Revolutionary Enlightenment [Proleter 
Devrimci Aydınlık: PDA].6 The chapter will question particularly whether 
there was a break or continuity in the splintering of the NDR movement with 
reference to the approach to the army.

This will be followed by a study of the line of the TKP, External Bureau. 
The TKP consisted of a small group acting abroad linked directly to Moscow. 
It naturally had very little impact, but it needs to be studied, however, as the 
TKP suddenly became one of the most important socialist/communist move-
ments when it moved to Turkey in the 1970s. Furthermore, as communism 
was still subject to penalty in Turkey it can also provide a perspective on the 
condition of the left under ‘free’ conditions, and an indication of the perspec-
tive of the Soviet Union. Moreover, the hostility among the TİP and the NDR 
movements was partly due to the conflict between two representatives of the 
TKP, ‘Zekiciler’ and ‘Mihriciler’. Some leaders in the TİP, such as Behice 
Boran, Sadun Aren and Nihat Sargın, were close to Zeki Baştımar.7 The TKP 
external bureau had strongly supported the TİP and, as strongly, opposed the 
NDR movement in the 1960s.

Chapter 8 covers the perspective of the Kıvılcımlı circle, mainly through 
the various works of its leader, Dr Hikmet Kıvılcımlı. At the time Kıvılcımlı 
was one of the oldest socialists/communists in Turkey, a member of the TKP 
in the 1920s. However, he had a critical attitude towards the party and was 
ousted by TKP members. He established his own legal party, which was active 
only for a very short time, and had a small but devoted circle of followers from 
the 1950s onwards. Even though their influence was always limited, their 
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ideological impact is important, especially since Dr Kıvılcımlı was one of the 
most productive writers within Turkish socialism, aiming to produce original 
theses for Marxism and the Turkish left. He was one of the very rare indi-
viduals within the socialist movement to have dealt in depth with the develop-
ment of social classes in Turkey throughout its history. Many of his works are 
devoted to the study of the potential of the Turkish armed forces for socialist 
conversion and its origins in Turkish history. He was highly respected, espe-
cially by younger generations, and he was perceived as one of the ideological 
and moral fathers of the revolutionary movement together with Mihri Belli. 
Furthermore, Kıvılcımlı’s statement on 12 March 1971 in the Sosyalist news-
paper is one of the best-remembered pieces on the attitude of the left toward 
the army as he is assumed to have hailed the intervention. Even though this 
chapter appears to deal with the perspective and attitude of one revolutionary 
intellectual in Turkey, unlike the other chapters, which focus on movements 
or organizations, it should be emphasized that ‘Doktorcular’ as a group or a 
movement are deeply attached to the ideas of Dr Kıvılcımlı, and it is the dedi-
cation to his (and his close comrades’) ideas that brings these people together 
and which has made them a separate socialist movement in Turkey from the 
1930s up to this day. Therefore, even though one cannot conclude that all his 
ideas were binding on every member of the group (as in any other movement 
surveyed in this work) it can still be argued that his views are representative 
generally of the perspective of a group rather than that of an individual.

Finally, in the concluding chapter, after a brief summary of the main points, 
an evaluation based on the findings will be made of the movement in the 
1960s with its implications for a socialist movement in the following decades.

3â•‡ Sources and earlier literature
The main source material for the work consists of a rich collection of leftist 
political journals published during the period 1960–71. Most theoretical and 
political discussions were carried out through these journals. The major jour-
nals and political newspapers used for this study are Yön, Türk Solu, Sosyal 
Adalet, Devrim, Sosyalist Gazete, Aydınlık, Proleter Devrimci Aydınlık and Yeni 
Çağ.8 As well as journals, daily newspapers, party leaflets and programmes, 
party discussions (of the TİP and TKP), speeches and congress decrees, the 
radio programmes transmitted by the TKP from abroad are also among the 
primary sources. The rich archival collections in Amsterdam’s IISG, espe-
cially the collections on Dr Kıvılcımlı and the TİP, have been consulted and 
used along with these other printed sources. The books of the prominent left 
leaders such as Behice Boran, Mihri Belli, Doğan Avcıoğlu, Hikmet Kıvılcımlı, 
İdris Küçükömer and the collected works of Mehmet Ali Aybar and Mahir 
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Çayan have also been generously used. When necessary and possible these 
written materials have been supplemented by interviews. Interviews were 
conducted with Mihri Belli, the leader of the NDR line, Ertuğrul Kürkçü, the 
chair of Dev-Genç and one of the leaders of THKP-C (and the only survivor 
of Kızıldere), Nihat Sargın, General Secretary of the TİP, Mehmet Emin 
Yıldırım, a follower of PDA, Ruhi Koç, one of the Dev-Genç leaders, and 
Zülfikar Özdoğan, a TKP member in the 1970s. Ruhi Koç as a young revo-
lutionary was involved with a military junta in the late 1960s. A number of 
interviews with prominent leaders that have already been published have been 
used to illuminate some of the problematic issues. The memoirs of both the 
leftist actors and the military officers who joined conspiracies with the leftist 
movements are also among these complementary sources, and have been used 
to present the personal opinions of the actors involved. It should be empha-
sized that the present work makes references only to the sources which were 
published before 2007 as the research was completed by that time.



2

THE TURKISH MILITARY IN 
POLITICS: A SHORT SURVEY

1â•‡ The Turkish army and the founding of the republic
The Turkish military emerged as a modernizing force during the nine-
teenth century.1 At the time the Ottoman empire was losing its territories 
in Europe and the Crimea, and to save the empire and to compete with the 
Western powers the Ottoman elite considered reorganizing its army and navy 
according to European (mostly British, French and Prussian) standards. The 
Ottomans established new schools, brought military instructors from Europe 
and adopted new courses. Mathematics and science, medicine and European 
languages were introduced into the military curriculum for the first time. 
However, the new schools (School of Medicine 1827; War College 1839; 
Civil Service School 1859) not only brought new technologies and scientific 
knowledge to the empire, but also Western ideas and ideals of constitution-
alism, liberalism and nationalism, so that military cadets and officers were 
among the first converts to such liberal European ideas.

A few years later, students at the Ottoman army medical college founded the 
Society of Union and Progress. In 1903, 1904 and 1906 the graduates of the 
Army Staff College showed that they were convinced that the old order had to be 
overthrown if Turkey was to survive in the modern world. As a consequence the 
Turkish military achieved its first coup d’état of the century by deposing Sultan 
Abdülhamit II in 1908. The Sultan toppled the Young Turks in the following 
spring, but the military rescued them with a second coup d’état.

The triumphant Union and Progress [İttihat ve Terakki: İT] officers 
adopted Turkish nationalism and founded secret societies from which the 
first nationalist leaders emerged. After the Ottoman defeat of 1918 in World 
War I, the ranking generals on active duty, such as Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, 
Kazım Karabekir and Ali Fuat Cebesoy, co-operated with local civilian leaders 
in organizing the Defence of Rights movement in Anatolia. The group led 
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the Turkish War of Independence and created the Republican People’s Party 
and the first republic of Turkey. The republic, under the leadership of Mustafa 
Kemal, carried out wide-ranging legal, social and cultural reforms.

However, Mustafa Kemal was convinced that the interference of the mili-
tary in politics damaged both the prowess of the army and the political system. 
He therefore asked all the officers who had fought with him to choose between 
a political and a military career. Most preferred politics and resigned from the 
army. Army officers were not only barred from sitting in parliament but even 
from voting in Kemalist Turkey.2 It was thought imperative to separate the 
military from mundane political strife.

Former officers, though, did occupy many key positions in the government 
and in the CHP. Politicians with a military background constituted a major bloc 
of about 20 per cent in the Grand National Assembly during single-party rule.3 
Gazi Mustafa Kemal Pasha, later known as Atatürk, became the first president 
of the Turkish Republic and was re-elected three times. Ismet Pasha, victorious 
general at two decisive battles in the War of Independence and later known as 
Inönü, succeeded to the presidency upon Atatürk’s death and was re-elected 
twice. The position of chief of staff was not subject to ministerial control, and 
generals on active duty continued also to serve as provincial governors just as in 
Ottoman times. Civil authority was subordinated to military command during 
prolonged periods of siege (in the Kurdish populated provinces in the 1920s and 
in Istanbul throughout World War II).

Apparently, these large numbers of politicians with a military background 
represented the military interest while the armed forces command (under 
Marshal Fevzi Çakmak) was able to effectively shield the army from direct 
political influence. Involvement with politics, or with anything that could 
disseminate political ideas among the armed forces, was forbidden, with mili-
tary officers not even being allowed to read newspapers and books on political 
subjects. They were instructed to follow Atatürk, and maintain and defend 
his reforms. The principles of Atatürk thus formed the intellectual framework 
of the military officer.4 Even though the role attributed to the armed forces 
was that of complete subservience to civilian rule, the military did assume as 
their self-image the role of guardian of Kemalist ideals and chief protagonist 
of modernizing reforms, which was also the ideal of Atatürk himself. The mili-
tary was formally entrusted with the duty ‘to protect and look after’ [korumak 
ve kollamak] the republic in Paragraph 35 of the Army Internal Service Law 
promulgated in 1935.5

The Turkish armed forces were more or less cohesive prior to 1960. They 
were a highly disciplined, privileged and obedient arm of the state directed 
by civilian ministers in the cabinet and enjoyed popular esteem. Integration 
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into NATO (1952) and participation in the Korean Conflict, however, stimu-
lated a sense of pride and identity with the West.6 From 1945 onwards, the 
transition into multi-party politics caused friction within the military and also 
compelled military officers to revise their attitudes towards civilian rule. The 
number of politicians with a military background within the Turkish Grand 
National Assembly declined to levels of 3 to 5 per cent with the foundation of 
new parties.7 Instead, professionals such as lawyers and doctors, but also busi-
nessmen and tradesmen, appeared as new actors on the political stage.

The transition led to the establishment of new parties and a new political 
arena with fewer restrictions on the expression of political ideologies. The 
strict rules concerning the apolitical attitude and beliefs of military officers 
were also undermined as policies became more liberalized. Military officers 
were then also able to choose to support a particular political party openly. A 
considerable number of military officers, after retiring, became members of 
different political parties. These developments laid the grounds for the emer-
gence of factions organized according to different, and often diverging, intel-
lectual frameworks within the armed forces. The military increasingly had to 
face internal strife, diverging conceptions of its role and ideological factionali-
zation reflecting what was common to Turkish politics as a whole.

2â•‡ The 27 May intervention
2.1â•‡ The 27 May intervention interpreted

Multi-party politics brought new challenges; politics became unpredictable with 
regard to the status of the armed forces. When the Democrat Party [Demokrat 
Parti: DP] won the election with an overwhelming majority in 1950 and forced 
the CHP into opposition, the members of the armed forces split into two main 
camps: those who accepted the change and declared their loyalty towards the 
new civilian government and those who became distrustful of civilian rule. The 
conspiracy against the DP started as early as 1954,8 and the army finally toppled the 
DP government on 27 May 1960. Colonel Alparslan Türkeş announced on state 
radio that the Turkish armed forces had intervened ‘to end a fratricidal quarrel’ and 
to ‘save democracy from its crisis’. The DP was highly popular among the mass of 
the peasants, but was equally unpopular among intellectuals, university students 
and scholars, who welcomed the intervention with a sense of relief and freedom. 
The rural parts of Turkey, however, remained annoyed and silent.9

The discontent of the Turkish army with the DP government is gener-
ally explained in terms of the government policies with which the military 
strongly disagreed. These policies can be categorized as follows: (1) increasing 
authoritarianism; (2) ambivalence toward modernity and secularism; and (3) 
ultra-conservative social and economic policies.10



the turkish military in politics: a short survey 13

The repressive policies of the Menderes government towards the opposi-
tion (CHP) and the unconstitutional laws which restricted civil liberties 
were the main sources of resentment among officers as well as intellectuals. 
The same is true for the resentment aroused by the use of the armed forces 
for policing purposes during the last months of the DP administration. The 
Turkish upheaval, in particular, reflected the army’s refusal to let itself be 
used any further as a tool of Menderes’ repressive politics.11 As the Democrats 
attempted to use the army to suppress the CHP, they destroyed the last barrier 
to military intervention: the army tradition of neutrality.12

One of the most frequently heard charges against the DP regime was that 
its leaders betrayed the Atatürk revolution, more specifically its principle of 
secularism. This had a different and much more comprehensive meaning in 
Kemalist Turkey than in the West. Kemalist secularism did not limit itself to 
the separation of religious affairs from political ones. It was a rationalist, scien-
tific-minded, anti-traditionalist and anti-clericalist secularism. Any digression 
from this understanding would be condemned as ‘abuse of religion for polit-
ical power’ and a betrayal of the Atatürk reforms.

The discontent of the military with the economic policies of the Menderes 
regime has also generally been explained by socio-economic factors. According 
to one interpretation, rampant inflation and the worsening of the economic 
condition of military officers, among the groups which suffered most directly 
and visibly, was one of the major causes. During DP control, private enter-
prise had flourished as a result of a policy of economic liberalism and extended 
credit facilities. Social justice was not one of the main considerations for the 
Democrats. The tax system placed the main burden of public services on sala-
ried personnel, not least because no tax was collected from the agricultural 
sector, and tax evasion in commerce and industry increased to unusually high 
levels. The modest increases in salaries could not match the growing inflation. 
The officers felt humiliated by their situation. They also wanted reform in the 
armed forces to match the material resources of the NATO armies.13 Apart 
from material interests a further cause of resentment for some of the officers 
was policies that favoured a small wealthy minority at the expense of social 
justice.

According to one interpretation, 27 May was a restoration of the old power-
holder class, the reaction of the bureaucracy or Kemalist intelligentsia’s statist 
ideology to the rising bourgeoisie. However, studies made by scholars and 
writers such as Çağlar Keyder, Murat Belge and Sungur Savran suggested an 
opposing interpretation – that the 1960 coup was reformist and again repre-
sented the interests of the industrial bourgeoisie while the DP represented 
the interests of the commercial and the rural powers.14 It was not only the 
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intellectuals, university students and military officers but also the industrial 
bourgeoisie who felt resentment against the DP regime, particularly because 
of the economic crisis in 1957–8 and the regulations introduced by the DP 
in 1958.15 The coup provided the means to organize the state, the law and 
other national resources so as to allow transition into a new model of accu-
mulation of capital based on industrial production. The liberal constitution 
of the 1960s and the establishment of a state planning organization aimed to 
provide the legal and governmental control required to provide the basis for 
this transformation. The interventions of the bureaucracy were interpreted as 
representing the class interests of the industrial bourgeoisie.

As we shall see in the following chapters, however, the leftist intellectuals 
in the 1960s perceived the 27 May coup as a restoration of Atatürkist reforms. 
The ‘progressive’ army had deposed the rule of the DP as it was a reactionary 
retrogressive regime dominated by the comprador bourgeoisie and feudal 
landowners. The Atatürkist army had prevented their plan of establishing a 
dictatorship and had undertaken democratic reforms by imposing a new liberal 
constitution that lifted the ban on the formation of socialist parties and trade 
unions. Therefore, the 27 May coup was defended and plans to extend the 
framework of the coup by another coup to achieve the transition to socialism 
were drawn up based on this understanding by some leftist groups.16

2.2â•‡ Disagreement and further coup attempts
The National Unity Committee [MBK] was founded about two weeks after 
the coup. There was initial confusion about its make-up, but finally, as revealed 
on 12 June 1960, it consisted of thirty-eight officers, including five generals 
and a majority of majors. About twenty members of the MBK could have 
been classified as radicals.17 Radicals stressed social reforms as being among the 
most important problems of the country, while the moderate group tended to 
emphasize education and secularism.

On the same day as the coup five law professors under the leadership of the 
President of Istanbul University, Sıddık Sami Onar, were brought to Ankara and 
charged with the duty of drawing up a new constitution. The public view was 
that there was collaboration between the CHP and the military. The DP was 
disbanded on 29 September.18 The ‘non-partisan’ Constituent Assembly that 
convened in 1961 to write the new constitution and electoral law was composed 
primarily of CHP delegates (over two hundred out of about two hundred and 
seventy-two members).19 A new permanent constitution and electoral law were 
prepared by a group of seven Istanbul university law professors with the support 
and guidance of a group of intellectuals. One of the acts of this new constitution 
was to lift the ban on the formation of trade unions and socialist organizations.
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Meanwhile, the MBK was deeply divided over the question of gradually 
returning power to civilians, and this became clear after 27 May. Several cliques 
had been formed within the MBK by the autumn of 1960 and it suffered from 
a fundamental dilemma – whether to carry out basic social reforms or to return 
power to a democratically elected civilian government as soon as possible. As 
the MBK finally committed itself to the latter goal, the measures taken to 
secure the former goals – socio-economic reforms to achieve modernization 
and a just distribution of welfare – were not able to survive for long.20 Kemalist 
tradition played a role in the final result, but apart from this, not all the civilian 
political leaders and institutions had been discredited at the time of the coup. 
Ismet Inönü in particular, a veteran military hero, was widely popular in the 
armed forces. The presence of Gürsel, the former Chief of Staff, as the new 
president and Inönü as the head of the government during the first three years 
after 1960 provided a strong guarantee against a new military intervention.21

As noted by political scientists, the 1960 coup was also exceptional in that 
the moderates within the junta were victorious over the radicals.22 The radi-
cals, however, did not form a cohesive ideological bloc and included a range 
of ideologies from exponents of the ultra-left to those of the ultra-right. The 
role of Colonel Türkeş, who was one of the most acclaimed officers within 
the MBK, was more or less essential in bringing about the final victory of the 
moderates over the radicals. He served as deputy minister to Gürsel after the 
coup. Observers thought that Türkeş might oust Gürsel in the same way as 
Nasser had Nagib in Egypt.23 Türkeş had been tried for Pan-Turkism and for 
holding views related to Nazism during World War II, but he was released 
without being convicted. He was among the most vocal of the radical group, 
however, and unlike some other generals he was not inclined to the left but to 
the ultra-right. He started to effect a plan called the ‘Culture Union’ in October. 
This was a super-ministry formed by the Ministry of National Education and 
Religious Affairs as a medium for a totalitarian cultural programme free from 
political pressure and with authoritarian powers. This extremist plan was 
resisted by both the civilian politicians and the moderates in the MBK. Gürsel 
announced the dismissal, retirement and temporary exile of fourteen members 
of the MBK on 13 November. General Madanoğlu had played a central role 
in the putsch of these fourteen members.24 The radicals were also out of favour 
because of their insistence on an extended period of military tutelage, and 
the controversial firing of 147 university professors. These fourteen military 
officers (known as ‘14’lüler’) were dispatched as ‘political advisers’ to various 
Turkish embassies overseas.

After the ousting of the fourteen members in November 1960, high 
commanders formed a secret organization to exercise influence over the MBK. 
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The military was quite anxious about a similar movement arising again from 
younger officers outside the chain of command and, therefore, tried to take 
preventative measures.25 The Turkish Intelligence Service was reorganized in 
1963 to make it more effective, and a separate Intelligence department was 
even set up to spy on conspiracies among junior officers.26 The Silahlı Kuvvetler 
Birliği [Union of Armed Forces]27 was established at the same time and inter-
vened in politics with a series of ultimatums during 1961–2. Most importantly, 
the military assured itself of a constitutional political role with the founding 
of the National Security Council [Milli Güvenlik Kurulu: MGK]. The MGK 
was founded in December 1962 to advise the government and the president 
on both domestic and foreign matters. The chief of staff and commanders of 
the forces were formal members of the MGK. This body rapidly extended its 
influence in the state and sometimes acted, and still does, as the real power 
centre instead of the government.28

The Armed Forces Mutual Assistance Fund [Ordu Yardımlaşma Kurumu: 
OYAK] was founded as a large mercantile holding company by special law 
after the 1960 coup. This was to turn the ‘man on horseback’ into a capitalist.29 
Since the 1970s OYAK has become one of the largest Turkish companies.

There were two more coup attempts led by Colonel Talat Aydemir on 22 
February 1962 and 20–21 May 1963. Radical officers were frustrated by what they 
termed the sterility of the MBK rule and the lack of progress after restoration of 
parliamentary rule. Even though the first attempt involved a substantial number 
of colonels and some generals it failed. Aydemir led another unsuccessful attempt, 
but this time the government was much more determined to put an end to such 
actions. The insurrectionists were brought to trial before a military court, and two 
of their leaders (Aydemir and Gürcan) were sentenced to death and executed.

The radicals, having tried and failed twice, had lost their once strong posi-
tion in the armed forces. The era of unity on the surface and cohesiveness 
within the officer corps ended with the coup in 1960, and the corps split along 
doctrinal lines. Underground military conspiracies surfaced periodically 
throughout the 1960s. Thus, the 1960 revolution ‘failed to bring stability to 
Turkey, disrupted military cohesiveness and incited future counter-coups’.30

3â•‡ 12 March 1971: intervention through an ultimatum
The final intervention during the long decade was on 12 March 1971. The 
government was displaced through an ultimatum including a ‘threat of 
violence towards the civilian authorities’.31 Social scientists have not been able 
to define the origins of the coup clearly. Long-term causes for military inter-
vention include student and worker discontent about social and economic 
inequities and a broad framework of intellectual and political permissiveness. 
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More immediate precipitators of the coup were the activities of urban guer-
rillas who committed acts of sabotage, bank robberies and kidnappings.32

As Turkey entered the 1970s, parliament seemed incapable of dealing with 
the domestic strife caused by increasing polarization among the people. The 
Justice Party [Adalet Partisi: AP] leader and prime minister Süleyman Demirel 
was himself suffering from a loss of prestige and political power thanks to a 
scandal involving his brother, rising inflation and a currency devaluation (from 
9 to 15 lira to the US dollar) brought on by a balance of payments problem. 
The officers, as in pre-1960, were unwilling to be used as a police force to quell 
social unrest, which they saw as a result of the economic policies of the AP and 
its incompetent leader.33

However, evidence also suggests that a main reason for the military interven-
tion was to prevent a seizure of power by a radical leftist clique which included 
top military officers.34 The date of the coup, 12 March, was closely related to 
this conspiracy, which had been planned to take place on 9 March. The mili-
tary commanders had met on this same date and the radicals were defeated 
by negotiation and an ultimatum promising reform proclaimed on 12 March. 
Support for this hypothesis lies not only in the date, but in the fact that a 
large number of officers retired, transferred or were arrested or purged from 
the ranks immediately after 12 March and for several months afterwards.

Turkey’s top military commanders actually met regularly during the end of 
the 1960s to discuss the nation’s problems through the Military Council [Askeri 
Şura] and the MGK. However, as domestic strife increased, the senior generals 
and admirals began conferring more frequently with the Supreme Command 
Council [Yüksek Komuta Heyeti]. The Supreme Command Council met on 
10 March 1971 to discuss the deteriorating situation and apparently reached 
the decision that some kind of military intervention was indeed necessary. 
The memorandum of 12 March was signed by the Chief of the General Staff, 
Memduh Tağmaç, and the three top commanders, Faruk Gürler (land forces), 
Muhsin Batur (air force) and Celal Eyicioğlu (naval forces). The memorandum 
blamed the parliament and government for driving ‘[our] country into anarchy, 
fratricidal strife and social and economic unrest’. The generals demanded a 
‘strong and credible government within democratic rules’ to carry out reforms. 
Otherwise, under its duty to ‘protect and look after’ the Turkish Republic, the 
armed forces were determined to ‘take over the administration of the state’.35

When the government resigned on 19 March 1971, a new non-party coali-
tion government was entrusted to Dr Nihat Erim, a professor of international 
law at the University of Ankara and a member of the CHP, although he was 
opposed to the left-of-centre course of the CHP. Erim vowed to take speedy 
action on social and economic reforms and elimination of social unrest and 
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disorder. The cabinet of twenty-five members was composed primarily of 
technocrats, professors, ambassadors, engineers and financial and medical 
experts, as well as two figures with a military background who held important 
posts. Various cabinets ruled Turkey until the next elections in 1973, with the 
generals intervening time and again to alter the composition of the govern-
ment, but were unable to undertake any effective changes in the social and 
economic systems.36

When the urban guerrilla activities and the student disruptions did not 
abate, martial law was declared in eleven37 of Turkey’s sixty-seven provinces 
on 26 April 1971. Three of these provinces were Kurdish-populated cities, the 
others the largest cities with the greatest number of university students, urban 
workers and urban guerrilla populations.38 A state of emergency remained in 
effect for almost two and a half years in some areas. However, although calm 
was not restored easily the situation did become calmer after the intervention, 
matched with an excess of military zeal and countless reports of the systematic 
torture of suspected leftists, which was contrary to the expectations of the left-
ists, as will be explained in the following chapters. Martial law was gradually 
lifted, however, during 1971–3. Thousands of people, principally suspected 
leftists, were detained, arrested, tortured, tried and jailed.39 These included 
prominent writers, journalists, trade unionists, party leaders and officers. The 
TİP was disbanded by court order, and its leader, Behice Boran, was arrested 
and sentenced to fifteen years in prison.

The liberal constitution of 1961 was blamed for causing the excesses of poli-
tics and the extremist movements in the 1960s. The constitution, regarded 
as being too permissive in terms of leftist ideologies – which were a ‘luxury 
for Turkey’ according to Premier Erim – was amended. While conservative, 
even anti-secularist literature and sects flourished in rural areas, left-orientated 
literature was confiscated, and left-inclined professors and journalists were 
harassed and given stiff sentences. Social calm was restored only on the surface, 
and by means of actually physically destroying the leading cadre of the main 
left guerrillas. However, political strife and civil violence increased after the 
mid-70s, only to be finally ended by the military coup of 12 September 1980 
led by Chief of Staff General Kenan Evren.

Considering the history of the Turkish Republic during the last forty-five 
years, one could well assume that leadership in politics and participation and/
or interference in government are significant and successful extra-curricular 
activities of the Turkish military.40 The armed forces have risen as an autono-
mous power, and both civil political powers and state bureaucracy have surren-
dered power as a result of recurrent coups.41 The military became an important 
partner in economics as well as politics through OYAK, an organization which 
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rivals state and private companies both in wealth and in size, and by a variety 
of organs in effect under civilian governments, most importantly through 
the MGK. Both OYAK and the MGK as military organizations further blur 
the distinction between civilian and military spheres of activity. The Turkish 
republican regime has generally been defined as a ‘praetorian republic’ because 
of the sharing of power by the armed forces and civil authorities.

The armed forces have not only become an important economic and polit-
ical power, but also almost a ruling class formed by a closed caste. The mili-
tary has apparently managed to obtain public consent for its role as a neutral 
arbiter of power in protecting the republic and common interests rather than 
those of certain groups and classes – in a sense protecting the Turkish nation. 
The armed forces not only emerge as the most trustworthy organ of society 
and politics in polls and surveys, but confidence in and mythologization of 
the armed forces as the hero, both when there are economic problems or social 
upheavals or natural disasters such as earthquakes, can also easily be observed 
qualitatively.42 The leftist movements which are supposed to rival the position 
of the armed forces ideologically are, however, still ambivalent and divided on 
the subject, even though much has changed after the 1960s.
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BETWEEN KEMALISM AND THIRD 
WORLD DEVELOPMENTALISM: 
DOÄžAN AVCIOÄžLU AND YÃŒN

1â•‡ Introduction
The Yön–Devrim movement1 was the strategy of a radical leftist group active 
in political life through the publication of two journals Yön (1961–7) and 
Devrim (1969–71). The strategy prevalent in Turkey in the 1960s aimed at a 
radical transformation of society through military intervention to prepare the 
grounds for transition to socialism. This line represented the radicalization 
and politicization of intellectuals2 as well as of the military corps itself.

The movement and especially its perception of and attitude towards the 
army influenced different classes and groups and shaped the leftist political 
arena of Turkey during the decade, though it was more in the nature of the 
intellectual activity of an increasingly narrowing cadre. This was an ideological 
movement of a group of intellectuals mainly engaged in the socio-economic, 
cultural and political aspects, or, from their point of view, problems, of Turkey. 
The contributors had differences of opinion. This was one of the strengths of 
Yön, which permitted a freer flow and exchange of ideas contributing greatly 
to arousing the interest of Turkish intellectuals in economic, social and polit-
ical issues.

The general framework of the movement is described in this chapter and 
a picture drawn of its evolution that focuses on the vital question of how the 
army was perceived, and how this perception affected the political actions of 
this group and its relations with other leftist centres of the time. It has not been 
acknowledged by writers on the Yön movement that the views of the editor 
and main writers changed during the decade. For this reason, I prefer a chron-
ological analysis of the movement focusing on the changes and continuities 
of the strategy involving military action. Up to the mid-1960s Yön – whose 
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circulation reached 30,000 in 1963 – was and has been to this day one of the 
most influential of the politically inspired journals in Turkey.3

2â•‡ Politics after the 1960 intervention: vigorous forces as the 
revolutionary vanguard

Though Yön managed to attract a large number of intellectuals who contrib-
uted with regular or sporadic articles,4 it was founded by a small group of intel-
lectuals, journalists and young academicians, in particular Doğan Avcıoğlu, 
Mümtaz Soysal, İlhan Selçuk, İlhami Soysal, Hamdi Avcıoğlu and Cemal 
Reşit Eyüboğlu.5 The two main founders were actually two young academics, 
Doğan Avcıoğlu and Mümtaz Soysal, who met in 1957 and shared a similar 
worldview. Avcıoğlu was the editor and main ideologue of Yön.6 

Yön introduced itself as a weekly newspaper of ideas and art [Haftalık fikir 
ve sanat gazetesi]. The weekly appeared in Ankara and comprised twenty-
four pages (later reduced to twenty and then sixteen pages) in large format. 
The editor, Doğan Avcıoğlu, wrote regular editorials. A survey taken among 
Ankara University students in 1965 showed that Yön was their favourite 
magazine and it was the most widely read periodical among student leaders, 
scoring 40.4 per cent, followed by the popular weekly Akis with only 16 per 
cent. Yön’s circulation was reduced to about 6,000–7,000 in 1965. The first 
issue appeared on 20 December 1961 and the last on 30 June 1967.

Yön, literally ‘direction’ in Turkish, was intended to show the direction 
Turkey should take to find its way out of its economic, political and social 
problems. This was naturally regarded as socialism.7 Yön had used the taboo 
word ‘socialism’ for the first time in the 1960s and presented it as a model of 
development.8 Yön broke the taboo on the use of the word in its very first issue. 
Doğan Avcıoğlu used the term when he declared firmly that in the second 
half of the twentieth century socialism was the only road for underdeveloped 
countries. According to Yön, the basic problem affecting Turkey was economic 
development and the political crisis actually reflected a distorted and back-
ward economic structure. This was declared in the launch manifesto of Yön 
as a form of declaration for those who were in agreement to sign. The state-
ment drew great attention and caused much excitement. It explained that the 
‘final solution of the problem of education, the enlivening of Turkish democ-
racy, the realization of social justice and the establishment of a democratic 
regime on firm foundations’ depended upon the success of rapid economic 
development.9

The statement was not completely original; some of its principles had already 
been expressed in the Kadro magazine about thirty years earlier, and there were 
other not completely new ideas. The statement was also quite modest, as it did 
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not claim to encompass the solutions to all problems, but aimed at opening up 
a debate. However, in terms of its timing, content and especially the character 
of those signing it, it provoked attention both locally and abroad.

Yön was radical in its determination that the political crisis of Turkey was 
an outcome of the distorted economic structure of the country and only 
through radical reforms in this area could Turkey’s problems be solved. In 
other words, a change of order, or put simply socialism, was required to over-
come the socio-economic problems. Socialism was interpreted more or less in 
a technocratic manner as a method for rapid development in social justice.10 
Development was measured by assessing the rate of growth. Yön devoted a 
great deal of space to proving that socialism or socialist methods worked as 
a development method. Avcıoğlu, for example, compared socialist countries 
such as China and the Soviet Union, where he argued that the growth rate 
was 6–7 per cent and 12 per cent respectively, with Western countries such 
as France, Germany or even the US, where it was between 0.9 and 2.5 per 
cent. He believed that even countries like the US were starting to suffer under 
a liberal economic system, and that the US’s early economic boom was the 
consequence of socialist methods adopted during World War II. The liberal 
capitalist system in these terms was defined as unproductive, leading to many 
social and economic problems, such as a high level of unemployment in rich 
countries. As a result, Yön acknowledged that socio-economic problems such 
as famine, unemployment and homelessness would disappear through devel-
opment, thus bringing about real democracy and social justice.

The Yön circle drew attention to their demand for social justice [sosyal 
adalet], which they thought could be achieved in Turkey through ‘Turkish 
socialism’. Yön engaged in the adaptation of Turkish socialism first through the 
elite and then through the popular classes. Interestingly, it was emphasized that 
the Turkish military sided with those desiring social justice and rapid develop-
ment, and there was an implied warning that the present unequal distribution 
of national income could otherwise lead to communism.11 Though Turkish 
socialism meant different things to different people, it was generally empha-
sized that it was a brand of socialism specifically suitable for Turkey and other 
underdeveloped countries, and was actually very different from communism. 
For Turkey, it was an eclectic ideology based on Kemalism and labourism, 
which was actually more like étatisme.12 Kemalism, the ideology of the 
nation state, was a third source of justification for socialism. As noted above, 
Kemalism was perceived as reconcilable with socialism, as it embodied the 
essence of socialism. Socialism was then just an advanced form of Kemalism. 
Yön actually claimed that the founder of the republic, Atatürk, was personally 
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never against socialism and that if the conditions had been right he could have 
defined himself as a socialist.

Though labourism or any form of socialism seemed very remote from the 
concepts of Kemalism, Yön claimed that étatisme, an economic principle 
already applied in Turkey, could be a basic ingredient of Turkish socialism, 
and that this was reconcilable with Kemalism.13

Yön emphasized that this was a new interpretation and application of 
étatisme that was different from the current practice, regarded as state capi-
talism. State intervention in politics benefited the capitalist classes and was 
actually intended to build a capitalist class through the influence of state initia-
tive, but the policy now advocated would instead benefit labour. Thus, it was 
defined as neo-étatisme, which could be an intermediary solution to transcend 
capitalism and to build socialism in the shortest way possible. Kemalism, espe-
cially with its principle of étatisme, even though this was not the current prac-
tice,14 maintained the link between the contemporary capitalist system and a 
future socialist one. Socialism, however, could only be a later option for Turkey, 
since there was as yet neither a major industry nor a strong working class.15

The intermediate period leading towards socialism through a broader prac-
tice of étatisme directed at the public good, which was itself regarded as a 
transitory period, was defined in various terms, such as the non-capitalist devel-
opment road, the transition period from capitalism to socialism, the national 
liberation-type development road and the national revolutionary develop-
ment model. Even though Yön considered this programme Turkish-style 
socialism and the current revolutionary stage as Kemalism,16 the programme 
for this transitory period corresponded with what was known in leftist litera-
ture as a national democratic revolution stage. Yön’s strategy for transition to 
a socialist regime was basically an adaptation of a more recent Soviet project 
of non-capitalist development. This focused mainly on the elimination of pre-
capitalist classes and the ending of any existing ties with imperialist powers. 
In this respect, one of the initial and main pillars of the revolution was to 
be an agrarian reform to end the exploitive and semi-feudal relations in the 
land-holding system, mainly through redistribution of land. Especially in the 
eastern parts of Turkey, mainly in Kurdish populated areas, ağas owned a large 
proportion of the land and even a number of villages. Many articles in Yön 
questioned the limitation of the economic and related political power of the 
ağas (owners of large estates) and the reapportionment of land by distributing 
it to peasants (though with generous compensation for the ağas) who owned 
very little or none. There was a degree of difference on what should come next. 
While Mümtaz Soysal claimed that every peasant should be given his share of 
the plot of land and that co-operatives should only be formed later, Avcıoğlu 
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regarded the establishment of broad co-operatives as the immediate task, both 
for the abolition of the exploitation of peasants and for increasing agricultural 
productivity. Lively discussion on agrarian reform continued in Yön, focused 
on the need for change in the semi-feudal production methods by abolishing 
the ağalık system and the eradication of money lenders and middlemen, espe-
cially in the south, east and south-east regions of Turkey.

In these terms, Yön advocated that the initial step of the reform programme 
should be land reform in order to break down the economic and political depend-
ency of the peasantry. According to Avcıoğlu, land reform was to be backed up 
with education via co-operatives and trade unions to generate consciousness 
in the peasantry.17 The next stage consisted mainly of a massive drive towards 
industrialization. Yön considered that a working class would be formed through 
industrialization, and generating consciousness through their organizations 
would form the objective conditions required for the advance to socialism.18

This transitional regime was defined as a national democracy – neither a 
bourgeois nor a socialist democracy but a transitional stage between the two. 
The difference was based on the character of the class holding power – in a 
bourgeois democracy the bourgeoisie ruled, and in a socialist democracy the 
working class did. However, in a national democracy all the national forces, 
in other words, all anti-imperialist and anti-feudal forces, would share power. 
Though workers and peasants would be allocated a greater share of power and 
importance, ultimately the power would be invested in a National Front [Milli 
Cephe].19

The National Front and the non-capitalist development road strategies 
adopted by Yön were the main theoretical scenarios, in which the military 
were given a very central position. The non-capitalist development road was 
formulated by Soviet Union ideologues for Third World countries where 
both the working class and the bourgeoisie were weak in order to bring about 
socialism through a transitory period under the leadership of any democratic 
class, whether workers or peasants, the urban petty bourgeoisie, progres-
sive intellectuals, revolutionary military officers or the national bourgeoisie. 
The non-capitalist development road advocated a state-centred but mixed 
economy, agricultural reform or land reform, modernization through indus-
trialization and improvement in education and health systems. These were 
generally regarded as an alternative development model for Third World 
countries in comparison with the capitalist road to development with a parlia-
mentary system as advocated by Western countries. The view proposed Soviet 
aid to new states opposing imperialism. The model actually raised important 
questions about the Marxist class theory of the state and class alignments and 
class contradictions.20
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This conceptualization gained still more ground in the Cold War era, espe-
cially when the Soviet Union (in 1957) noted the inequality of countries 
worldwide and accordingly defined imperialism as the main enemy.21 This was 
a new theory espoused by the CPSU (Communist Party of the Soviet Union) 
and communist parties orientated towards it. The two-stage theory of revolu-
tion was replaced by an evolutionary concept of the ‘non-capitalist develop-
ment road’ made possible with the existence of a powerful socialist bloc. It 
was argued that in the Third World the bourgeoisie was weak and the working 
class had not yet become a leading force. Instead, through Soviet aid there 
existed possibilities for the creation of National Democracy ruled by a United 
National-Democratic Front under the leadership of any democratic class, 
including revolutionary military officers. The main criterion of the National 
Democracy state of was its opposition to imperialism and co-operation with 
the socialist bloc. It was not clear how new regimes would eventually proceed 
beyond capitalism.

The basic contradiction was between the imperialist countries and the 
Soviet bloc, rather than the class contradiction between the bourgeoisie and 
the proletariat. It was assumed that the Soviet Union would protect the colo-
nized or dependent countries. In this context, the theory of the non-capitalist 
development road advocated that through the intervention and leadership of 
the army – the most modern and dynamic force in Third World countries – the 
new democratic, nationalist and progressive states could evolve into socialist 
states after victory in the wars of independence. Such an approach was brought 
to the attention of communist parties after military interventions in Iraq, 
Egypt and Indonesia. The views of Soviet ideologues on the military in what 
they termed backward countries was that if the military attained conscious-
ness of its special importance in society and accepted its historical missionary 
and vanguard role it could act as a body that was above the class divisions and 
embodied the ideals of the nation.22

In a view very close to that of the Soviets, although it was not a communist 
organization tied to the USSR, Yön declared that civil and military intellec-
tuals were destined to change society from above, and that they could keep 
their position of leadership if they changed their mentality with respect to the 
development of society. These groups had proved that they were decisive in the 
final analysis by the intervention of 27 May 1960.23 However, according to Yön 
they were ‘unaware of major problems’ and ‘devoid of a development philoso-
phy’24 and ‘mistaken over the diagnosis’.25 The main indication of this was their 
adherence to the classical parliamentary system that according to Yön was 
unworkable in a backward society since parliamentary democracy could not 
break down the feudal system and ensure independence. The main strategy of 
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Yön, then, was to change the social structure through a military intervention 
that would break the dependency of workers and peasants on the hegemonic 
classes. Even though this sounds rather contradictory, the aim was to build ‘real 
democracy’ and attain absolute economic and political independence. This 
strategy was called revolutionarism in contrast to the parliamentary method, 
which was regarded with disdain as parliamentarism [parlamentoculuk]. The 
revolution was to be carried out under the leadership of the vigorous forces 
[zinde kuvvetler] as it would be in all Third World countries.

Socialism could be an option for the working class and the peasantry after 
this transitory period. This transitory stage was defined as the minimum 
programme or the national democratic revolution programme with all social-
ists and the vigorous forces being called to unite around it. In this respect, 
Avcıoğlu, commenting on the 27 May military intervention, argued that 
vigorous forces mostly consisting of the petty bourgeoisie were the ‘pioneering 
force of economic and political independence’.26 As the national democratic 
revolution (NDR) mainly consisted of democratization and nationaliza-
tion of the means of production, Avcıoğlu advocated that if: ‘[apart from 
the working class] there are other powerful classes or groups that are strong 
enough to nationalize the means of production and weaken the basis of impe-
rialism, such a movement that weakens capitalism and imperialism can easily 
transform into socialism after a period’.27

This emphasis on the vigorous forces as the vanguard of the NDR was 
explained through the change of the main antagonism in Third World coun-
tries. Avcıoğlu explained in the manner of the Soviets that in current times, in 
the Third World countries, the main contradiction was not between the bour-
geoisie and the working class as in Western countries, but between imperi-
alist and dependent countries. Turkey was considered a Third World country, 
still semi-feudal and semi-dependent, hence the theory was applicable to 
the Turkish situation. According to Avcıoğlu, vigorous forces were deeply 
conscious of the condition and were convinced of their power and talent to 
lead the liberation war.28

3â•‡ Socialism as a development model
As mentioned above, the Yön circle regarded socialism as the only model for 
development to a state of freedom and social justice. Two major aspects were 
emphasized in this respect. First, development through capitalist methods 
would require a fascist or at least a quasi-fascist state, in other words simply 
lead to the oppression of people by the use of violence,29 and second, in a 
semi-dependent country (even through oppression) development could not 
be attained without cutting links with imperialism, which was impossible 
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if the present capitalist system supported by the US was protected.30 Given 
these premises, to assure development, the first prerequisite was to outlaw 
imperialism and break any existing ties with world monopolies. This could be 
maintained through the seizure of state power so as to control the economy by 
étatiste policies and the nationalization of all firms, companies, infrastructure, 
banks and transportation systems. Imperialism was defined as US imperialism, 
and the state of Turkey was compared to other Third World countries with the 
claim that even though Turkey was the first country to wage war successfully 
against imperialism, by trying to follow a capitalist path afterwards through 
contact with the imperialists it could not develop and eventually fell behind. 
Other Third World countries following a socialist order, on the other hand, 
were able to develop rapidly. Yön’s arguments on this issue were based on the 
dependency theory31 and works by prominent Marxist writers such as Oscar 
Lange and Paul Baran. Its most recognized practical model was that of a 
neighbouring country – and like Turkey, a predominantly Muslim country – 
Colonel Nasser’s Egypt.32

Socialism was introduced, then, almost not as a political system, but as an 
effective and just model and almost a prescription for the current miseries of 
Turkey and the other underdeveloped Third World countries. Yön tried to 
prove this in articles comparing the economic models, policies and growth 
rate in capitalist versus socialist countries as well as by resorting to ‘scientific’ 
proofs. Remarkably, a photo of the great physicist Albert Einstein was printed 
on the cover page together with his statement that ‘in the age of space socialism 
is the only road’.33 Another example was the discussion by three professors, 
Enver Ziya Karal, Bahri Savcı and Sadun Aren, who had more or less agreed 
that Turkey could be rescued by socialism. The approach of the Yön circle was 
in a way a continuation of the Young Turk tradition which had basically asked 
how Turkey could be saved.

The understanding of the current class struggle in Turkey also differed 
as a result of a model that was built on the conflict between imperialist and 
dependent countries. Yön perceived the struggle as between progressive intel-
lectuals who first became aware of the situation versus conservative forces. 
Though Yön made affirmative references to Kemalist ideology and Atatürk, 
it also emphasized that the lack of an economic philosophy and programme 
meant that in the meantime revolutionary changes in the social and economic 
structure of Turkey could not be carried out. Consequently, Turkey had fallen 
under the hegemony of conservative powers, an alliance of comprador bour-
geoisie, local gentry and feudal landlords [ağas] which had become the internal 
agent of US imperialism. The policy change after World War II was a result of 
the rising bourgeoisie’s partial hegemony over the state as well as rich capitalist 
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countries’ use of military and economic aid as a means to export their system 
and create a bourgeoisie dependent on these monopolies in Turkey.34 Unlike 
the Western bourgeoisie, the Turkish bourgeoisie could not carry out social 
transformation (a bourgeoisie revolution), as they were not developed enough. 
The bourgeoisie had relations with land, hence could not eliminate feudalism 
and carry out industrialization, which could lead to development. The bour-
geoisie in Turkey were instead busy with trade and unproductive production, 
mere profit-seeking adventures, and furthermore depended on foreign capital 
and relations and hence were condemned as comprador. In this respect, Yön 
led a relentless campaign against the bourgeoisie and feudal landlords as obsta-
cles to the progress and independence of Turkey. The anti-bourgeois drive was 
directed at the rich merchants, bankers, factory owners, local capitalists and 
their illegal gains and foreign capital.35

The masses formed by the workers and peasants were, however, under the 
ideological and economic hegemony of these powers. Avcıoğlu defined this 
situation metaphorically as a Gordian knot [kördüğüm].36 He pointed out 
that there was a paradox as people were following and supporting enemies 
of the people but ironically were against the powers defending the people. 
Avcıoğlu warned that unless this Gordian knot were untied Turkey would be 
like ‘a tree standing upside down’. The use of this metaphor actually implied an 
intervention by force, presumably the military, as the Gordian knot, according 
to the myth, was cut through by the sword of Alexander the Great.

As the working class and labourers were under the influence of the hege-
monic ideology of this ‘contra-revolutionary conservative power circle’ and 
devoid of political consciousness they were not yet agents of change as in 
Marxist socialism. Hence, the responsibility fell on the intellectuals to lead 
and be the ideological spokesmen of the current stage of the struggle that was 
regarded as Turkey’s War of Independence and prepare the cadres. The Yön 
movement can be defined as elitist, as its advocates believed social develop-
ments and politics were determined, or drawn up, by a group of military and 
civil intellectuals. They recommended also relying on the workers, but initially 
on the petty bourgeoisie and the bureaucrats – important in their role as state 
administrators – and especially military officers.

These were the general views expressed in Yön, and the ideological sources 
of their strategy that was based on action by the military. However, the strategy 
of the Yön group changed, adjusting itself to the political developments of 
the era. The following section focuses on the change and continuity in the 
views, discourse and strategy of the Yön movement, in order to cast light on 
the general political factors and the mentality of its receivers (the Yön circle) 
and explain the attitude towards the military, especially in the late 1960s.
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4â•‡ Yön pushing for reforms
The Yön circle in its early stages actually still believed that the current centre 
of power could implement radical reforms especially if they were backed by 
extra-parliamentary opposition – mainly intellectuals and especially the mili-
tary. This was the main role delegated to the armed forces, to support or push 
the present government into carrying out radical reforms. Thus, Yön tried to 
persuade the CHP in government and the bureaucrats and ex-MBK members 
now in parliament as life-time senators on the one hand to prepare a reform 
programme, and on the other hand to unite opponents around this reform 
programme. According to Yön, the opponents were the progressives (military, 
workers, intellectuals and bureaucrats), the vigorous forces versus the reac-
tionary forces of the ağas, bourgeoisie, local gentry and their political repre-
sentatives who supported the status quo. Hence, the discourse of Yön focused 
mainly on opposition among progressives versus reactionaries, or reformists 
versus defenders of the status quo.

The Yön circle actually doubted that a radical reform programme would be 
implemented by the current government, where the majority was held by the 
conservatives. However, their hopes still rested in the government as it was 
led by the elderly İsmet İnönü – the commander and victor of the West Front 
during the Independence War and one of the main founders of the republic – 
and therefore one of the most prestigious members of the revolutionary civil 
and military intelligentsia cadre. Yön tried to influence Prime Minister İnönü 
directly through various editorials37 to convince him not to seek the support 
of the merchants and local gentry within the party to implement a reform 
programme, but to rely on the vigorous forces, with the armed forces as its 
most important or powerful constituent.

Yön considered the armed forces mainly as a state organ, but emphasized at 
the same time that the Turkish army was special. The Turkish army had a different 
structure from other armies as it consisted of commoners originating from the 
lower classes, not from the aristocracy or the bourgeoisie as did Western or South 
American armies. Moreover, the Turkish army had a revolutionary tradition and 
a historical mission towards progress owed mainly to Atatürk.38 Thus, Yön advo-
cated that the armed forces could support the implementation of reforms for 
a rapid development in social justice. The social justice movement that gained 
momentum after the 27 May military intervention proved that the armed forces 
were willing to put an end to the poverty of the people.39 Yön further suggested 
that the military could be used as a security force against the reactionaries who 
would try to prevent the implementation of reforms.

There was actually a basis in the military for Yön’s suppositions about the 
army. At that time the military was still in turmoil, as the intervention by 



30 The Army and the Radical Left in Turkey

junior officers in 1960 had not settled socio-political demands, particularly 
from the radical bloc.40 A group of dissatisfied officers led an abortive coup 
attempt on 22 February 1962 under the leadership of Colonel Talat Aydemir.41 
Though it is not known whether the Yön group and Aydemir had direct links, 
there was clearly a close similarity in discourse.42 Colonel Aydemir had stated 
that his attempt aimed at initiating radical reforms to establish social justice, 
which he believed would bring real democracy. There are some indications 
that the Yön circle at least was informed.43 Just one day prior to the attempt, 
Avcıoğlu’s editorial emphasized that progress depended almost inevitably on 
the army.44 And in the first article following the 22 February attempt Avcıoğlu 
warned İnönü that he was using his ‘last chance’ and that ‘vigorous forces’ were 
‘waiting impatiently for a sign from the leader’. Agricultural reform, especially 
in the landholding system to remove the vestiges of feudalism, and a new 
tax reform to establish social justice were cited as among the most urgently 
needed reforms. The carrying out of these reforms was acknowledged as the 
test awaiting the İnönü government.45

Yön’s involvement with the army in this period was more indirect. Yön tried 
to influence the military with their ideas, and in the meantime to persuade 
the CHP in government to make reforms using the support of the military. 
Actually, Yön used the armed forces as a stick, warning the government that 
if reforms were not undertaken the military itself could take direct action.46 
However, the government did not carry out the reform programme Yön was 
advocating; especially disappointing was the way the Development Plan 
prepared by the State Planning Organization (SPO) turned out. Yön had had 
extremely high expectations of this planning institute. The majority of SPO 
experts had signed the Yön manifesto and they were among regular readers 
sharing similar opinions.47 Actually, of all the forces involved in 27 May and 
its supporters, the SPO was the organization with the means to meet the 
demands for social justice, planned development and étatiste policies. Prime 
Minister İnönü seemingly supported these demands. He had assured leftist 
intellectuals and the radicals in the military that when the plan was prepared 
(‘by genial socialist boys of the organization’) their demands would be met. 
However, the plan was a complete disappointment as a result of pressure from 
the right-wing parties. The experts hitherto praised by İnönü resigned from 
the SPO as well as from the party, blaming İnönü for remaining passive and 
continually making concessions to the opposition.48 SPO experts declared 
that under a capitalist system, planning was ‘nothing but a joke’ and only 
under a non-capitalist system could planning work efficiently.49 Frustrated, 
Yön changed its position towards the CHP and its leader İnönü, and bitterly 
claimed that the old Turkey was trying to survive ‘in the shelter of İnönü’, who 
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had become the ‘most powerful spokesman of the status quo forces’.50 This 
marked the end of hopes in the CHP and its leader İnönü, and a change of 
strategy was hinted at by the remark that it also meant ‘the hopeful beginning 
of new developments’.51

5â•‡ Organizing opposition: the founding of the SKD
The Yön circle planned to establish a party that was to advocate a staged trans-
formation from capitalism to socialism. They did not think of joining the 
TİP on account of its emphasis on class leadership. The Yön circle argued that 
during the present conditions of classes and forces insistence on the leadership 
of the working class would alienate forces that could adopt socialism in the 
long term.52 Vigorous forces would not accept the leadership of the working 
class under the present conditions. Instead of a political party, they founded 
the Socialist Culture Society [Sosyalist Kültür Derneği: SKD], which resem-
bled the Fabian Society.53

The SKD was founded by forty-one members in early 1963 (probably 
in the first days of January). Among these members were the Yön founders 
Doğan Avcıoğlu, Cemal Reşit Eyüboğlu, İlhami Soysal and Mümtaz Soysal. 
Senator Niyazi Ağırnaslı, Türkkava Ataöv, Şevket Süreyya, syndicalist Seyfi 
Demirsoy, writer Müşerref Hekimoğlu, Adnan Başer Kafaoğlu, Aslan Başar 
Kafaoğlu (from SPO), economist Attila Karaosmanoğlu, Assistant Professor 
İdris Küçükömer, Professor Cahit Tanyol, an assistant at the time, and Mahir 
Kaynak, a secret service agent (as revealed after 1971), were among the other 
members.54

The Proclamation of Establishment of the SKD contained a stronger 
condemnation of the political and economic order. Parliamentary democracy 
and capitalism were portrayed as the source of all the evils of the last decades. 
While the manifesto of Yön had more or less centred on similar problems 
facing Turkey with the discourse being based on such concepts as Atatürk 
revolutions, social justice, development and étatisme as appropriate remedies 
for the socio-economic and political problems of Turkey, the proclamation 
of the SKD also included moral considerations and hence defined socialism 
as the only just, ethical, democratic, humane and efficient model for social 
justice to develop in Third World countries. It was emphasized, strikingly, 
that this was also an ideal of the Turkish Republic: the failure of the capitalist 
and parliamentary democratic system to ensure development would accen-
tuate class conflicts, which also meant departing from the republican ideals 
of creating a classless society. It was stated that after World War II Turkey had 
tried to install a capitalist system and develop through this. However, despite 
partial interventions of the state, the capitalist system could not ensure rapid 
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development. Moreover, capitalism damaged the socio-economic balance 
between different groups in Turkey leading to sharp class differences. Socialism 
was presented, then, not only as a remedy for social and economic problems, 
but actually as the only democratic way to prevent extreme social conflicts. 
The capitalist development road, however, led to severe class differences and 
consequently aggravated conflict, disrupting democratic rights and freedom. 
Socialism could alleviate or eliminate class differences arising in underdevel-
oped capitalist countries.55

In this respect there was a call to ‘constructive intellectuals’ and those 
concerned with ‘social problems’ to unite around an ‘understanding of 
socialism’ under the principles of ‘nationalism, freedom and democracy’. It 
was emphasized that freedom was real freedom if it had the goal of liberating 
people from their living conditions so as to let them live an honourable life. 
It was also emphasized that ‘Turkish socialists’ considered ‘labour and human 
life’ as the ‘highest form of value’.56 The socialists of Turkey did not aim to 
abolish private ownership, but regarded the state as the main body responsible 
for sustaining rapid development and maintaining social justice in a country. 
They defined their objective as that of building a socialist mixed economy to 
prevent further exploitation of the people.

A sort of elitism was explicit in the proclamation, as it delegated the mission 
of organizing society and liberating the people to the intellectuals. The class 
struggle was not perceived as the mover of history, but rather as an outcome 
of a distorted capitalist system, to be eliminated by a more egalitarian state-
controlled economy. An interesting remark was made about the republican 
ideal, that of creating a classless society, but was actually a corporate-state ideal 
intended to lessen the struggle of the labouring classes of the Kemalist regime, 
and the Yön cadre was undoubtedly well aware of that. Still, their aspiration 
for a classless society, though an ideal of communism – a stage more advanced 
than socialism and non-existent in the current world – implied the will to pass 
over and eliminate class leadership (or dictatorship as the Marxist-Leninist 
terminology put it) of the working classes, actually the best bulwark against 
class-war and communism.57 The appeal was aimed largely at non-Marxist civil 
and military bureaucrats.

The Yön circle had the intention of turning the SKD into a social-demo-
cratic party.58 This model resembled the strategy of the Fabian Society. The 
journal Yön probably had the same function as Fabian Essays, and the SKD 
was also established along the lines of the Fabian Society, and like the Fabians 
the members imagined establishing a party that defended a staged transfor-
mation from capitalism to socialism.59 Essays on the Fabian Society and the 
Labour Party were actually published in Yön.60 The aim was to make socialism 
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a legitimate ideology, and to prepare the ground for a broad-based socialist 
party. However, because of differences about the class vanguard the SKD was 
actually a rival to the TİP with a separate line on socialism.61 Behice Boran, 
one of the leaders of the TİP, criticized the intellectuals founding the SKD for 
not accepting the special role of the working class in a socialist struggle and 
instead favouring the cadre of intellectuals, experts and technocrats in their 
ideology.62

The SKD had three offices: a central one in Ankara and others in Istanbul 
and Diyarbakır. Its main activities were panel discussions and conferences 
entitled ‘Saturday Meetings’ planned by Avcıoğlu. These were very influen-
tial, especially among university students and intellectuals; the conferences 
were full of military officers, civil bureaucrats, writers, academics, students, 
teachers and politicians. Saturday meetings centred on two main themes: (1) 
to demonstrate the inability of capitalism to sustain development; and (2) to 
disseminate the view that the transition to socialism could be carried out only 
by reformulating Kemalism.63 The integration of Kemalism and socialism in 
principle would prioritize the interests of the whole of society instead of a 
special group, and valuing labour as the ultimate reality would combine with 
Atatürk’s principles of populism, étatisme and revolutionarism.64 Hence, the 
movement was defined by Yön as a democratic national liberation movement 
[demokratik milli kurtuluş hareketi] and the Second National Liberation War 
[İkinci Milli Kurtuluş Savaşı].

This society was to be turned into a socialist party with a programme based 
on Kemalism, to attain the transition to socialism with membership made up 
of university students and civil and military intellectuals, though the plan was 
never actually realized.65 Perhaps it was due to the political non-commitment of 
Yön to parliamentary democracy, or at least its ambivalence about the strategy. 
Essays examining General Nasser’s regime, for example, were published almost 
alongside essays on the Fabians, and the Yön cadre pragmatically, and more 
than that, opportunistically, supported conspiracies within the military during 
the same period. Such an attitude became explicit with the new developments 
in politics: the pardoning of DP members who had received prison sentences 
and were in a Kayseri prison, and the second intervention attempt by Colonel 
Aydemir. Yön opposed the pardoning, and printed provocative essays as well 
as photos of marching students and young cadets with the slogans ‘no pardon 
to the murderers’ and ‘army–youth together’, reminding the coalition of oppo-
sition by youth, the educated middle class and the army to the DP before the 
military intervention in 1960.

As was revealed later, several juntas were being established within the army, 
one of which was under the leadership of Colonel Aydemir. Mümtaz Soysal 
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later explained that close liaisons [sıcak temaslar] were established with these 
juntas and the Yön circle.66 Strikingly, Yön even published pamphlets from the 
Aydemir junta.67 Mümtaz Soysal explained that they were trying to turn the 
coup into a people’s movement by ‘building a bridge between the junta and 
the masses’ via the leadership of Yön.68 They believed that by following a social 
economic policy that improved the living conditions of people, in other words 
by establishing a populist regime governed by a junta, this could be assured.69

The release of the imprisoned ex-President Celal Bayar in March 1963 and 
his welcoming in Ankara by huge crowds triggered Colonel Aydemir, and his 
junta intervened unsuccessfully for the second time on 21 May. Yön was closed 
down for fourteen months under martial law for publishing essays supporting 
a military intervention. The length of Yön’s sentence was directly related to its 
publicity – since 1946 no press medium had been closed down for as long as 
fourteen months. Yön had lost its first gamble to move along a non-capitalist 
road as soon as possible with the intervention of the armed forces. Some of 
the intellectuals hitherto supporting Yön joined the ranks of the TİP after 
this failure.

6â•‡ Organizing an anti-imperialist common front
Yön reappeared on 25 September 1964. It then devoted its energy almost 
exclusively to forming an anti-imperialist common front, which was to take 
political shape especially in the next government after the general election of 
October 1965. Though Yön’s theory and strategy, defined as the non-capitalist 
development road, was based on the dichotomy among the imperialist powers 
and dependent nations, the anti-imperialism issue became more explicit with 
concrete political proof of political dependency in the form of the interven-
tion of the US in Turkish policy on Cyprus. President Makarios of Cyprus 
had announced on 30 November 1963 that the private legal rights of Turkish 
inhabitants of Cyprus would be abolished. Turkey was getting ready to send 
troops in response to attacks on Turks by Greek Cypriots. US President 
Lyndon B. Johnson declared (in a notorious letter) that Turkey could not take 
military action with US arms without the approval of the US. Prime Minister 
İnönü did not hesitate to declare that ‘a new world would be built and Turkey 
would become a part of it’.70

An anti-imperialism wave arose from this political conflict among the two 
countries. Yön was very influential in raising what it called the ‘anti-imperi-
alism flag’, especially among university students, with a Coca-Cola boycott 
for example. Yön’s famous Coca-Cola boycott was generally consented to in 
the universities. The boycott had started after issue no. 119 of Yön with the 
slogan ‘Cola is a poison, don’t drink it’. Instead of Coca-Cola, a Turkish brand 
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of soda was sold in the university canteens. Aydın Çubukçu and Ertuğrul 
Kürkçü, student leaders of the time, explained to Atılgan in an interview that 
Yön raised an awareness of imperialism among the youth.71 

Yön called to all those standing in the ‘nationalist, real Atatürkist, leftist 
camp’ to wage a ‘Second Liberation War’ against imperialism and its local 
collaborators. In this respect, Yön tried to generate consciousness against impe-
rialism by using concrete examples to show how the ‘US had exploited Turkey 
socially and politically’, but ‘fundamentally economically’, and how Turkey 
had become a ‘new colony’, making the US a ‘state within a state’.72 Several 
SKD conferences were held repeatedly emphasizing that relationships with 
the imperialists and foreign capital were the main obstacles to the develop-
ment of Turkey. Yet it was not possible to wage war directed only against this 
foreign enemy, as Uncle Sam had created, with his capitalist order, the internal 
supporters of its system through a large network of businessmen, administra-
tors, lawyers, professors and writers. The war against imperialists must also be 
waged against internal collaborators in imperialism.

Yön reformulated anti-imperialism rhetoric with the notion of ‘real nation-
alism’. This was more likely the case as it was very much the habit of the right-
wing parties to accuse any leftist organization or movement of communism, 
and hence having links with foreign powers (the Soviet Union) as mouthpieces 
of Moscow. This accusation had a doubly emotional impact, as Russia had 
formerly been the traditional, geopolitical enemy of Turkey. Yön emphasized, 
however, that the real betrayers of the nation were those who collaborated 
with the US in the exploitation of Turkey, defining them as the ‘lackeys of 
US imperialism’.73 According to Yön, Turkish people were polarized politically 
into ‘pro-American’ versus ‘nationalist’, ‘leftist’ versus ‘rightist’, ‘fake Atatürkist’ 
versus ‘real Atatürkist’ camps. The struggle against the imperialist US and its 
internal collaborators was to be carried on by all ‘national forces’ appropriate 
to the national democratic revolution discourse.

As anti-imperialism was the main discourse of the TİP as well, these two 
leftist movements were able to unite around a common goal for the first 
and last time during the decade.74 This friendship and mutual support grew 
stronger particularly after the chair of the TİP, Mehmet Ali Aybar, had visited 
the headquarters of Yön in November 1964 and made a call to all modernist 
vigorous forces of Turkey to unite. The two separate movements united under 
the goal of the Second National Liberation War or the second Kuvay-ı Milliye, 
the term used by the TİP. Referring to the nationalist historical source of the 
first National Liberation war was popular at the time. Atatürk’s picture with 
his war cap on was one of the most enduring images of the period both in Yön 
and in the party buildings of the TİP. His motto about the war waged against 
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imperialism and capitalism was continually being quoted. Yön courageously 
published Kurtuluş Savaşı Destanı [Independence War Epic] by the famous 
communist poet Nazım Hikmet, who had died in the diaspora in the Soviet 
Union, partly also to prove that socialists were genuine nationalists.

One of the important political events of the time was the reaction of the 
CHP to the US. The CHP joined the anti-imperialist front by accusing the 
new leader of the AP, Süleyman Demirel, because of his close relationship with 
the US. Meanwhile, just a few months before the 1965 election, the CHP 
announced that it was a left-of-centre party. This caused Yön to change its 
position on the CHP yet again, trying to bring the party into a more clearly 
radical anti-imperialist and leftist line.

With these developments, the Yön circle was perhaps for the first time opti-
mistic about the potential for parliamentary democracy to overcome impe-
rialism and backwardness. The circle eagerly tried to bring the TİP and the 
CHP into co-operation. The strategy at the time was to convince the TİP to 
build a closer relationship with the CHP so that the two parties could form 
a coalition government after the election, united around an anti-imperialist 
line. Initially, this effort was met with a negative reaction by the TİP, accusing 
Yön of trying to portray the CHP as a socialist party even though the CHP 
and the AP were not materially different, so that such an emphasis would only 
result in stealing the TİP’s votes in favour of the CHP. Yön writers defended 
their position, stating that they had never had any illusions about the party – 
imagining that it could become a socialist party – yet the support given to the 
CHP by the military and bureaucracy would greatly help the socialist cause if 
they could act on an anti-imperialist line and not react against socialism.

What changed the situation and the reaction of the TİP was not such 
an understanding but the consequence of physical abuse of both parties by 
supporters of the AP and the CHP’s strong stand against it. The AP attacked all 
the fortresses of the left, condemning étatisme, anti-Americanism and commu-
nism, and tried to exploit the religious and nationalist feelings of the masses. 
The AP’s accusations and allegations were directed at all of the left, but more 
obviously at the more powerful political rival at the time, the CHP. One of the 
most important slogans of the party as the election drew near was intended to 
show the CHP as a communist party.75 There was not just political rhetoric, 
however; the AP used physical violence through the anti-communist asso-
ciations [Komünizmle Mücadele Dernekleri] it was supporting.76 The CHP 
leader, İnönü, took a strong stand against these and threatened that if President 
Cemal Gürsel (former chief-of-staff ) did not resign as honorary chairman of 
the Komünizmle Mücadele Dernekleri and take the necessary measures to 
prevent violence he would take up the issue personally to ‘struggle against the 
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SS’. This powerful message, implying that anti-communist associations were 
fascist forces resembling Hitler’s SS squads, coming from a respected histor-
ical leader was incredibly effective. Just one day after this declaration President 
Cemal Gürsel did indeed resign from these associations.

İnönü’s strong position against the attacks from the right apparently evoked 
sympathy and increased the likelihood of future co-operation. The Yön circle 
invited the TİP leader Mehmet Ali Aybar into their central office and put 
three questions to him. According to Aybar (like Yön), Turkey’s most crit-
ical problem – that of independence – could only be resolved if the powers 
desiring full independence were victorious in the elections.77 The TİP cited 
student organizations, the SKD, the Federation of Teachers, Yön and other 
leftist journals as the anti-imperialist powers. Furthermore, Aybar implicitly 
revealed that the TİP might form a coalition government with the CHP 
after the elections. Aybar’s answers were found to be convincing. Yön started 
to support the TİP as strongly as possible in the coming election, expecting 
victory for the CHP and the TİP.

7â•‡ Elections and disillusionment: direction of Yön settled
Hopes for the elections were high and so was the disappointment following 
the results. Unexpectedly for Yön, and all predictions, the AP received 52.9 
per cent of the votes, comparable only to the earlier victory of the DP under 
the leadership of Adnan Menderes. The AP did not need to form a coalition 
having gained 240 seats, and the CHP, which Yön thought would get about 
35–40 per cent, received only 28.27 per cent of the votes but thanks to 
the election regulations won 134 seats.78 Other right-wing parties received 
about 12 per cent of the votes. According to Yön, such an outcome left no 
hopes of a coalition in the next election, either. They did not think that the 
socialist TİP now having the chance of being represented in parliament for 
the first time ever with fifteen members and with 3 per cent of the votes 
meant very much.

The results of the election were the turning point for Yön as the strategy 
favouring a military intervention to bypass the capitalism stage was settled. 
This led to one of the two founders of the movement, Mümtaz Soysal, sepa-
rating from the Yön movement. Two critical and completely contradictory 
essays were published in the first issue of Yön after the election, one written by 
Mümtaz Soysal and the other by the editor, Doğan Avcıoğlu. Soysal, analysing 
the result of the election, argued that the clear victory of the AP would quickly 
lead to the strengthening of political polarization and hence, with a degree 
of optimism, invited socialists to take part in a long struggle.79 According to 
Soysal, the socialists needed to work hard and patiently prepare the ground for 
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a transition by reforms through a parliamentary road in the future; in other 
words, he advocated transition through social democratic methods.

The other essay, unsigned but obviously written by Avcıoğlu, did not agree 
with this at all. According to this essay, the victory of the AP meant that 
Turkey would more firmly follow a pro-American policy and the results of 
the election revealed again that ‘20 years of parliamentary experience’ safe-
guarded ‘the rule of compradors and landowners’ against the revolutionaries. 
As the election law was to be changed there was no possibility that the TİP 
could join parliament after the 1969 election, either.80 That was a clear declara-
tion of why and how parliamentary solutions would not work for Turkey. The 
strategy of the TİP, influencing people ideologically and getting their assent to 
their party programme and coming to power through the votes of the people, 
was regarded as poor romanticism and the results of the election were ridi-
culed as the bankruptcy of romantic populism. Avcıoğlu emphasized that the 
TİP actually obtained their votes from intellectuals and the youth who would 
otherwise have voted for the CHP. Furthermore, when the TİP addressed 
the crowd as if workers and laymen were listening the actual listeners were 
the elite, even high-society women, whereas just a few blocks away, a crowd 
of 20,000–30,000 workers applauded Demirel. It was emphasized again in 
this essay that the people had no trust in socialists – who promise land and 
work – thanks to a ‘traditional mistrust’. Thus, the only way to get the assent 
of the people was to give them land or work directly. Hence the plan was to 
come to power through anti-parliamentary methods and gain the support of 
the people by initiating changes that would favour them. Hope lay in a prob-
able reaction of the military to the victory of the AP (heir to the DP). It was 
expected that this victory would activate the military and bring forth an inter-
vention similar to that of 27 May. Hence, socialists were warned to get ready, 
not for a long-term struggle by democratic means as Soysal advocated, but for 
revolution [ihtilal].

These two essays evaluating the result of the elections and published in the 
same issue of Yön were based on two completely different strategies by which 
socialists could seize power and fulfil their objectives. The Yön circle was in 
favour of the anti-parliamentary strategy and hence Mümtaz Soysal separated 
from the Yön movement. His writings appeared in Yön only very rarely after 
that date. That implied as well the dissolution of the tension in the movement 
between parliamentary methods or a short-cut, military-backed ‘revolution’, 
in favour of the latter.81

The Yön circle put forward two major justifications in defence of their new 
strategy. First, change through the parliamentary route was not an option for 
Turkey, as because of the social structure of the country only traditional right 
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parties could come to power. The view was based on, or backed up by, the results 
of research by expert political scientists such as Jacques Lambert and Maurice 
Duverger. These were complemented by the findings of the field work of some 
Turkish sociologists such as Mübeccel Kıray and İbrahim Yasa. According to 
the analyses made by these political scientists, parliamentary democracy would, 
as a rule, bring conservative parties to power in underdeveloped countries. 
The findings of the field work of the sociologists in various parts of Turkey 
supported these views: ‘ağas and sheiks’, especially in the eastern regions of 
Turkey, controlled the peasantry through economic and ideological tools. They 
had control over the elections, hence people had no influence in politics through 
the voting system. Even in more developed regions semi-feudal links still ruled 
daily life and determined the results.82 Thus, as there seemed to be no possibility 
for the left to win over the right in the elections, Yön concluded that:

Unless radical reforms are in effect in social structure, Western polit-
ical institutions would be nothing but a deception that preserves the 
hegemony of conservative powers.83

Socialists were also excluded from a parliamentary victory as a result of social 
mentality. The masses had lost their trust in the military-civil intelligentsia. Yön 
blamed the military-civil intelligentsia, however, for their incorrect political 
and economic policies. The Tanzimat modernists and İT leaders and even the 
Kemalist cadre suppressed the people, led them into wars, and even brought 
imperialist powers to the homeland. Moreover, the Kemalist regime was 
accused of alienation of the masses, not initiating changes to favour them and 
continuing state repression in the meantime. As a result, of all these people 
identified modernist powers with repression by gendarmes and tax collectors. 
Under these conditions the military-civil intelligentsia could only maintain 
mass support by following a true modernization programme. In other words, 
they could only ‘win the hearts of people’ by ‘enriching them directly’. As the 
working class was not developed other revolutionary routes were not possible.

8â•‡ Co-operation with an ‘old-guard’ for NDR
Meanwhile, the anti-imperialist front vision dissolved mainly as a result of 
strategic differences. The TİP had not despaired of the parliamentary system; 
from the party’s point of view the election was certainly not a defeat: though 
only getting about 3 per cent of the votes party members rejoiced at having a 
chance to be represented in parliament just a few years after the founding of 
the party. The party was not even organized yet in all districts, which led to the 
belief that people could easily become supporters of socialism within the next 
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one or two election cycles. This optimism had nothing in common with the 
disillusionment of Yön in a parliamentary regime.

The other probable ally of the anti-imperialist front, the CHP, on the other 
hand, was in chaos. Party members were sceptical and uneasy about the left-of-
centre course. While a group defended the abandoning of a left-of-anything 
course, others advocated a more radical leftist change-of-order approach. These 
groups were represented by Professor Turhan Feyzioğlu from the right, and the 
Minister of Labour Bülent Ecevit from the opposition on the left. Yön was natu-
rally very hostile to Feyzioğlu84 and supported Ecevit. The Fourth Extraordinary 
Congress of the CHP on 28 April 1967 ended with victory for Ecevit’s team.85

While working to build new alliances in the CHP by supporting Ecevit’s 
group, Yön had also searched for other allies on the left, and began to 
develop a partnership with the famous ‘old guard’, convicted ex-Communist 
Party member Mihri Belli. Belli had earlier (in 1962) published an article 
in Yön under the pen name Mehmet Doğu. He called for the building of a 
united national front to struggle for democratic revolution under the lead-
ership of vigorous forces. This ideological similarity brought Avcıoğlu and 
Belli together in 1965. They translated a book by the French Marxist Roger 
Garaudy which was published in Yön86 under the title Islamiyet ve Sosyalizm 
[Islam and Socialism].87 Belli later had some essays published in Yön under 
a pen name, E. Tüfekçi, or old guard. One of his most important pieces of 
writing conveyed his ideas on a National Democratic Revolution which had 
hitherto been announced by Avcıoğlu.88

Belli’s contribution to NDR was an extension of the leftist movement that 
depended on the initiatives of the military in a revolution and consequently 
formed the first real division of the left. Belli rose to be the leader of the NDR 
movement and formed a small but determined group within the TİP which 
became more vocal after 1966. Unlike the TİP,89 NDR adherents, just like the 
Yön circle, claimed that Turkey had not completed its democratic revolution 
yet, and in a situation where the working classes were weak, the strength of 
other forces – vigorous forces – could be used to realize democracy and inde-
pendence and carry out a transition programme. The struggle within the two 
groups of socialists, the NDR versus the TİP, continued in Yön as well, with 
a series of discussions under the heading ‘Discussions of Socialism’ in which 
the current revolutionary stage, strategies and agents of the movement were 
discussed by both parties.90 The discussions centred on three main questions: 
(1) was Turkey in an NDR or socialist revolution stage? (2) Who would be 
the leader of the revolutionary struggle – the working class or the military-
civilian intelligentsia? (3) How would power be seized – through parlia-
mentary or revolutionary methods? Leaving aside for the moment the TİP’s 
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central position and the NDR opposition within the party backed by Belli (to 
be returned to in Chapters 5 and 6), Yön, as could be imagined, advocated that 
Turkey was in a national democratic revolution stage (as the goals of demo-
cratic revolution were not yet fulfilled), hence the struggle would be led by 
the military-civilian intelligentsia, who would seize power by force. The NDR 
would attain full economic and political independence, eliminate vestiges of 
feudalism and secure speedy and planned development through the enlarge-
ment of state initiative. The NDR strategy was nothing but ‘the continuation 
of a big awakening occasioned by Mustafa Kemal’s arrival in Samsun on 19 
May 1919’.91 These measures would theoretically work in favour of the inter-
ests of the people and prepare the ground for the transition to socialism.

Yön’s position centred on the revolutionary potential of the army as explained 
within the NDR strategy. Yön reiterated that a non-capitalist development 
road would fit perfectly into Turkish society thanks to the peculiar historical 
development of its social and political structure. The peculiarity of Turkey was 
regarded as ‘the problem of intermediary layers’.92 Avcıoğlu explained that as a 
result of ‘specific situations’ in Turkey, ‘very important strata’ which were not 
a ‘class’ had actually strengthened their position in a situation where the ‘hege-
monic classes’ were relatively weak. These ‘intermediary layers’ [ara tabakalar] 
could become relatively autonomous (from the ‘original classes’). Avcıoğlu, 
adopting this Bonapartist view,93 claimed that the army was above the classes 
and ruled over the state and was the most powerful organ against the bourgeoisie 
and imperialists. The officers were traditionally progressive and their interests 
lay in modernization and rapid development. On the revolutionary role of the 
army, Avcıoğlu added:

As their important roles in social life, they adopt a historical mission 
pressurizing them to play a leading role and exceed their private inter-
ests. These strata, when the bourgeois shows failure in development and 
when the social pressure from the masses increases, are liable to choose a 
non-capitalist development road.94

Referring to the TİP’s use of the term ‘the representatives of an Ottoman-
style authoritarian state, kapıkulu, the traditional ruling class’,95 Avcıoğlu 
remarked that it would be better to appreciate them only as the intermediary 
layers rather than as the determining factor in political life. As long as these 
strata were conscious of their strength, they could prolong their independ-
ence. Owing to the social and political structure of Turkey, the army became 
a conscious political actor and the problem for the socialists was to find ways 
to direct this power for a socialist cause.96
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Avcıoğlu blamed the TİP in this sense for remaining within the boundaries 
of ‘classical socialist analysis’ in terms of classes, and leaving aside an important 
group that determined the fate of Turkey. The cadre which the TİP despised as 
the heir to an Ottoman-type totalitarian state had overthrown the comprador 
campaign, which was regarded as an Ottoman state during an anti-imperialist 
struggle.97 He stressed that the fate of the current anti-imperialist struggle was 
not going to be determined by the working class, but by this ‘revolutionary 
cadre’.98 In his polemic against the TİP and especially Aybar, Avcıoğlu claimed 
that even the ‘Americans’ were aware of the fact that the army, a section of 
the bureaucracy, and İsmet İnönü were the main obstacles against the AP and 
pro-American policies.99 He also warned that vigorous forces or intermediary 
layers would not join an action where working-class leadership or socialism 
was over-emphasized, and could even react against socialism, which would 
bring the end of the movement.100 In this respect, the strategy of the TİP was 
based on a miscalculation of revolutionary powers and the current situation. 
Apparently, the success of revolutionary action depended on the military 
– either their support or their neutralization. As the armed forces were the 
strongest forces against the bourgeoisie, feudal powers and imperialists, their 
position would determine the result.

After clarifying its national front policy and the specific revolutionary role 
of the Turkish armed forces, though evidently there was no such front of any 
kind, Yön ceased publication on 30 June 1967 probably because it had fulfilled 
and overcome its raison d’être: the ‘direction’ of Turkey was publicized satisfac-
torily, and the direction for the Yön movement was finally determined. Now it 
was time to get ready to organize the ‘revolution’, which was a coup d’état. 
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REVOLUTION THROUGH THE 
NARROW DOOR

1â•‡ Introduction
When Yön ceased publication its writers, especially Doğan Avcıoğlu, İlhan 
Selçuk and İlhami Soysal, were renowned not only as prominent writers of 
the time but also as very prestigious representatives of a political movement. 
For years Yön had been the meeting place of all influential socialists and leftist 
intellectuals, where diverse issues centred on the socio-economic and political 
problems of Turkey were discussed. Doğan Avcıoğlu, despite the common 
accusations that he was a communist and/or a junta supporter, was highly 
regarded even by CHP members and was elected as the CHP’s Consultation 
Committee Member.1 The discussions of socialist strategy had influenced 
many socialist intellectuals, young people and army officers. As was its aim, 
various army officers and the higher ranks of the bureaucracy were regular 
readers of the journal, so that Yön had been quite successful in attaining its 
initial goals.2

Doğan Avcıoğlu’s remarkable two-volume Türkiye’nin Düzeni: Dün-Bugün-
Yarın [The Order of Turkey: Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow] enhanced the pres-
tige and influence of the Yön circle even further. This was one of the most 
important and popular books to have been published by a leftist revolutionary 
at that time.3 Avcıoğlu’s historical analysis and political thought had particu-
larly influenced the younger generation. His work on the ‘order of Turkey’ 
was in a sense a bridge that linked the Yön and Devrim movements. While 
ideas that fell within the major trend that had already been pursued in Yön 
were developed and synthesized, the extra-parliamentary strategy with the 
military as a striking force was formulated on the basis of the past and present 
conditions of Turkey. Avcıoğlu admitted later that he had written the book 
under the specific conditions of the pre-1970 period4 addressing the work to 
the army and some sections of the bureaucracy who were supposed to play a 
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‘striking force’ [vurucu güç] role in a revolution [ihtilal].5 The work explains 
why Avcıoğlu advocated revolution through a coup, because the restrictions 
that he saw meant that the door to a popular struggle or a working-class revo-
lution was closed. This chapter, therefore, starts with a short summary of the 
main points of this book that clearly demonstrate the concept of moving 
towards the revolution which would change the order of Turkey. This will 
be followed by an analysis of the journal Devrim, a provocative publication 
with the main intention of pushing young military officers in particular into 
taking action and sustaining mass and socialist support for such a coup. The 
chapter ends with a discussion of the practical consequences of the views of 
the Yön–Devrim circle and a description of the civil-military conspiracy that 
the Yön–Devrim circle engaged in during the later 1960s.

2â•‡ The Order of Turkey: the manifesto of the 
‘Nationalist Revolutionaries’

The two volumes of Avcıoğlu’s work analysed the historical development of 
Turkey in terms of its social, economic and political order through a sort of a 
Marxian tool of analysis. In this sense it was the first broad Marxian analysis 
of Turkish history, probably one of the basic reasons for the popularity of the 
work. Yet Avcıoğlu’s problem was an inversion of the Marxist revolutionary 
paradigm, framed not as a political demand, but as a modernist question for 
Turkey: how to develop Turkey.6 That was the question that had been raised 
by Yön’s manifesto as explained in the previous chapter. Avcıoğlu reiterated 
that development could be attained only by ascending to an independent 
status by social revolution.7 Revolution itself was articulated, then, not as 
an ideological and political demand, a socio-political consequence of a class 
struggle, but as a socio-economic prerequisite for development. Readers were 
reminded that the objective of attaining modern civilization was ‘the work 
of Atatürk’. However, Avcıoğlu remarked that reaching the level of Western 
states had been misunderstood at the time and that, therefore, more or less 
Western political institutions had been adapted to Turkey. Avcıoğlu criticized 
this approach and advocated that development necessitated an economic 
philosophy and a programme, and capitalism was not a suitable option for 
countries changing to capitalism at a late stage which were then inevitably 
suffering under neo-imperialism.8

In order to demonstrate the effect of imperialism Avcıoğlu started the 
book with the rather startling claim that Turkey9 could have leapt forward 
and started an industrial revolution.10 He explained that although in terms 
of its inner dynamics the Ottoman state was well equipped for transforma-
tion into an industrial society, the intervention and exploitation of foreign 
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powers and the wrong politics of the rulers of the time had reduced Turkey to 
a semi-colonized status, becoming an open market for the West.11 The army 
and civil intellectuals were the first to become conscious of the situation and 
hence were the first and actually the only force to react against colonization, 
the old order and the ruling elite of the Ottoman state. The Independence War 
waged against the invading powers, or the imperialists, was carried out under 
the leadership of the military-civilian intelligentsia, whom Avcıoğlu regarded 
as nationalist revolutionaries. They were the agents of a national democratic 
movement carrying out a bourgeois revolution.

The nationalist revolutionaries, the Kemalists, who had founded the republic, 
had two main objectives and recurring themes: first, nationalism or the assur-
ance of independence in social, economic and political matters, and second, 
attaining the same level of development as Western countries. However, the 
lack of a radical economic programme had resulted in a retreat from these 
objectives. The Kemalist elite believed that the country could be transformed 
by reforms in law and education, and by a culture based on Western models. 
They had fallen into the same error, Avcıoğlu noted, as had the intellectuals 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries by misunderstanding the problem 
of development, which they had framed around the question of what to take 
from the West and what to reject. That was futile in a semi-colonized country, 
when everything including the culture, the value systems and the mentality 
was directly imported or reinforced from the West. Development could be 
achieved, however, only under an independent status, which depended on a 
radical change in the social order. Avcıoğlu emphasized that this new order 
would determine its own value system.

Though political independence had been achieved with the Independence 
War the social order could not be changed because of the social and economic 
structures that had been inherited from the old regime, and as a result inde-
pendence was lost again. Avcıoğlu drew this conclusion from the way in which 
the classes were formed and relations between them both before and after the 
war. The military-civil intelligentsia had to collaborate with local gentry and 
ağas in their struggle against foreign powers because of the circumstances of 
the day. Inevitably, after victory, state power was to be shared with these local 
gentry,12 and naturally the regime represented their interests.

The civil-military leaders could not undertake bourgeois reforms to end the 
pre-capitalist class rule because of the class content of the ruling class. Most 
important of all, land reform could not be carried out as a result of the reac-
tions of the local gentry and feudal ağas. Yet another problem was that there 
was no such demand from the masses. Peasants were politically unconscious 
and weak, as they were scattered throughout Anatolia in remote places for 
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safety, and, anyhow, land was plentiful. The working class was negligible in 
quantitative terms. Avcıoğlu asked in this respect, apologetically, ‘as there was 
no movement below, depending on which social powers was the Ghazi to 
liquidate the remnants of pre-capitalist order by a revolution?’.13

This question, however, clearly displayed the eclectic political thinking 
of Avcıoğlu, based on Marxism and Kemalism, as unlike the Kemalists and 
generations of Ottoman revolutionaries Avcıoğlu did not believe that a society 
could be organized and changed entirely from above, independent of the 
social classes and the class struggle. The civil or military elite could only have a 
guidance role – the actual determinant was the class struggle. However, in the 
meantime, in contrast to the Marxist proposition, Avcıoğlu considered that 
the Kemalists who carried out a bourgeois revolution could choose a socialist 
system even though there was no such political agency to carry out a socialist 
revolution.

Avcıoğlu emphasized that the civil-military leaders did not actually have 
an alternative at the time as there was no working class, and even the Soviet 
consulate asserted that Turkey could not become a socialist state. Avcıoğlu 
added that at the time the Soviet Union itself was following a capitalist order, 
up to the end of the NEP (New Economic Policy) period. However, the situa-
tion had completely changed; as things stood the success of the socialist system 
over the capitalist one was obvious. None of the problems stated was insur-
mountable. Industrialization and improvements in agriculture would change 
the conditions of the people. The demand for land was high and the will to 
change their fate prevailed in the masses. Hence today it was possible for the 
nationalist-revolutionist movement to activate the masses and break the circle 
of the coalition of the conservative powers and to attain a development level 
equal to that of modern states.14

Avcıoğlu again proposed in this respect the non-capitalist develop-
ment road, though this time he preferred to use the term the ‘Nationalist 
Revolutionary Development Road’ [Milli Devrimci Kalkınma Yolu] to indi-
cate the same model. This model was a third road, differing from both the 
communist and the American model, as it was not the dictatorship of the 
proletariat but against the coalition of conservative powers. He reiterated 
that nationalist military-civilian intellectuals, generally with a petty-bourgeois 
background, would play a leadership role in this model of development.15 
Avcıoğlu also emphasized that even the most authoritarian regimes depended 
on the support of social classes. The MBK did not recognize this fact after the 
27 May coup and did not try to construct a social base and win mass support.16 
As a result, it was inevitable that the new regime would fall under the influence 
of the already hegemonic classes (Avcıoğlu cited businessmen and Masons).17 
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Consequently, a capitalist development method, based on foreign subsidies 
and foreign capital, still persisted.18

According to Avcıoğlu, the major obstacles preventing Turkey from becoming 
a developed modern state were the imperialist powers and their internal collabo-
rators. Imperialism prevented the development of Turkey. Avcıoğlu reiterated 
that since 1947 Turkey had had no independent foreign or socio-economic poli-
cies. The Americans had laid down conditions for their financial aid, including 
having a say in the areas that they were assisting, such as military matters,19 
in agriculture20 and in industry.21 Gradually, the US, through its financial aid 
and subsidies, had gained increasing influence in the decision-making of many 
sectors of Turkish life. Avcıoğlu blamed Turkish industrialists, who, according to 
him, were comprador industrialists and had no interest in developing national 
industries.22 Consequently, very little changed in agriculture, with the income of 
the peasants remaining very low,23 and as a result, the government was not even 
able to obtain sufficient taxes to channel into industrialization.

Avcıoğlu meticulously studied the process of the change in the economic 
system, Turkey becoming capitalist in different sectors, in land, industry, trade, 
etc., portraying in particular an extreme exploitation of the masses, workers, 
small land-owning peasants and landless peasants who were living almost in a 
state of serfdom. He especially emphasized the collaboration of the state and 
government, particularly after 1950 by the right-wing parties then in power, 
in maintaining the immense degree of pauperization and exploitation of the 
masses by the unproductive, parasitic, profiteering and extravagant24 capital 
owners, beys and ağas.25 He noted that the bourgeoisie in Turkey, unlike in 
Western countries where they played a revolutionary role and liquidated the 
pre-capitalist hegemonic classes thus assuring development, had formed an alli-
ance with conservative pre-capitalist classes, namely ağas, traders and usurers.26 
Turkish industrialists, thanks to their dependence on foreign firms for capital, 
technical skills, machinery, patents and raw material, were defined by Avcıoğlu 
as contractors [müteahhitler] for foreign firms, and hence he regarded them as 
compradors. This coalition of the conservative powers through its professors, 
advisers, lawyers, representatives in the media, bureaucracy, political parties 
and widespread franchises in Anatolia was increasing the power of its classes, 
with the extra prestige of ‘industrialist’ etiquette. Significantly, this hegemonic 
class coalition in agriculture, trade, finance and industry retained mass support 
and even the support of the working class, as the last election had demon-
strated. This coalition was bolstered by American loans, as the Americans were 
committed to the protection of the status quo.

Avcıoğlu drew attention to the attempt of the Americans to seduce the mili-
tary by increasing the living standards of military officers, especially through 
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OYAK.27 Avcıoğlu stated that he did not acknowledge this as a problem, as 
he thought it was impossible to reduce the Turkish army to a colonial status 
through material offers, as the military had a strong Atatürkist tradition. He 
intended actually to demonstrate how:

Coalition of conservative powers co-operating with foreign capital carry 
out a planned struggle to strengthen their bases to build their hegemony 
over the military-civilian bureaucracy and to degenerate trade unions. 
That is actually what Marxists call the ‘class struggle’. Yet that struggle is 
not made by the working class, but by internal and foreign capital.28

The class struggle of the reactionary coalition supported by American 
capital was, then, set against the bureaucracy and the working class. However, 
that seems to contradict what he had stated earlier, that the state represented 
the interests of the hegemonic class. Why was there a struggle among the state 
officials and the hegemonic conservative coalition? Such a question cannot 
be answered satisfactorily, just as the transition after World War II was not 
explained adequately.

Leaving that problem aside for the moment, Avcıoğlu reiterated that those 
who first became conscious of the fact that the American model of capitalism 
would not work were the nationalist Kemalist strata, the young, teachers, 
officers, state servants and the self-employed, simply defined as the progres-
sive powers.29 As capitalism set its opposing powers to action, the progressive 
powers would be backed by the working class30 against this class hegemony of 
conservative powers to change the order. Avcıoğlu constructed a nationalist-
revolutionist development model with this approach to class alliances, but as 
that model depended on the change of order he explained that such a radical 
change might possibly not be achieved through a parliamentary regime. The 
conservative powers would triumph at the ballot box.31 The transition to a 
multi-parliamentary regime had put Turkey under the domination of American 
imperialism (with its Turkish compradors such as Demirel)32 and the conse-
quence was the anti-democratic multi-party dictatorship of capital. An authori-
tarian regime, such as the early republican regime Atatürk had founded, would 
in essence be more democratic, as it would grant Turkey its full independence 
and bring forth a more egalitarian society.33 Hence, Avcıoğlu stated once again 
that nationalist revolutionaries must play a leadership role and initiate changes 
through a revolutionary party and organized masses.34

In this respect, Avcıoğlu warned that the military or civil servants must 
not be regarded as bureaucrats, as he stressed that bureaucrats tended to be 
conservative. Hence he regarded civil or military state officials as petty-bourgeois 
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revolutionaries as they had fought previously during the Independence War 
against the (Ottoman) state bureaucrats and the feudal powers.35 It was very 
obvious here that Avcıoğlu did not see the Turkish armed forces essentially as 
a security force of the state, but almost as an autonomous body epitomizing 
the ideal of the nation. The military officers originated from a similar class (the 
petty bourgeoisie), and were equipped with the same ideology (Kemalism as 
the radicalism of the petty bourgeoisie) as other civil intellectuals. The political 
attitudes of the officers were hence to be determined above all by these char-
acteristics. While the state then represented the interests of the hegemonic 
classes that were regarded by Avcıoğlu as the conservative powers, the army 
represented not the state but the nation. How the army derived its autonomy 
was not explained adequately though, and Avcıoğlu referred to some of the 
state officials and officers as bureaucrats. There was a certain problem in the 
work; it was as if what determined the political role and action of the military 
depended on the ideological choices of the officers themselves, which chal-
lenged the previous argument of the revolutionary essence and role of the 
military in Turkey.

The work perceived the Turkish army, then, as being imbued with a nation-
alist ideology as a result of its role in nation-building. The army was anti-impe-
rialist and revolutionary as a result of the specific historical and socio-economic 
circumstances of Turkey. Avcıoğlu argued that a non-capitalist development 
road would suit the interests of Turkey. In the next fifteen to twenty years most 
of the problems besetting Turkey could be solved, and a total change in the 
regime would make Turkey one of the leading countries in the world.36

Avcıoğlu’s book was a call to nationalist revolutionaries – and to real revo-
lutionaries, not mere reformers – to bring about the change of order and 
cease imitating the US. Even though Avcıoğlu sounded very convincing and 
eloquent in his views, there seems to be a major paradox in the work itself, as 
he had argued for changing the regime and the function of the state mainly 
through the officials of the state – specifically the military. Understandably, he 
perceived an inter-elite rivalry among the rising bourgeoisie and the ideologi-
cally powerful state officials and the military, yet he failed to clarify this central 
point. Avcıoğlu himself argued that the power was shared with – or rather 
vested in – the pre-capitalist classes and the republican state had tried to create 
a bourgeoisie, through a policy of étatisme. If there had been a power change 
in 1947, and as Avcıoğlu himself used materialist conceptions, then what was 
the socio-economic base of this?

According to Avcıoğlu’s interpretation the nationalist revolutionaries 
were incomparably weaker than the capitalist and pro-US forces. Avcıoğlu 
cited pre-capitalist classes, rich medium-sized and small landowners, 
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artisans, the lower middle class, numerous experts, trade unions, technicians 
and bureaucrats as supporting the conservative powers, and, furthermore, 
they were backed directly by the US superpower, foreign capital and large 
firms. The labouring classes were under the ideological hegemony of these. 
The revolution, then, would depend on a few intellectuals, civil servants and 
very largely the military officers, but the whole army was not revolutionary, 
however. Moreover, even though Avcıoğlu trusted in the anti-imperialist, 
modernist, progressive, populist and reformist tradition of the military, its 
anti-Americanism was also dubious. There was no evidence for a reaction of 
the army against the US. Though there might very well be anti-American 
junior officers, the higher-ranking officers would not stand against the US, 
otherwise they could have reacted earlier in 1960, when Turkey became a 
member of NATO.

It was also questionable whether the interests of the civil and military 
bureaucracy, intellectuals, working class and poor peasantry coincided in 
the programme of a national democratic revolution for rapid development. 
Avcıoğlu advocated broad state planning, the control and nationalization of 
the main means of production and distribution in order to revolutionize the 
order of Turkey, in other words to put the Turkish economy, which seemed 
to him to be in a state of total chaos as a result of divergent and self-seeking 
interests, into some sort of order. In this sense Avcıoğlu advocated an author-
itarian populist regime ruled by a military-civil coalition after a coup d’état 
to attain rapid development. Such a regime would necessitate oppression of 
the labouring classes and deruralization so would apparently not meet the 
demands of these classes or improve their living conditions immediately. In 
any case, the popular classes would be again kept out of power, as under the 
present democratic regime. Avcıoğlu, however, planned a broad education 
programme to generate political and class consciousness in the labouring 
classes (both urban and rural) so that they could become a political force in 
the years to come.

Despite problems with his work such as these Avcıoğlu was quite successful, 
especially in getting the attention of the intellectuals and the young, and his 
work was a bestseller in 1968–9. Along with popularity, Avcıoğlu won one of 
the most prestigious Turkish awards, the Yunus Nadi prize. As Avcıoğlu based 
his opinions on how socio-economic changes in Turkey should take place, 
with extensive details based on field research, he was at least very successful 
in describing the failure of the present system to cope with its socio-economic 
and political problems. His work was also news in foreign countries; the 
American consulate had quickly asked for a translation of the book, and Time 
magazine, for example, called it the political event of the last months.37 The 
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book, just as Avcıoğlu had intended, attracted the attention of the young and, 
and as we will see below, even some of the military officers.

3â•‡ The media of the junta: Devrim
Avcıoğlu and his associates waited for the results of the 1969 election before 
starting publication of the political newspaper Devrim [Revolution]. The 
share of the votes for the CHP and the TİP had decreased in favour of the 
AP, and the AP had gained enough seats to form a government alone.38 
That confirmed, in a way, the foresight of Yön and Türkiye’nin Düzeni that 
in a backward country like Turkey the representatives of conservative powers 
would always triumph at the ballot box.

The first issue of Devrim was published on 21 October 1969 again with a 
manifesto, ‘Revolution Manifesto’, which announced that after the election 
nothing had changed in Turkey, but Turkey is a country that must change and 
the strategy to change Turkey was determined just as the title of the journal 
suggested – that is, by revolution.39 That revolution was actually to be a chain 
of reforms in the social and economic systems as outlined in Yön and in 
Türkiye’nin Düzeni to be superimposed after a military takeover, theoretically 
by a revolutionary party.

Meanwhile, the Yön–Devrim circle (Avcıoğlu, İlhan Selçuk, İlhami Soysal 
and Cemal Reşit Eyüboğlu) tried to get into contact with military officers 
after the 1965 election to actualize their theory and strategy.40 They got in 
contact with the famous commander of 27 May and popular senator of the 
times, General Cemal Madanoğlu, and his associates.41 General Madanoğlu, 
senator for life at the time, was well known for his radical views, similar to 
those of the leftist movements of the period. The relationship with some of 
the military officers was expressed in Devrim as the unison of the sword and 
political thought [Fikir-kılıç kenetlenmesi]. The civilian group needed the 
swords to seize power, as they did not believe in a long-term struggle of organ-
izing the working class and bringing about change through parliamentary 
methods. The military, it seems, needed political thought to achieve a revolu-
tion as expressed by General Madanoğlu, and one of the key men of the junta, 
Osman Köksal.42

The weekly political newspaper Devrim43 was then a ‘brawly medium for 
the direct seizure of power’ continually calling for revolution with an aggres-
sive tone. The Devrim circle tried to convince both officers and the public to 
assent to their programme (laid down week to week, an elaboration of the 
general ideas presented in Avcıoğlu’s Türkiye’nin Düzeni) and agitate the mili-
tary, especially junior officers, to take action and justify a probable interven-
tion by displaying Turkey’s entrapment in the present parliamentary system. 
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In this sense it represented the utter disappointment and final desperation 
of a much smaller clique with the present system. A slogan quoted from 
Mustafa Kemal, ‘A circle of reformers cannot carry out a fundamental revo-
lution’44 appeared under the title of the newspaper, Devrim, clearly implying 
that Turkey no longer needed lukewarm reformists, but real revolutionaries 
like Mustafa Kemal. Devrim’s anti-establishment drive was right from the 
first issue a more radical thrust against the coalition of reactionaries in which 
it lumped together Prime Minister Demirel, Vehbi Koç, and even the ‘big 
pashas’ supporting them.

The founders of Devrim were Cemal Reşit Eyüboğlu, who was once more 
the owner, Doğan Avcıoğlu as general director, Uluç Gürkan (who was 
a student of the Military Academy at the time) and Hasan Cemal as main 
editors.45 Popular journalists İlhami Soysal and İlhan Selçuk were among the 
main writers. The initial circulation of 50,000 for the first issue was very high, 
but it dropped gradually.46 Though not the initial intention,47 Devrim was not 
able to gather as wide a cadre of writers as Yön. Other frequent writers along 
with the core cadre were Çetin Altan, İlber Ortaylı, Uğur Mumcu, Oktay 
Akbal, Nejat Özön, Nimet Arzık and other famous writers48 who contributed 
from time to time. More strikingly, writers with military origins who were 
generally associated with the ‘Madanoğlu junta’,49 such as Cemal Madanoğlu, 
Osman Köksal, Dündar Seyhan, Mucip Ataklı, Suphi Göksaytrak, Yılmaz 
Akkılıç and Kemaş Tüfekçioğlu, also contributed from time to time, in a sense 
revealing involvement with a military conspiracy.

Of particular interest was the fact that people associated with the old 
guard such as Mihri Belli, Erdoğan Berktay and Vahap Erdoğdu who had 
hitherto acted with Avcıoğlu and the Yön circle, were no longer involved. 
Mihri Belli50and his associates had separated and formed another leftist move-
ment. To differentiate itself from the popular movement of the time which 
was centred on Mihri Belli and was known as the ‘National Democratic 
Revolution’, the Yön–Devrim movement introduced its revolution as the 
‘National Liberation Revolution’ [ulusal kurtuluş devrimi].51 Devrim was 
very different from Yön as it was no longer an arena where different views on 
socialism, theory and methods were discussed. It aimed only to address the 
military officers.

Devrim devoted its pages to showing how and why democracy in Turkey 
did not work. The evils of the present parliamentary system, such as the misuse 
of authority by Prime Minister Demirel, scandalous rumours involving his 
brothers and their relations with US imperialism were presented regularly.52 

The Turkish way of democracy was continually attacked sarcastically, with 
pejorative terms such as sweet democracy [cici demokrasi] or Philippine 
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democracy [Filipin Demokrasisi].53 Though not affiliated to the Devrim circle, 
the famous journalist, writer and ex-TİP member of the National Assembly 
Çetin Altan, still at that time the high priest of the extra-parliamentary oppo-
sition,54 provided a close-up of the decadence inside parliament in a regular 
column devoted to his parliamentary entitled, ‘When I Was a Deputy’ [Ben 
Miletvekili İken].55

The US and NATO were attacked sharply through a series of articles written 
by Avcıoğlu entitled ‘The Turkish Army and the United States 1947–1969’.56 

Avcıoğlu emphasized that the US was trying to build a dependent relationship 
through the Turkish army, as shown by the Cyprus crisis. Moreover, NATO 
war plans left Turkey open to a nuclear threat from neighbouring USSR if 
Turkey was to continue its membership of NATO. Meanwhile, one of the 
demands in the revolution programme which was affirmed time and again was 
the establishment of what was termed a national army.

Imperialism was also thought to have support from the religious move-
ments in Turkey, with the intention of safeguarding the dependency relation-
ship and the semi-dependent status of Turkey. The young journalist Hasan 
Cemal wrote about ‘reactionaries’ currently warning how the Islamist powers 
who were tied to the imperialist powers were trying to sabotage Turkey from 
the inside. The emphasis of this was that they were aiming to abolish Atatürk 
reforms and push Turkey into darkness to provoke nationalist and secular 
sentiments within the military.57

Devrim, like Yön, was also introduced by a manifesto, ‘Devrim Bildirisi: 
Karanlık bir Gidiş’ (though this was not open to signatories). The manifesto 
was a call to duty to Kemalists to change the path of the nation from an anti-
Kemalist to a Kemalist direction, and was accompanied by a visual symbol 
of Atatürk with his sword and war cap on. However, to clarify the differ-
ence from the Kemalist regime and to prevent fears of what might become a 
Jacobin clique, the statement ‘Revolution not against people for people, but 
with people for people’ was printed underneath the picture.

The manifesto was in effect a short summary of the main points advocated 
in Avcıoğlu’s Türkiye’nin Düzeni, starting with a presentation of the crisis 
within the current system caused by the anti-Kemalist course [antikemalist 
gidiş] and warning that that this would lead to darkness. The Devrim mani-
festo summarized the Kemalist project yet again, as attaining civilization 
through revolutions in a state of independence. Atatürk had perceived that 
such a goal could be attained by a change of order through the liquidation of 
medieval institutions, but unfavourable conditions meant that he was only able 
to carry out ‘superstructural revolutions’ such as the abolition of the sultanate 
and the caliphate, and establishing the principles of secularism, rationality and 
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scientific knowledge to guide all institutions. Though there was a will to carry 
out ‘substructural revolutions’ as well, they had been prevented by the coali-
tion of conservative powers. Kemalism, however, degenerated after 1945.

The manifesto made a call to all Kemalists to continue the Kemalist revolu-
tion by attaining the goals of Atatürk, that is of full independence and civi-
lization. The manifesto repeated the argument that the internal coalition of 
conservative powers with the protection of foreign powers prevented Turkey 
from acquiring its full independence and becoming modern. The current form 
of democracy worked in favour of these powers, and instead of the national 
will [milli irade] (the will of the labouring powers) the will of this privileged 
minority [mutlu azınlık] had been represented, so that the present system was 
not in essence a democracy, as argued in detail earlier in Türkiye’nin Düzeni.

Another significant point that revealed the causes of the new strategy and 
the position of Devrim vis-à-vis the parliamentary system was the inevitability 
of reconciliation with conservative powers under the current system. The 
manifesto claimed that even those parties which advocated a change of order 
(implying the path of the CHP under its new leader, Bülent Ecevit) could 
not really undertake these revolutions, as in order to be successful in the elec-
tions they were continually forced to make concessions to the coalition of 
conservative powers. These parties were forced to seek the support of ethnic 
or sectarian-based groups, and generally put ağas, brokers, usurers and Alevite 
religious leaders58 in their lists, which brought about a rapid degeneration of 
the parties. The manifesto explained that it was exactly the reason why Atatürk 
himself had preferred the ideal of attaining independence and civilization in 
exchange for formal institutions of democracy, and in fact his single-party 
regime was for this reason in essence much more democratic. The manifesto 
added that the only way to build real democracy in Turkey was through a 
revolutionary party that could abolish the economic, political and ideological 
hegemony of the coalition of conservative powers over the masses. However, it 
was noted that the party must depend on the conscious and organized support 
of the labourers, as a cadre separated from the masses would inevitably be over-
come by conservative powers and their powerful foreign collaborators. Devrim 
proclaimed this to be the historical duty of Kemalists.59

Kemalism was regarded then as a semi-successful national democratic revo-
lution aimed at fulfilling the objectives of bourgeois revolutions. The class 
objective of the bourgeois class in Western countries had been overtaken by the 
revolutionary-nationalist civil-military intellectual cadre.60 Though it sounded 
paradoxical on the surface, it was reinforced by the statement that since 
necessary reforms could not be undertaken by the parties of the present day, 
only nationalist revolutionaries defined as the military-civilian intelligentsia 
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could open the doors to a politically libertarian society [siyasal özgürlüklü 
toplum].61 It was emphasized that such a transformation was not a Marxist 
action, although the consequences would work in favour of the labouring 
classes and the petty bourgeoisie. Uğur Mumcu declared, for example, that the 
road to power, especially for the working class and the peasantry, was through 
Kemalism.62

The leftist source of this idea was the dominant Soviet theory at the time 
that advocated a transitory passage into socialism through maintaining inde-
pendence under the leadership of the military. Devrim made its source explicit, 
probably to elicit the support of Turkish socialists as well as to convince the 
USSR, by publishing an analysis of the political developments in the Third 
World by Professor G. Mirsky (introduced in Devrim as a Soviet view)63 that 
was based on this model. The model was introduced for Third World countries 
(African, Asian and Latin American) where neither the bourgeoisie nor the 
proletariat was strong enough to establish their dictatorship. Because of the 
weakness of these basic classes it stated that civil and military intellectuals of 
petty-bourgeois origins gain a relative hegemony and take a direction either 
for capitalism or socialism. The essay discussed and evaluated developments 
in Egypt, Syria, Libya, Burma, Algeria and Peru from this perspective, paying 
attention to the political actions of the military. It was noted, for example, that 
in Peru the military was no longer a supporting force for the conservatives. 
That view implied that, in conflict with the Marxist-Leninist view, any classes 
other than the basic modern classes, and especially the military, which owed 
its power to the state, could act as a main agent and choose the social, economic 
and political system for their nation.

Obviously, Devrim’s strategy was influenced directly by these movements, 
especially by the success of the populist military regimes in some Third World 
countries. In Devrim as in Yön, various models of military regimes, or the 
attempts by young officers to act as nationalist revolutionaries, were examined 
through the diverse experiences of Cuba, Libya, Brazil, Chile and Peru.64 It 
was emphasized that civil and military cadres had carried out radical social and 
economic transformations for development, such as land reform and nation-
alization of industries, very efficiently with mass support (or class support). 
The military officers of these countries had realized that none of these could 
be achieved through parliamentary institutions and had, therefore, taken back 
control.65 The difficulties facing the officers were also a point of concern, and it 
was reaffirmed that the military could only play a revolutionary role in a strong 
body formed by the civil and military cadre with mass support.

According to Devrim, such movements were gaining momentum, especially 
in South American countries, and these countries were struggling against US 
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imperialism, which was a rising trend in the world. The Devrim circle argued 
that in all underdeveloped countries, the military was able to play a revolu-
tionary role, and suggested similar authoritarian populist regimes.66 Devrim 
also drew attention to the relationship between these countries and the 
USSR, in other words the support allocated to these regimes by the Soviet 
Union. Devrim was aware of the meaning of an intervention in international 
terms and implied support of the USSR in case of an action, though that was 
naturally not emphasized. The relationship with socialism was also for that 
reason. It was emphasized that advancing from these revolutions to socialism 
was possible at the current world conjuncture, implicitly with the support of 
the USSR67 or at least with separation from the US bloc. In other words, it 
was possible to advance from Kemalism to socialism, as in this statement by a 
retired military officer:

Of course Kemalism is not socialism. Yet, with Kemalist principles of 
populism, étatisme, secularism, nationalism, and anti-imperialism and its 
positivist, modernist ideology that value above all intellect and labour, 
it conceives a possibility in its ideology to transform into socialism in 
today’s Turkish and world conjuncture.68

Apparently, the two ideologies of Kemalism and socialism were seen not 
as mutually exclusive systems but more or less as phases of the same political 
development. Kemalism was perceived as a state-building ideology, but not as 
a nationalist bourgeois ideology. Kemalism, but not exactly its past practice in 
the early republican regime, was considered essentially a radical leftist ideology 
that therefore coincided well with the principles of socialism.

Strikingly, despite the prevalent Kemalist terminology on the surface, in 
terms of discourse, a more Marxist line could be clearly observed in Devrim 
compared to Yön. Basically, the concept of revolution was defined in a Marxist 
manner, as a change in the mode of production, and more interestingly perhaps 
as the overthrow of the hegemonic classes from the ownership of the means 
of production.69 The Devrim circle emphasized that class positions were deter-
mined by the mode of production that they were volunteering to change in 
Turkey. It was very clearly stated that in Turkey the capitalist mode of produc-
tion was hegemonic, and revolution was the change of these capitalist rela-
tions of production to the socialist one, which could be effected when political 
and economic power rested in the proletariat.70 Other attempts to reconcile 
the class conflict were opposed as a means of supporting ‘sweet’ democracy. 
Still, Devrim did not claim that their strategy would allocate all power to the 
proletariat, but highlighted how the overthrow of the present regime and 
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its hegemonic classes would, or could, theoretically pave the way for such a 
transformation.

Such an interpretation of revolution coincided well with the programme of 
Kemalism, thus it was not contradictory for the Devrim circle to define them-
selves as Kemalist or 27 May supporters as both fitted the same model. Devrim 
advocated that though one of the principles of Kemalism was reformism 
[inkilapçılık], Atatürk could not carry out the radical social and economic 
reforms on account of the class formation of the time, as explained above in 
the section on Türkiye’nin Düzeni. The pressure of the local gentry and feudal 
ağas, and the weakness of the working classes, meant that Atatürk could not 
realize such transformations. A change in class hegemony was necessary, not 
only from a socialist point of view, but also from the Kemalist one. Socialism 
was in this respect ‘the only economic philosophy’ by which Kemalist aspi-
rations could be realized. Even modernism and secularism, the principles of 
Kemalism, could only be truthfully adopted by the masses through radical 
transformation in the land system. The Devrim circle perceived a mechanistic, 
shallow and deterministic relationship between the substructure and the 
superstructure, and accordingly the influence of religion was considered to 
have been directly imposed by the economic base.

A more Marxist course compared to early works in Yön reflected the radi-
calization of the petty bourgeoisie and the Turkish left during the 1960s, espe-
cially after 1968. Moreover, it was triggered particularly by recent political 
developments, such as the political competition between the CHP and the 
Devrim circle. It seems that the emphasis on socialism and a more Marxian 
interpretation of Kemalism was intended to separate the Devrim line from the 
centre-left ideology of the CHP under its new leader, Bülent Ecevit. As noted 
above, the Yön–Devrim circle had a close relationship with the CHP and Yön 
had supported Ecevit in his competition against Turhan Feyzioğlu for lead-
ership of the party. However, when the CHP took a more leftist stand after 
Ecevit became party leader and advocated a change of order [düzen değişikliği], 
which was mainly reforms in the socio-economic structure and not essentially 
different from the programme of Yön–Devrim, a conflict of interest rose. 
Devrim started to emphasize that none of these reforms could be carried out 
by a parliamentary regime in a backward country like Turkey.71 In order to 
differentiate itself from Ecevit’s course, Devrim used more radical terminology 
with respect to the programme they advocated. Instead of the concept of land 
reform [toprak reformu] for example, hitherto used in Yön and in Türkiye’nin 
Düzeni, the term ‘land revolution’ [toprak devrimi] was used in Devrim.

The discourse on revolution and its class content was also used to differen-
tiate Devrim from the position held by the CHP, among other things.72 The 
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Devrim circle claimed, for example, that the CHP was not planning to change 
order but to protect the status quo. Its parliamentarism had priority over its 
revolutionarism.73 Ecevit was criticized personally, especially for not being 
a true socialist.74 The populism [halkçılık] of the party was a metaphysical 
populism depending on the reconciliation of classes. It was emphasized again 
that it was not the formal democracy of the regimes but the class essence of the 
rule that mattered; a criticism that had been directed at the TİP before.75 Of 
course, in the strategy of Devrim itself, the class issue was highly problematic 
– how the working class would share power politically in a regime governed 
by the military (though Avcıoğlu preferred to regard that as a ‘people’s dictat’) 
was very uncertain.76

Ecevit was also criticized strongly for his statements about the military, 
especially for his warning of the possibility of a military intervention favouring 
big business and the US.77 Strikingly, it was emphasized that though there had 
been reactionary pashas from the nineteenth century on they did not repre-
sent the Turkish army.78 It was a nationalist Kemalist tradition that pervaded 
the armed forces and differentiated it from the armies of African, Asian and 
South American underdeveloped countries (contradicting earlier statements 
on new developments in these regions) which acted as guardians to imperi-
alism and the local comprador bourgeoisie.

The Devrim circle’s plan to use the armed forces as a striking force against 
anti-revolutionaries was also implied in their opposition towards Ecevit and 
the CHP. Ecevit and the party were denounced for not understanding that 
during substructural revolutions a class struggle was unavoidable, as the classes 
losing their interests would fight against revolutions with all their strength. 
Ağas and capitalist landholders, for example, would fight against land reforms 
and could even provoke the middle and richer peasantry, though their lands 
would not be appropriated, to join their ranks. Understandably, the military 
was expected to fight against these anti-revolutionary powers, and the success 
of the revolution then depended on their strong action. Avcıoğlu explained in 
this vein that revolutionary law required a merciless struggle and that Atatürk 
was aware of this, so he could fight against the enemy successfully. But the CHP 
and especially Ecevit were acting in a weak, passive and indecisive manner.79

Devrim was more relaxed in its attitude towards the TİP at the time, 
probably because it was no longer an important rival – the party had almost 
dissolved as a result of inter-party conflicts – and more so because they believed 
that intellectuals within the TİP would be needed post-revolution. The efforts 
of the party members to organize and enlighten the proletariat were praised, 
but in the meantime they were asked to concentrate on the concrete problems 
of revolutionary regimes.80 In this sense, all socialists were called on to support 
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the anticipated intervention. This was related to the fact that the support of a 
military action for a leftist cadre such as themselves was explained mainly in 
pragmatic terms: it was clear that the economic and political system was bank-
rupt and inevitably the army would intervene.81 Hence, the short-term tactic 
for socialists was to divert their energy to influencing this alternative power 
bloc, the military, in ideological terms. Avcıoğlu addressed the socialists in this 
way, asking them to take part in the anticipated action to draw the military 
into a reformist, progressive stand, closer to socialism. He explained:

[If the armed forces] do not get the conscious and organized support of 
people, and cannot depend on a strong revolutionary cadre, they may 
not act decisively. The revolutionaries should stop dreaming and by a 
realist approach take sides with this power with all their strength, as it 
is evident who will fill the power vacuum. If we are real revolutionaries 
we cannot escape from making the choices that life enforces on us only 
because we wish for more. We will rest on our big dreams and sharp 
revolutionary ideals, letting the forces that can be influenced be dragged 
towards the gang of reactionary external forces, or we will refuse to accept 
this as ‘fatal destiny’ and try with all our strength to bring about what is 
possible. The revolutionary action in Turkey will be realized by passing 
through this narrow door.82 (Emphases added.)

Devrim regarded the armed forces as a vital force that would be the determinant 
of the course of politics in Turkey. The Devrim circle established a relationship 
with a military junta planning to take over on 9 March 1971 based on this line of 
thinking and the theoretical, strategic and tactical base as outlined above.

4â•‡ Between theory and practice: 9 March or 12 March?
The core cadre of the Yön–Devrim circle was apparently involved in a military 
conspiracy later known as the Madanoğlu junta. Yön–Devrim joined the junta 
as a civil section in Ankara in 1969, where the meetings were held secretly, 
generally in the homes of C. Reşit Eyüboğlu, Doğan Avcıoğlu, İlhami Soysal 
or Osman Köksal.83 The junta was modelled on the Committee of Union and 
Progress (İT) as an underground secret organization consisting of active officers, 
retired officers and civilians acting under the National Revolution Party. Under 
the regulations adapted from the İT, the General Assembly governed the junta, 
in which Madanoğlu himself was the Chair of the Revolution General Council, 
and Avcıoğlu the General Secretary.84 The initial aim of the junta was to estab-
lish a broad base of patriots among the working class, youth and military.85 New 
members were accepted after detailed scrutiny, and like the procedure in the İT, 
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all members were obliged to take an oath on the ‘flag, Atatürk and rifle’. Atatürk 
was exchanged for the Koran used in the İT oath.86

The scope of the Madanoğlu junta has been a continuing issue of debate, 
whether it involved high commanders, or more specifically whether it was 
backed by a hierarchical chain of command under the leadership of the 
commanders of the land and air forces, or whether it was just a small inde-
pendent clique, one of the radical conspiracies among others involving only 
a few young officers and retired servicemen.87 In all the scenarios, 9 March 
is regarded as being the intended intervention date of the radicals in the 
military.

Apparently, while the Ankara wing of the junta was trying to organize in 
the army, the Yön–Devrim circle tried to get in touch with certain intellec-
tuals and leftist organizations to persuade them to join their illegal National 
Revolution Party, which was to be turned into a single party after the inter-
vention. In this respect, contact was established with leftist organizations. 
Devrim, or the Madanoğlu junta, had established relations, especially with the 
youth who were going to be the pillars of the revolution. In this respect, the 
youth ‘guerrilla’ group THKP-C88 was going to participate in the 9 March 
intervention with its own forces, and with the task of getting hold of the police 
central headquarters.89 Understandably, a similar contact was established with 
another youth guerrilla group, THKO, and its famous leader, Deniz Gezmiş. 
Gezmiş escaped after the famous bank robbery in Istanbul on 8 March 1971 
with the assistance of the Devrim circle.90

Avcıoğlu, meanwhile, prepared the programme of the revolutionary party 
(the vanguard party), which was to be established about thirty or forty days 
after the intervention. The party was to be formed by the most enlightened 
strata of workers, peasants and intellectuals with the aim of building true 
people’s power and paradoxically to keep the army out of daily politics.91 A 
populist regime would be established through the party to carry out a revolu-
tion rather than leaving matters to a junta ruling from above. Avcıoğlu outlined 
the two main tasks of the revolutionary regime: the first was to solve social and 
economic problems to create a more just society and maintain the support of 
the people, and the second was to educate the masses ideologically.92 The party 
programme was introduced in a series of essays in Devrim and collected in a 
book entitled Devrim Üzerine [On Revolution] written by Doğan Avcıoğlu 
and published in February 1971, just a month before the intervention. The 
book mainly concerned problems besetting the present-day Turkey, relating 
to foreign trade and foreign politics, agriculture, industry, the banking system, 
education, planning, etc., with Avcıoğlu’s solutions written in a plain, concise 
manner.
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Meanwhile, a new constitution – ‘Revolution Constitution’ – was 
prepared93 and presented in January 1971 to Commander of Air Forces 
Muhsin Batur, who was nicknamed the Flying General after his habit of flying 
jets over Ankara as a warning sign to the government in power. This popular 
general claimed that he had found the dossier with the draft constitution, 
suggestions for the Board of Ministries, Board of Judges and Prosecutors, and 
a Revolutionary Court that generally represented the ideas of Doğan Avcıoğlu 
to be too radical and hence refused the plan.94 Some other military officers95 

claimed that Batur himself had demanded the preparation of an intervention 
plan and a programme as well, and that the plans in the dossier were no more 
radical than those he had suggested.96 The officers in the air force had actually 
responded to Batur with a written declaration in February 1971 that they were 
not communists as Batur implied.97

It seems that the news of the Madanoğlu conspiracy and Yön–Devrim’s 
involvement was well known, and many people believed in the potential of 
the cadre, to the extent that even the most powerful entrepreneur, Vehbi Koç 
(who was regularly attacked particularly in Devrim), had invited Avcıoğlu to 
his house and tried to build good relations with him.98 Yet there was actu-
ally little hope of success as for a long time the conspiracy had been under 
close scrutiny by the infamous National Intelligence Service [MIT], and espe-
cially as the military forces involved were sent for duty to various separate 
districts. The Madanoğlu junta suspected espionage activity and the existence 
of agents within their clique. An official of the Soviet consulate had warned 
Doğan Avcıoğlu that there was an agent within the junta.99 Though the junta 
became more alert, they could not identify the identity of the agent, as ironi-
cally the MIT agent Mahir Kaynak, who had disguised himself as a socialist 
academic,100 was one of the most trusted of General Madanoğlu’s men. Kaynak 
had meanwhile recorded several secret meetings and reported all develop-
ments to his superiors.101 The Devrim circle had also learned by pure chance 
and through the TİP that the activities of their journal were under investiga-
tion by the MIT and hence opened a lawsuit against the Intelligence Service 
as their freedom of communication was impeded.102

The Devrim circle also had internal disputes. One of the main thinkers, 
journalist İlhan Selçuk, wanted to separate from the movement as he did not 
want to be involved in a military takeover, thinking it would be too risky. He 
believed that the ‘9 March junta’ was not strong enough in the military and 
he thought it would be much better to give up the intervention plan alto-
gether. He feared most of all that military rule could rapidly turn into a fascist 
regime.103 Doğan Avcıoğlu, though, insisted on carrying out the attempt, as he 
thought it was too late to change the plans.104 According to the testimony of 
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İlhami Soysal and Doğan Avcıoğlu the Madanoğlu junta had already collapsed 
in June 1970 as a result of inner strife.105 Actually, the disappointment and 
despair of Devrim was evident in the issue of the first week of March, which 
claimed that Turkey was heading towards fascism.106

Despite this a memorandum of 12 March 1971 was greeted excitedly by 
Devrim and was hailed with the proclamation that the army had stopped the 
anti-Kemalist course.107 This was followed with a full-page article headed ‘The 
Army and the People’ discussing the military intervention, again with the basic 
assumption that the military played an increasingly progressive role in many 
developing countries.108 In following issues, though, Nihat Erim’s civilian 
government was criticized for being formed from big pashas together with 
right- and left-wing technocrats.109 In these terms, as it did not depend on mass 
support, the government was found unfit to carry out real reform, though the 
military itself was not directly opposed and, perhaps because of this, Devrim 
was not closed down immediately. The basic goal of the Yön–Devrim strategy 
– to use the force of the army within its dispute with the hegemonic powers 
and to pull it to a more revolutionary position – was reiterated after the inter-
vention as well. İlhan Selçuk, for example, explained just one month after the 
intervention that the state which actually represented the interests of the hege-
monic classes could be used as a tool for revolutionary actions during army 
interventions.110

This lukewarm support continued until the military showed its iron fist 
against the left. When martial law was declared in eleven cities on 26 April 
the witch hunt named ‘operation sledgehammer’ [balyoz harekatı] started. 
Anyone associated with the left, including legal TİP party leaders such as 
Behice Boran and Sadun Aren, was arrested, reaching a total of 547 people 
in the first five days of the operation.111 Even those who had sent donations 
to Dev-Genç were arrested and subjected to torture in various secret centres 
belonging to the MIT.112 On 27 April Devrim was closed down together with 
the newspapers and journals Ortam, Cumhuriyet and Akşam, and after that the 
TİP, Dev-Genç and the parties and bodies of the ‘extreme left’ and ‘extreme 
right’ were closed down.

In the days that followed the intervention swiftly turned into a power 
conflict among the high commanders, who were divided along conservative/
progressive or status quo/radical reformist lines. The reformist Gürler–Batur 
wing, disillusioned with the government’s inability to carry out social and 
economic reforms, held meetings to intervene once again and govern directly 
for a period.113 Reactionary officers gained control with the support of the 
MIT, however, and started fighting against two other strong generals, Faruk 
Gürler and Muhsin Batur. The MIT arrested military officers and civilians 
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associated with the Madanoğlu junta and tortured them, apparently to force 
them to testify against Generals Batur and Gürler for their involvement 
with a Marxist-Leninist junta.114 Doğan Avcıoğlu, İlhan Selçuk and İlhami 
Soysal were subject to torture in the notorious ‘Ziverbey Köşk’ of the MIT 
in Erenköy, Istanbul.115 Together with military officers they were charged in 
a military court in January 1973 with planning to violently overthrow the 
government in favour of a Marxist regime, leading to disorder in the army.116 
Extraordinarily, the identity of the agent and probably agent-provocateur117 
Mahir Kaynak was exposed in court by the MIT, much to his amazement.118 
However, his tape recordings and the testimony of espionage activity were not 
accepted as evidence, and because of the lack of substantial evidence the pris-
oners were cleared of all charges.119

Whatever the character of the intended intervention of 9 March, whether 
it was the free will of some lower-ranking colonels involved in conspiracies or 
hierarchical plans which changed throughout the course, the 12 March inter-
vention rather than 9 March marked the end of the Yön–Devrim movement 
and its strategy.
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THE WORKERS’ PARTY OF 
TURKEY: THE LONG ROAD TO 

SOCIALISM

1â•‡ Introduction
The Turkish left was divided into two basic groups in the 1960s – those 
striving for a socialist revolution (SR) on the one hand and those striving for 
versions of NDR on the other. Peculiar to the Turkish left movements was 
the fact that this split was centred on the role of the army in a leftist move-
ment. Advocates of the NDR differed from those supporting SR mainly in 
their attitude towards the Turkish army, in their expectations that a military 
coup would pave the way for a socialist transformation.

The main supporter of the SR was the TİP, which advocated, naturally, as it 
was a legal party participating in local and national elections, a parliamentary 
road to change under the vanguard of the working class, or more specifically 
its representative organization the TİP. Apart from the TİP SR had little ideo-
logical support from the left.

The discourse and attitude of the TİP to the political role of the military is 
discussed below. The party did not have a unanimous view on the role of the 
army throughout the decade, and divisions in the party occurred with support 
for an NDR increasing and gaining strength after the mid-1960s. Party leaders 
also had different and changing views on the subject. The chapter will outline 
these developments, explain their relation to other leftist movements and 
conclude with an overall assessment of the party’s position.

The examination of the political thinking of the TİP on the political role of 
the military is, however, not an easy task, as the party never had a regular press 
organ of its own. It published a bulletin, Sözcü, when the party was founded 
but this generally contained organizational matters and declarations on policy 
rather than ideological discussions. Later on, Sosyal Adalet,1 a semi-official 
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organ of the party, reflected the views of the party and published the opinions 
of the TİP leaders.2 There were other journals3 published by TİP members and 
sympathizers, most importantly a fortnightly journal, Dönüşüm, published in 
Ankara by university students who were TİP members and sympathizers under 
editor Ataol Behramoğlu.4 Emek was published by the party secretary-general, 
trade unionist Şaban Erik, in Ankara in 1970.5 As well as these journals, offi-
cial programmes of the party are also significant sources for understanding the 
views of the TİP on the military, although they do not always agree with the 
pronouncements made by the party leaders.6 Material published by the party 
leaders has been used alongside journals, party programmes and speeches, as 
well as an oral interview conducted by Nihat Sargın to survey the eclectic and 
sometimes overtly contradictory views of the party on the political role of the 
military.

2â•‡ Socialist revolution discourse: TİP as the vanguard
The TİP was the largest and most durable of the legal socialist parties in 
Turkey; earlier doctrinaire parties were either illegal or ephemeral, or both. 
It was also the first party with a real ideological base to enter nationwide elec-
tions, and forced other parties to define themselves ideologically more clearly.7 
The TİP was founded by a group of trade unionists8 on 13 February 1961. This 
was the first time representatives of the working class itself had established a 
political party – before this socialist parties were founded and led by intellec-
tuals. Yet the party actually owed its prestige and success mainly to Mehmet 
Ali Aybar9 a well-known lawyer, writer, scholar and leftist activist,10 who was 
appointed chair of the party on 9 February 1962,11 as, interestingly, trade 
unionists believed that ‘narrow class issues would not be sufficient for coun-
trywide politics’.12 Aybar convinced Behice Boran, ex-lecturer in sociology and 
long involved in politics, to join the party, which she did in 1962.13 Behice 
Boran had joined the underground TKP in 1942, but she was not charged 
with party membership during the trials of TKP members in 1951. Boran, the 
well-known professor of economics Sadun Aren14 and Mehmet Ali Aybar,15 
formerly, and secretly TKP members or in the case of Aybar sympathetic to 
the party, were the main leaders and ideologues of the TİP. However, the TİP 
was founded independently of the TKP and its main goal was to remain sepa-
rate from the TKP and especially known party members.16 The party managed 
to attract important intellectuals, such as the journalist Çetin Altan, novelist 
Yaşar Kemal, writers Aziz Nesin and Fethi Naci and many others along with 
future trade unionists.

The party adopted a Marxist identity, with the party programme formulated 
at the congress in February 1964,17 but the party consistently refused Leninism.18  
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The TİP advocated a gradual and democratic transition to socialism. Its main 
programme consisted of radical reforms in agriculture to end exploitation in 
rural areas, and broadening of the state sector including banks, insurance compa-
nies and foreign trade.19 The party defined this system as a non-capitalist devel-
opment model which was to bring rapid industrialization. The model was the 
same as the programme of Yön, but the TİP programme emphasized that the 
economy was to be run and controlled by the labouring classes.20 The party, then, 
actually advocated the same linear reformist democratic programme which it 
shared with other leftist movements defending NDR,21 though with a signifi-
cant difference, as the party programme placed economic and political power 
directly in the hands of the working class and determined the working class as 
the agency of change.22 This was based on the assumption that Turkey had more 
or less completed its democratic revolution during the Independence War under 
the leadership of the bourgeoisie and middle strata and the Kemalist reforms 
which followed.23 Though there were still vestiges of feudalism, and the country 
suffered from underdevelopment, feudalism was not an important aspect, as 
NDR advocates claimed, and Turkey was essentially a capitalist state with a 
significant mass of working class. Hence, the time was ripe to transform into a 
socialist regime under the leadership of the working class, with the democratic 
socialist principles of the TİP.

The TİP also acknowledged the anti-imperialist struggle for independence 
in economic and political means as its primary goal, particularly in the period 
between 1962 and 1965, and also called for those aspiring to independence 
from the US, mainly Atatürkist forces and socialists, to act together. This idea 
came on to the agenda especially at the height of the Cyprus crisis with the US, 
discussed in Chapter 3. Aybar announced a new platform for Turkey in one 
of the General Executive Meetings in Ankara on 6 September 1964 during his 
speech on the Cyprus conflict. He made a call to all anti-imperialist forces – 
the socialists and Atatürkists:

[All socialists and Atatürkists] Let’s unite our power for an independent 
foreign policy. Everything depends on our being independent; planned 
development, establishment of a democratic regime, carrying out radical 
reforms – all these goals can be attained only when we become fully 
independent in our foreign affairs.24

Similarly, it was decided in the general congress of Malatya (1966) that 
Turkey’s primary agenda was to reach full independence and this could be 
achieved only by turning back to the foreign policy of Atatürk’s Turkey during 
the Independence War period.25 Even though the TİP advocated unity with 



THE WORKERS’ PART Y OF TURKEY 67

anti-imperialists namely Atatürkists, the TİP insisted on leadership by the 
socialists but not Atatürkists in this struggle, as the party believed that both 
economic and political independence could be maintained only under a 
socialist system.26 In this sense, the party firmly believed that anti-imperialist 
and socialist struggles were one combined battle: the struggle for national 
liberation was a socialist struggle as well, with a single stage,27 like the ‘two 
sides of a coin’.28 For that reason, even though the TİP shared an anti-imperi-
alist discourse and a broad-front policy as a strategy with advocates of NDR, 
the TİP regarded its goal basically as SR.

3â•‡ TİP against ‘short-cuts’ to socialism
The essential difference of the position of the TİP that led to fierce debate 
and the consequent split of the left centred on the TİP’s determination that 
the socialists, and tacitly the labouring classes, were to be the vanguard in a 
combined socialist–anti-imperialist movement. The TİP leadership argued 
that economic and political goals such as attaining rapid development and 
broadening of democracy all depended on the organized action of the prole-
tariat, and in order to get the assent of the proletariat it was necessary to frame 
politics with a class perspective.

The vanguard class issue was problematic, as Yön defended the vanguard of the 
military-civilian intelligentsia and the NDR movement led by Belli (discussed in 
the following chapter) saw as well a window of opportunity far greater than any 
other groups or classes in the current state of affairs. The TİP leaders, however, 
from very early on were opposed to transition to a socialist regime through an 
authoritarian solution and any top-down attempt by the civil or military elite.

Boran, for example, explained her and the party’s position against a military-
led movement with the dictum that there could be ‘no short-cut to socialism’. 
This was at the time when Colonel Talat Aydemir failed in his second coup 
attempt and there were signs of support from the Yön movement.29 Yön had 
implicitly supported the interventions by the military and justified them time 
and again as the shortest route to transition to socialism, as the group expected 
an authoritarian regime to carry out radical reforms initially and attain rapid 
development. Boran opposed such perspectives, especially since they did not 
depend on the active participation of the people. She understood a leftist or 
a socialist regime as representing the direct and active participation of the 
people, and differentiated the two separate roads, writing that:

According to the advocates of a ‘short-cut’, popular support can be main-
tained by doing things that benefit people and that would eventually 
become a people’s rule. Those who support such views misunderstand the 
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rule of the people, as they take it as the passive support of the people. … 
A regime that really depends on the people, however, is a form of regime 
where the people actively participate in all decision-making processes, in 
governing, the preparation of reforms and in their execution.30

Boran also warned that a military junta would not invite an intellectual 
group to carry out radical socio-economic reforms after seizing power, and 
even if they did, there would be differences of opinion between these two 
different groups of civilians and officers. She asked, pragmatically, which side 
would then have power over the other in such a case? Boran opposed quick 
remedies without undertaking a long-term struggle to organize and generate 
consciousness in the working class. She argued that otherwise when carrying 
out reforms these powers would have to deal with the masses that would cling 
to their old political beliefs and traditions and who were not conscious yet, 
and as the masses would have to make economic sacrifices during the time 
spent on realizing reforms, how would they then support this new regime? 
She was, in any case, also sceptical about the willingness of the intellectuals to 
improve the living conditions of the masses.

In these terms, Boran criticized leftist strategies that favoured short-cuts and 
claimed, in contrast to the impatient intellectuals, that she believed transition 
would not take such a long time in Turkey, as it had managed to emulate the 
long democratic developments of Europe in a relatively short time.31 What was 
necessary at the moment was to organize the masses, generate class conscious-
ness and liberate them from their old political parties. The immediate political 
goal was to establish a state that guaranteed social rights and provided social 
justice.

The TİP also criticized the leftists who allocated a special revolutionary 
potential to the military for other reasons, including the class content and 
ideological leanings of the officers. According to the TİP, the military officers 
together with other intellectuals and civil servants were in terms of their class 
content petty bourgeoisie who tended to be individualistic and inclined to 
bourgeois ideologies. Thus they were prone in the final analysis to support 
capitalism.32 Moreover, Aybar believed that even if they did not always directly 
stand against the people, they had a tendency to look down on them.

Boran also considered the consequences of military interventions. She 
pointed out the fact that military regimes were generally temporary, as it was 
impossible to rule by force alone and impossible through force to solve the 
problems of countries.33 As a result, a series of junta regimes follow one after 
the other, leading to chaos. Boran warned that as a regime of officers inevitably 
had to depend on a basic class, and as the bourgeois class had more economic 
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power and political experience, eventually they would be forced to co-operate 
with the bourgeoisie. Unlike the Yön movement, or more specifically Doğan 
Avcıoğlu, Boran regarded Nasser’s regime in Egypt as a failure rather than a 
success.34

Boran also emphasized that in cases where the military or middle classes 
seemed to act as socialists, this was actually a form of bourgeois socialism which 
was a type of bourgeois ideology. She did not trust the ideology of the officers 
because, like Aybar, she believed that the middle classes, including officers, were 
in terms of their class origins, cultural upbringing and also the status that they 
acquired in society, bourgeois in mentality. They would only adopt socialist 
ideals if their living conditions worsened, with resulting feelings of insecurity. 
That sounds contradictory, as presumably Boran and other party leaders were 
themselves of middle-class origin, and perhaps for this reason Boran added 
that some middle-class people could turn to socialism, becoming scientifically 
conscious of the conditions of social and economic developments. Yet, she 
emphasized, probably again for short-cut defenders, that the middle classes 
would only support the labouring classes if a socialist culture had flourished 
and the masses were politically conscious.35

As the party was ready to act with Atatürkists against imperialism and 
internal collaborators of imperialism, but only under its own leadership, 
Boran stressed that the middle classes should not be alienated but included in 
the socialist movement by an ‘extra enlightening process’. She explained that 
intellectuals would play an important role in influencing the public, but to 
assume an active role as a managing cadre they had to depend either on the 
bourgeoisie or on the working class and the labouring classes. Their own power 
would not be enough.36 She believed, then, that intellectuals, middle classes or 
the military officers were not a politically and socially determining group in a 
modern society, unlike the position held in Yön and NDR circles.

In this respect, concerns over what might be described as revolution from 
above and leadership of classes other than the working classes were expressed 
constantly by the TİP leadership, especially with regard to those defending the 
NDR line and leftist Kemalists gathered around the journal Yön.37 The TİP 
defended its position from two central points: first, the durability of success of 
the anti-imperialist movement and second, the support of the public for the 
movement. With regard to the first, the TİP leadership regularly called atten-
tion to the fact that if the national liberation struggle were to be led by the 
middle strata or the national bourgeoisie (and they believed that the latter did 
not exist in Turkey) they would eventually form relations with the imperialists 
in the future. The TİP explained that the First Independence War was fought 
under the leadership of a bureaucracy, the civil and military civil servants, and 
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the petty bourgeoisie was successful temporarily in obtaining independence 
for the country, but this independence was lost again in two decades.38 The 
failure of the Atatürkist movement and the 27 May coup, apparently seen as 
aspects of the anti-imperialist struggle, were regarded similarly.39 The 1960 
coup had no lasting result, as foreign and local exploiters eventually controlled 
the state through their parties. The TİP stressed that only by establishing a 
socialist regime through elections could the power of these be broken at last. 
Hence, the TİP persistently emphasized the inseparability of the struggle for 
independence and socialism under the leadership of socialists.40

With regard to the second aspect, the TİP believed that the Turkish people 
had a peculiar attitude towards impositions from above as a result of their past 
experiences. In this sense, the party declared that the people of Turkey would 
not accept any change from above as historically they had always reacted to 
processes that were forced on them in this way.41 The TİP had actually empha-
sized in its party programme that the failure of the republican regime to elimi-
nate feudalism and comprador bourgeoisie, and consequently the dominance 
of imperialism, was due to the lack of co-operation between the ruling cadre 
and the people.42

Despite this it must be noted that the party put forward these ideas on 
the political role of the military specifically to counter the leftist movements’ 
eagerness to extend the framework of the 27 May coup with yet another 
one. The TİP’s approach to the guardianship role of the army was otherwise 
not very different from that of other circles. The party regarded the Turkish 
armed forces as a progressive, modernizing force and the guarantor [teminat] 
of democracy with the youth since 1960. The army had overthrown the rule 
of reactionaries, exploiters and their representatives. The 27 May intervention 
was perceived as one of the most important days of the Independence War and 
a return to the ‘Kuvay-i Milliye ruhu’ which marked the rebirth of Atatürkism. 
The intervention gave the working classes the chance to consciously rise to the 
historical stage. Aybar had spoken consistently of Atatürkism and demanded 
conformity to the constitution of 1961, strongly condemning views which 
were reactions to the 27 May military coup, which he thought came from the 
AP.43 The TİP called to the Atatürkists for support and praised the 27 May 
coup time and again44 to the point of declaring the party an heir to interven-
tion45 and celebrating the ex-officers’ entrance to the party.46

The TİP seemed inconsistent in its approach to the political role of the 
army, which sometimes invited criticism from other leftist movements.47 The 
TİP, like all other leftist movements at the time defended the 27 May coup and 
the changes initiated by the coup. The TİP leaders were actually quite pleased 
with the intervention and saw it more or less as a reformation of the Kemalist 
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revolution. The difference between the TİP and other leftist movements, 
including the ones that will be examined in the following chapters, lay in the 
attitude towards another coup to complement 27 May by radical reforms to 
pave the road to a socialist regime, with only the TİP standing against such 
a strategy. The TİP did not react to the military intervention from a civil 
rights or protection of democracy position as a social democratic party would. 
However, apparently neither did the TİP believe in imposing socialism – in 
essence the rule of the people – from above. It was this point that the party 
developed as a theme, especially after 1965.

To sum up, even though the party shared similar perspectives on the polit-
ical role of the army, and in relation to that Kemalism in Turkey, with other 
leftist groups, the TİP was from the beginning consistent in its strong reaction 
against any short-cut transition to socialism from above, especially in the form 
of a military intervention.48 From the very first day until its end in 1971, the 
party, despite opposition groups within, continued its devotion to a parlia-
mentary regime and warned against interference from the military in politics 
in any form.49 Unlike any of the other leftist groups, the party retained this 
position and reacted as such to the intervention in 1971, in other words, it was 
quite consistent in its attitude towards military coups, especially as an instru-
ment for carrying out radical reforms leading towards a socialist regime. 

4â•‡ Rifts in the party: NDR or SR?
4.1â•‡ Elections: supremacy of the popular vote

The relative success of the party in the 1965 general election justified the belief 
held by the TİP that the Turkish people could quickly adopt socialist thinking. 
Even though the TİP was not organized in all cities (it was only able to enter the 
election in fifty-four cities) it had received 276,000 votes (3 per cent) and as a 
result won fifteen seats in parliament. The party rejoiced in having a chance to 
be represented in parliament.50 The TİP was able to disseminate its views more 
easily and widely, through its presence in parliament and via regular access to 
the mass media. Party leaders optimistically argued that socialism was in the 
veins of people, and if a party could have close relations with the masses and 
generate consciousness, socialism would become a popular trend.51

The TİP leaders reiterated that when they came to power the class content 
of the ruling government would also dramatically change, and democratic 
socialist revolution could thus be realized by legal parliamentary methods. 
Yet this view did not seem to reflect where their votes had come from; the 
votes for the TİP were not actually from the urban working class employed 
in big business but mainly from middle-class people in Istanbul, and in rural 
areas from Alevite and Kurdish people, here especially thanks to the energetic 
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campaign for land distribution.52 Remarkably, even the trade unionists in the 
TİP had failed to get their working-class members to vote.53 It was not too far-
fetched then, for the Yön circle, having praised the success of the TİP in the 
elections for obtaining the support of middle-class people who were yearning 
for a radical change in Turkish society,54 at the same time to criticize the TİP 
for not being realist. The TİP was unrealistic for believing that a party like the 
TİP – a European-type socialist party – could ever be successful in Turkey.55As 
mentioned in Chapter 3, the objections raised against the TİP were mainly 
that the party advocated that a socialist revolution could also realize the 
goals of NDR. The TİP could only intimidate the middle strata that would 
otherwise join an anti-imperialist anti-feudal struggle. By doing that the party 
intimidated the Atatürkist groups (with its anti-capitalist class-orientated 
discourse) that were presumably ready for the anti-imperialist struggle but not 
yet ready for a socialist one, and put like this they might not join, which would 
seriously damage the anti-imperialist movement.

Similar objections were raised against the TİP during the discussions on 
socialism56 started by Yön in co-operation with the old-guard Mihri Belli and 
the supporters of NDR within the TİP immediately after the election to eval-
uate the current conditions.57 These discussions had focused mainly on the 
historical and revolutionary stages of Turkey and the relevant strategies to be 
adopted as an outcome. All this discussion actually implicitly centred on the 
role of the military in the movement.

This was also the first time that the TİP was criticized in terms of Marxist 
theory,58 and was the start of the major ‘war of theory’ that was to continue 
until the end of the 1960s among the Turkish left.59 The TİP leadership, 
however, did not actually join in the discussions in Yön, preferring to carry 
out the debate in their own arena, except for those members of the party advo-
cating the NDR line. The leaders responded with speeches to the party or in 
public and tackled the issues in their writing.60 This reluctance to join the open 
debate, however, damaged their prestige, as party members were aware of the 
discussions and the party had not fully responded to the accusations raised by 
Yön and NDR supporters.61 This also led to a NDR paradigm being adopted 
by many party members as the theoretical discourse seemed stronger.

Starting in August 1966 the TİP leadership had led a campaign against 
the NDR movement as well as against the CHP centred on the political-
revolutionary role of the elite, including military officers.62 After the election 
the TİP started to voice its differences from the CHP63 and from the Yön 
movement, with which it had had lukewarm co-operation before the election. 
In his speeches at party meetings and statements in the leftist press, it was as 
if party leader Aybar was having a polemical discussion with Avcıoğlu and 
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had started to strongly criticize the Yön movement for advocating building 
socialism from above. Aybar renewed this point, claiming that socialism as an 
economic system and worldview of the people [halk] could only be built by 
the labouring masses [emekçi halk kitleleri]. Aybar explained that:

As socialism is an economic system and the worldview of the people, 
socialism will be built by the labouring people. There has never been a 
socialist country in the world not built by the people. Socialism is built 
from bottom to top.64

Aybar emphasized, however, that among all other labouring classes the 
working class was the real agent for building socialism. He explained that 
in the light of scientific research, socialism acknowledged the working class 
among all other labouring classes as the agency for building socialism as it 
was an ideology of this class, and as it was the most effective, most talented, 
strongest and most capable class of all.65

Boran likewise considered that the TİP’s programme was not actually a 
socialist programme, as it advocated a mixed economy and land reform. Yet 
she emphasized that only a socialist party could carry out these reforms and 
ensure independence and rapid development which would establish the basis 
for transformation into socialism.66 She also discussed other alternatives and 
emphasized that strategies for the anti-imperialist and anti-feudal struggle 
under the national bourgeoisie or middle strata (as the Yön circle and those 
supporting NDR were advocating) were put forward in the socialist litera-
ture for young Asian, African and South American states which had not fairly 
developed in terms of their political regimes, unlike Turkey. Turkey had spent 
about forty years developing its political system, and in Turkey there had been 
a means of organizing and generating consciousness in the working class.67 

Hence, Boran did not raise objections against the theory known as the non-
capitalist road, the transitional stage towards socialism via a military interven-
tion, but she did draw attention to the inappropriateness of it for a politically 
mature country like Turkey.

4.2â•‡ The Malatya Congress: victory of SR
These discussions were in a way a preparation for the Second General Congress 
of the TİP, where the two positions would struggle for the leadership of the 
party. NDR advocates had shown their strength in the Istanbul Executive 
Board, when they aimed to first gain control over the board then to extend 
it to the Central Executive Board.68 Following that, during the Istanbul City 
Congress (October 1966), Sadun Aren won the Chairmanship of Congress 
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against the opposing group69 by a margin of a few votes only.70 It was obvious 
that NDR advocates were no longer marginal, hence the TİP administration 
decided to organize a major congress of the party in Malatya, instead of in 
Istanbul or Ankara, where the opponents were stronger.71

The Malatya Congress (20–23 November) turned into a battlefield where 
the decisive struggle between the party leadership (SR supporters) and the 
opponents (NDR supporters) was staged. The opponents put forward a sepa-
rate agenda. The Yön circle supported the opponent group, and an essay, to be 
read in congress by the leader of the opponents, Vahap Erdoğdu, was published 
in Yön just days before the congress.72 Doğan Avcıoğlu himself had joined the 
congress, giving his full support to the opponents. The three-day congress 
ended with victory for the TİP leadership, and as a result of the following 
investigations, the opponents gathered around Mihri Belli were almost all 
evicted from the party.73 The party leadership had been intimidated by Belli 
and the groups around him74 and was apparently trying to prevent the group 
from taking over the party. For this reason the party leadership was quite 
hostile to the opponents and eliminated the vocal group of NDR supporters 
from the party. However, this was not the end of NDR support in the party, 
and the NDR advocates actually gained strength especially in Istanbul in the 
following years.

The motions passed in the congress outlined the theoretical and stra-
tegic differences between the NDR and SR groups very clearly, as the TİP 
had announced its strategy of democratic struggle under the leadership of the 
labouring people versus a possible military-led action in alliance with socialist 
intellectuals.75 NDR versus SR was also the first split of the Marxist left in the 
1960s. After the congress the split in the left was even more vocal and explicit. 
Even though the debate between these two groups within and without the 
TİP was about which historical and revolutionary stage the country was at, 
neither side was actually advocating a revolution, especially a socialist revo-
lution. The TİP defended a parliamentary transition, believing that a party 
with the tacit support of the working and popular classes would bring about 
change, and NDR supporters actually, and implicitly, advocated a bourgeois 
democratic revolution initiated by a coup and with civil support.76

The controversy about the revolutionary stage, strategy and tactics focused 
on the role of the military and civil intellectuals, with a conflict over the lead-
ership of a socialist movement as well. There was also a clash between the 
parties representing different factions in the TKP under the leadership of Zeki 
Baştımar (acting as the general secretary of the TKP external bureau) on the 
one hand, and Mihri Belli on the other. Mihri Belli and Baştımar had had 
problems since the 1951 arrest of TKP members. Those associated with the 
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TKP were divided into two groups: ‘Zekiciler’ and ‘Mihriciler’, as explained 
in earlier chapters. People such as Reşat Fuat Baraner, Şevki Akşit, Sevinç 
Özgüner and Vecdi Özgüner were close to Belli, while Aybar, Aren, Boran 
and Sargın were close to Zeki Baştımar.77 The TİP leadership, then, had prior 
resentment and mistrust of Belli and, therefore, suspected those supporting 
the NDR line both within and outside the party.

Apart from this dispute caused by the TKP’s past, the theoretical discussion 
opened up an ongoing controversy about the history and structure of society, 
social change and what revolutionary stage Turkey was at. A small group 
within the TİP came forward with an original work based on Marx’s study of 
the Eastern states, termed the Asiatic mode of production, as an evaluation of 
Turkish history to guide the current socialist movement. The popular discus-
sion on the left as to whether the Ottoman state was a feudal state or an Asiatic 
state with different historical stages from the West was actually centred on the 
role of the army in the current revolutionary movement.

5â•‡ A feudal or an Asiatic state? New discussions on 
the role of the army

5.1â•‡ Asiatic mode of production: the military as the ruling class?
During the discussions about what revolutionary stage Turkey was at in terms 
of social structures, Aybar and a few intellectuals of the TİP had started to 
publicize new ideas on the state, Turkish society and its history. Though prob-
ably initially directed as a polemic against the CHP and the NDR opposition, 
it turned into an investigation of the potentiality of the bureaucracy, intel-
lectuals and, most importantly, military officers in leading a probable revo-
lutionary action. The political role of the army was discussed not only with 
respect to the position of the middle strata in Marxist theory, but also with 
respect to the role of the bureaucracy and implicitly the state, based on Marxist 
analyses of the historical development of Turkey.

Around the mid-1960s, the chair of the TİP, Aybar, had abandoned some 
of his earlier views and instead of orthodox Marxism began to pay greater 
attention to Althusser’s interpretation of Marxism. He was especially influ-
enced by Althusser’s concept of overdetermination.78 Aybar argued that class 
conflict in Turkey had a secondary level of importance compared to the 
problem of freedom in terms of the position of the state relative to the people. 
He held that the Ottoman state was an authoritarian state [ceberrut] and the 
Turkish Republic still continued the same form of state. Aybar explained this 
from a materialist viewpoint, through the lack of private ownership of land 
under the Ottoman state. The Ottoman state, which Aybar regarded as an 
‘above-and-beyond the people, centralized, monopolist, despotic entity’, was 
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overpowerful, as it allowed no private land-holding system.79 The state used 
its power and a form of exploitation, that of obtaining land rent, through 
intermediators belonging to its ‘kapıkulu’ or civil and military servants, that 
is, the bureaucracy. These civil and military state officials had used immense 
state power for centuries, both in economic and political terms, and hence 
had become a sui generis class identified with the state. Aybar concluded that 
there were basically two pseudo-classes, the bureaucrats and the people in the 
Ottoman state, with the bureaucracy acting as a dominant class.

Aybar was influenced by the writings of TİP members Selahattin Hilav and, 
especially, Sencer Divitçioğlu80 and İdris Küçükömer, who basically argued 
that the Ottoman empire was not a feudal state but an Asiatic one, which had 
primarily an Asiatic mode of production (AMP).81 This view was based on 
Marx’s not fully developed theory of a different kind of historical development 
for Asian countries.82 Selahattin Hilav was the first to initiate discussions on 
AMP for Turkey.83 After Yön had published a series of Hilav’s articles, discus-
sions about AMP had been taken up by Sencer Divitçioğlu, who had joined 
the TİP during the crucial Istanbul City Congress, and İdris Küçükömer, and 
a similar concept was made public by party leader Aybar, although he never 
directly attributed AMP to the Ottoman state.84

At almost the same time that this was brought to the socialist agenda by 
Althusser,85 the AMP concept also resulted in one of the most memorable and 
intellectual debates of the time in Turkey – whether the Ottoman state had 
passed through the feudalism stage as in Western countries or whether it had 
been an Asiatic despotic state. The popularity and acuteness of the discussion 
was due to its direct reference to the importance of the state of feudalism in 
Turkey, which then would determine the historical stage and consequently the 
revolutionary stage and the actors. If the Ottoman empire had been a feudal 
state, the vestiges of feudalism would be important and the current revolu-
tion would be a bourgeois revolution. The military could play a central role in 
eliminating the feudal powers in such a case. However, if the Ottoman empire 
had been a despotic state run by its bureaucracy, there would be no need for 
a bourgeois revolution as in European states. The military officers would 
have been among the ruling class then, and therefore they could not have any 
revolutionary role. The feudalism versus AMP discussion was brought to the 
agenda exactly at the time when the left was polarized into two main groups in 
terms of revolutionary strategies.

The relevance of AMP to the contemporary leftist movement was also due 
to the argument put forward by Aybar and Küçükömer, particularly, that 
the form of the Ottoman state had continued with some changes until the 
present, so determining the contemporary ruling class as well. According to 
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AMP advocates, the military was the oldest hegemonic class, a sui generis class 
almost identified with the state, continuing its hegemony in Turkey from the 
beginning of the Ottoman empire to the present. Aybar, for example, argued 
that people were alienated for centuries by the bureaucracy, which he defined 
as an authoritarian, centralized, elitist old power-holder class. Aybar explained 
that the weakening of the Ottoman state relative to Western countries forced 
the Ottomans to carry out some reforms. However, the economy was still run 
or at least directed by the state: either the state directly carried out industri-
alization projects, or by granting privileges to certain people actually included 
them among its kapıkulu class. A capitalist class was created as a result, carrying 
out its business allegedly in the name of the state but actually for its own sake.86 
Interestingly, in the republican period, the same (kapıkulu) class was able to 
maintain its power through the étatiste policy in the economy. It was actu-
ally through the statist mode of production that the kapıkulu class was able 
to increase its political, economic and social dominance. Aybar remarked 
that in this sense the bureaucratic class could actually protect its dominant 
role against the rising comprador capitalist class, and argued that both under 
the rule of İT and, especially, under the CHP, the Ottoman statist mode of 
production continued and even developed. Consequently, just as was the case 
in the Ottoman state, there had been a sharp differentiation in Turkey between 
the exploited and the ruling classes. In this sense, society was divided into the 
exploiting and exploited classes [sömürenler ve sömürülenler sınıfı] just as in 
the Ottoman model.

Aybar pointed out that when the DP came to power during the 1950s with 
an ağa–comprador alliance, it was not because the alliance aimed to remove 
the bureaucracy from power, but rather to take direct power in state issues 
and force the bureaucracy under their command. As a result of the accumu-
lated reaction against Ottoman-style state rule the people sided with the 
ağa–comprador coalition in 1950. Expressing a radical opinion for the left, 
Aybar, Divitçioğlu and Küçükömer praised the result of the 1950 election, as 
they thought that through free elections people had deposed the oldest ruling 
class, that of the military and civilian bureaucracy.87

Aybar remarked that at the present, as beneficiaries of the Americans, 
the bureaucracy as a class was in alliance with the ağa–comprador classes.88 

However, at the same time, Aybar also divided the nineteenth-century bureau-
cratic class into two main streams according to their worldview, with one 
section supporting liberal views and a capitalist economy and the other as he 
defined it favouring centralized, monopolist, authoritarian statist views.89 He 
termed these two streams in the republican period ‘the pro-American’ and 
‘Atatürkist’ factions respectively. The American faction, or, as Aybar defined 
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it, the ‘American bureaucrat bourgeoisie’, formed an alliance with the big land-
owners and comprador bourgeoisie. Pro-American bureaucrats, or the bureau-
crat bourgeoisie, and the ağa–comprador alliance all benefited from relations 
with US imperialism. Thus, the conflicts among these classes were eliminated 
and they had coalesced into one hegemonic class. Aybar concluded that the 
main conflict in Turkey was between this alliance and the rest of the people, 
that is, all labouring classes.

While demeaning bureaucracy and authoritarianism in so many ways, 
Aybar at the same time defended the actions of the Atatürkist wing, citing as 
examples the declaration of the Constitutional regime,90 the Independence 
War and the 27 May 1960 coup. Aybar still had expectations of the Atatürkist 
wing, probably because it was perceived as standing against the ruling coali-
tion of pro-American bureaucrats, big landowners and comprador bour-
geois. Aybar believed that Atatürkist bureaucrats would ‘do their duty in 
the struggle for a second Independence War and socialism’.91 Yet he warned 
that it was impossible to continue an Ottoman-style state under the label of 
socialism.92

The classification of bureaucracy based on ideological and political differ-
ences was not very clear in Aybar’s work. Aybar essentially considered classes in 
terms of their economic roles and relations, and therefore defined bureaucracy 
in the Ottoman state both in terms of economic relations and as an appropri-
ator of surplus value. Yet in the republican period, from the nineteenth century 
onwards, bureaucracy was qualified according to the worldview of the partici-
pants, without explaining the roots of this differentiation. The perspective on 
Atatürkism and early republican history was problematic, as authoritarianism 
was criticized while at the same time Atatürkist actions were praised.

Aybar derived his overall conclusions on the popular behaviour of the 
Turkish people on the basis of the problematic relation between the state and 
the people. He claimed that ‘[Turkish] people would react against anything 
that comes from above’ as they have associated this with state repression 
for hundreds of years. Hence he reiterated that a transition into socialism 
imposed from above could not succeed in Turkey. This was a warning from 
Aybar to those believing that socialism could be built through an initiative of 
the military by a coup. Aybar explained that the masses strongly resented top-
down regimes, and they had shown this clearly by eliminating the CHP from 
power in the first free election. The result of the election was the statement of 
the people against an Ottoman-style authoritarian state and the representative 
of such a rule, the CHP.93 Also after 27 May, as people were worried about a 
revival of the old mentality and state rule if the bureaucrat bourgeoisie gained 
power, 40 per cent had voted against the constitution. Aybar reaffirmed that 



THE WORKERS’ PART Y OF TURKEY 79

the socialization of Turkey would be in the form of a democratic socialism 
where every labouring class would unite and ascend to power.

Küçükömer, who was opposed to the Kemalist differentiation of secular-
ists versus reactionaries, argued in his book, other writings and speeches from 
a similar standpoint of the perception of oppression by a bureaucratic elite, 
explaining that the military and civilian state officials had been the real oppres-
sors and historically the enemy of the people.94 He added that to eliminate 
exploitation, the powers of this historical elite must first be broken. Otherwise, 
not only would it not be possible to build a system which benefited the working 
classes of Turkey but also any attempt to do so with the aid of these historical 
power-holders would have to face the reaction of the people.

Küçükömer argued in this sense that some socialists misunderstood the role 
of the army and were mistaken in assuming that another 27 May was possible. 
He strongly criticized ‘national front socialists’95 and drew attention to the 
foundation and development of OYAK:

The sources of OYAK have rapidly increased and the foundation has 
joint ventures with foreign capital and established massive industrial 
companies (such as automobile and truck companies) based on profit. 
Those who define themselves as progressive-secular Atatürkists … should 
first analyse OYAK; the socialists thinking to build a broad front with 
the bureaucrats for the independence struggle must first analyse OYAK. 
Those who define themselves as socialists cannot run away from this 
truth.96

Küçükömer drew attention to OYAK in the Third General Congress of the 
TİP as well.97 He argued that even though bureaucrats could not be a class, as 
they did not own the means of production, in Turkey a bureaucratic group was 
moving towards becoming a class. He claimed that unfortunately these were 
the military officers. Even though there were objections to Küçükömer in the 
congress, he further claimed that through OYAK the military officers were 
in business with foreign capital and he thus implied that they were becoming 
comprador bourgeois. He emphasized in this sense that co-operation with 
the bureaucrats was impossible under these conditions, and argued that it was 
for this reason that Nasser’s regime had lost power. Actually, very radically, 
Küçükömer instead proposed that the leftists could co-operate with what 
he termed the ‘Islamist people’s front’ [islamcı halk cephesi] against imperi-
alism. Küçükömer argued that a new commission must discuss the different 
views with respect to the new role of the army and if necessary prepare a new 
programme for the TİP, with new tactics and strategy.
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Aybar reiterated that bureaucracy was a kind of a class, as it had a regulatory 
and controlling role in the economy. He again based this on the analysis of the 
social structure of Turkey, arguing that Turkey had special historical character-
istics, and that party strategy and tactics must be regulated to find a solution 
to the superstructural problems that also overdetermine contradictions in the 
economic base.

To summarize and end the discussion, AMP offered an original reading of 
history, and its adherents were the first on the left to draw attention to state 
repression through the rule of the elite. Therefore it was an important attempt 
to liberate leftist ideology in Turkey from both the straitjacket of Kemalism 
and the Stalinism that Turkish leftists were generally associated with. 
Unfortunately, it lacked consistency of judgement and was in need of further 
exploration. Aybar’s theses were very not very well developed. Moreover, 
Küçükömer’s work was highly incomprehensible, even though it was very 
important in attacking the modernist framework and in its attempt to under-
stand the cultural factor and the role of religion in Turkey from a different 
and not hostile perspective.98 Despite some shortcomings, overall these AMP 
theses were highly innovative and revealing.

The AMP theorization also served a variety of pragmatic political causes 
which opened up further debates. First, it provided a theoretical ground for 
opposing the view of a revolution from above through military intervention. 
In many ways it also directly attacked the CHP, the rival of the TİP after 
its turn to left-of-centre, as the inheritor of the old despotic Ottoman-style 
state rule. Furthermore, the emphasis on freedom and the state versus people 
contradiction instead of class contradiction also formed a functional populist 
rhetoric to attract Alevite and Kurdish people, to whom the TİP had begun 
to turn its attention.99 Last, but definitely not least, the historical discussion 
provided an opportunity for Aybar to implicitly put forward his ideas about 
the Soviet Union. By denouncing the centralized, despotic, bureaucratic state 
– the Ottoman empire – Aybar was at the same time pointing at a bureaucratic 
giant, the USSR, acting under a socialist label.100 The two states had essen-
tial resemblances as far as Aybar was concerned, whereby the state controlled 
and exploited the masses through its ownership and control over the means 
of production with the help of its bureaucratic class.101 Hence, Aybar not only 
attacked those socialists advocating a change through a military coup, but also 
a kind of socialism in which bureaucratic dictatorships ruled.102

However, it became obvious after some time that Aybar’s newer and more 
unorthodox ideas were not actually welcome in the party. This came to the 
fore after the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. Aybar had criticized 
the Soviet Union for acting like a ‘big brother’ and undermining the smaller 
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states.103 He condemned the invasion and asked for the recognition of the 
sovereignty principle for all countries.104 Actually, he was not alone in the 
party in condemning the intervention of the USSR. Boran, who had gener-
ally been regarded as a Soviet sympathizer, also condemned the invasion in 
her essay ‘Çekoslovakya Olayları’, which was published in the popular daily 
Milliyet.105

After a while Aybar started to speak publicly about ‘humanitarian socialism’ 
[güleryüzlü/insancıl sosyalizm] and this led to a reaction from many party 
members.106 Party members and especially young sympathizers believed that 
using such a concept would mean that the TİP had earlier defended non-
humanitarian socialism.107 Aybar did not agree. His earlier emphasis on the 
problem of humiliation108 and public statements in favour of a Turkish type 
of socialism109 meant that he was accused of deviating from the party line and 
using terms that did not belong to scientific socialism, in other words of theo-
retical deviation.110 Five top members linked by their affinity with the TKP 
and personally very close to Aybar finally submitted a proposal stating that 
Aybar’s views were his personal views and did not bind the party.111 Aybar 
considered the reaction as a Moscow coup to remove him from office and 
publicly accused the opposition of having been dictated to by the USSR.112 As 
this was a most sensitive issue for TİP members the public accusation brought 
relations between Aybar and the opposition into deadlock.

Aybar resigned from the party after a few days of long meetings with the 
administrative board, but was persuaded to return by his supporters. The 
Third Congress once again supported Aybar against two opposition groups,113 

but Aybar finally resigned on 16 November 1969 after the failure of the party 
in the 1969 national election.114 Boran succeeded Aybar as the new chair, 
becoming the first woman ever to lead a political party in Turkey.115

5.2â•‡ Boran’s socialism and the political pole of the army
Boran, one of Aybar’s closest friends and main supporters in the party, had 
become one of the leaders of the opposition against Aybar and finally she 
became the new party chair. She was also the only person within the party 
to have written a book on her own and the party’s views on socialism which 
started with an evaluation of Turkish history and the present historical stage. 
The book shows clearly the differences between Boran’s views and those of 
Aybar, especially in terms of the socialist model to follow.

Boran’s analysis was more rigidly orientated towards classical Marxism, 
though she kept close to the TİP platform.116 Boran had a materialistic 
approach to history and did not view the Ottoman empire as a case of AMP, 
defining it instead as an anachronistic, centralized feudal empire and a variant 
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of European feudal states. She distinguished feudalism in terms of mode of 
production and relations of production in Marxist analytical terms, rather 
than through specific cultural and ideological formations. Though her defini-
tion was different, the characteristics she attributed to the empire were the 
same as those used by people within the TİP who understood the structure of 
the empire through the concept of AMP.117 According to Boran, the Ottoman 
empire was a centralized, authoritarian state ruled from above, which was 
represented in concrete by its bureaucratic class.118 The civil-military execu-
tive class brought change to the traditional state/society in the nineteenth 
century.119 The same class initiated a bourgeois revolution characteristic of 
backward countries by the foundation of the republic. Boran stressed that this 
was the peak, namely the most revolutionary point that the bourgeois could 
ever hope to reach in Turkey.120 Boran explained that: ‘The Turkish people has 
gained consciousness of its existence as a nation during the Liberation War. 
As the National Liberation War was anti-imperialist it was also of an anti-
capitalist character.’121

Boran explained that a national liberation war was a bourgeois revolution 
of the type experienced by underdeveloped countries.122 It was a movement 
dependent on and supported by the people. However, she emphasized that the 
class character of a revolution was determined by the class leading the move-
ment and its ideology. As the bourgeoisie was weak in Turkey the military 
and civil administrative cadre, which were of petty-bourgeois origin, led the 
movement and the revolution. However, after the war the Turkish bourgeoisie 
enriched itself through war profiteering (during World War I) and the ağas 
surrounded the ruling cadre.123 Mainly because of this dependence on the 
bourgeoisie, and the petty-bourgeois lineage of the bureaucratic cadre with 
their tendency to acquire a bourgeois mentality,124 the ruling cadre had chosen 
a capitalist way of development.125

Boran explained that the ruling cadre had very high status thanks to its 
administrative, elite role under the Ottoman empire. They had realized that in 
a society where the bourgeois powers were not yet developed they could ensure 
their control over the economy if an étatiste route were followed, which would 
also bring direct economic advantages for themselves.126 By allocating such a level 
of class consciousness to bureaucracy, Boran took a noticeably radical approach 
to the state-governed economy and claimed that a bureaucratic bourgeoisie had 
developed under these conditions, but she claimed that this did not cover the 
period when Atatürk was still alive.127 Boran argued in a very schematic, superfi-
cial and contradictory way (one which did not match the reality) that the ruling 
cadre had struggled against imperialism and thus capitalism and the Ottoman 
type of rule and traditional society until Atatürk’s death.128 Atatürk’s principles, 
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especially those of nationalism, étatisme, populism and secularism were the 
peak of revolutionary thought. Boran, in a way strikingly similar to Avcıoğlu, 
argued that if these principles were systematized into an ideological framework 
they would be very close to socialism.129 Kemalism was somehow closer to leftist 
ideology and the regime close enough to socialism. Statements such as these 
raise questions about Boran’s understanding of socialism. The principles she 
mentioned were classic bourgeois nation-state tenets, and could be the attribute 
of any kind of a capitalist state (fascist, for example, or a temporary stage in a 
capitalist state) rather than basic socialist characteristics.130

Yet the main problem in Boran’s work was that she had attributed an anti-
capitalist character to the Kemalist regime as it allegedly stood against impe-
rialism. She explained the reaction of the military and civil bureaucracy to the 
bourgeoisie and the bourgeois character of the administrative cadre in terms of 
its hegemonic role under the Ottoman empire. However, as she adhered to the 
Soviet position (dating from the Comintern) she schematically argued that 
Kemalist cadre was against imperialism and deduced from that the conclusion 
that in this sense it was also against capitalism.131 Actually, her theses were 
internally contradictory, and at the same time she regarded Kemalist revo-
lution as a bourgeois revolution and regarded the petty-bourgeois executive 
cadre (the bureaucrats and intellectuals) as bourgeois in mentality.132 The anti-
capitalist drive was only due to the ‘anti-imperialist’ position of the Kemalist 
leadership, then, which was only based on the struggle against the invading 
Greeks supported by the British during the liberation war.133

With respect to the worldview of the ruling cadre, following the same line 
as Aybar, Boran acknowledged that an ideological battle had been going on 
within the ruling cadre since the nineteenth century. The battle was between 
those advocating authoritarianism, centralization and étatisme versus liber-
alism. The CHP came to represent the first line of thinking and the DP the 
second during the 1950s–60s.134 The struggle between the DP and the CHP 
represented a power struggle among the coalition of a newly rising urban 
bourgeoisie and bourgeois landowners against the traditional elite bureauc-
racy, both civilian and military, who had control over both the state and the 
economy. Boran pointed out that the bureaucratic elite had the highest status 
in society, and they had despised the bourgeoisie and landowners.135 In this 
respect, the 27 May 1960 military coup, which Boran defined as a movement, 
was the triumph of the reunited bureaucracy and intellectuals, who by an 
action of the armed forces had overthrown the comprador bourgeoisie and 
landowners, literally their representative party, the DP.136

Boran explained that when the bourgeoisie fails to fulfil its duty of industri-
alizing the country and building modern technology, either the lower classes, 



84 The Army and the Radical Left in Turkey

if they are strong enough to take power, or the military intervene. She further 
explained that in Turkey the bourgeoisie could not realize development yet 
and the 1960 intervention meant more than that. It also aimed to strengthen 
the state in respect of the power of the bourgeoisie and landowners in order 
to return power to the civil-military cadre. Strikingly, the liberal constitution 
of 1960, which the intelligentsia and especially the leftists were very fond of 
as it enabled socialist parties to be formed legally, was interpreted by Boran as 
a way of attracting and pulling the masses to the side of the coalition of bureauc-
racy and intellectuals in their battle against the bourgeoisie and landowners.137 

This would actually mean that the traditional elite was using people or at least 
approaching them as a means to perpetuate its own hegemony. Yet Boran did 
not develop this idea to the point of describing a new class alliance and new 
class relations.

Boran also pointed out that the Turkish army had a progressive tradition; 
whenever it intervened in politics it was always in a progressive way and never 
backwards. This idea actually contradicted the argument described above, 
which evaluated the intervention in 1960 as a reaction of the old elite to the 
newly rising bourgeoisie. However, even though Boran emphasized that the 
Turkish army was not constituted from aristocratic or bourgeois elements, she 
warned that nobody should expect the army to carry out reforms. Military 
regimes could not generally govern for a long period and undertake social 
change. She reacted strongly to the interference of the military in politics even 
under current civil rule, with the National Defence Committee governed by 
constitutional law. She warned that in the long run military intervention in 
politics by such bodies and special laws would endanger democracy.138

Boran also remarked upon the dependence of the Turkish armed forces on 
the US. She drew particular attention to US conspiracies in many countries 
to suppress democratic movements by military intervention, which had so far 
succeeded in Latin American countries. She raised suspicions about the privi-
leged strata within the military which did not correspond to Turkish military 
traditions.139 This actually contradicted her argument outlined above about 
the dominant status of the military both under the Ottoman empire and in 
the republican era within a bureaucratic administrative role. Leaving this point 
aside, though she reaffirmed her belief in the progressive, revolutionary quality 
of the army and modernized Turkish politics, she nevertheless warned that AP 
rule could use US support through agents provocateurs, some of the military 
cadre and underground organizations to build a fascist military dictatorship in 
Turkey. This would turn Turkey into a second Vietnam, or a second Greece.140

Apparently, Boran was quite clear on the political role of the military even 
under the current civil regime, and the dangers it posed to democracy in the 
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long run if it continued to interfere under constitutional guarantees. She was 
also far-sighted about the two interventions awaiting Turkey. Yet she did not 
have a comprehensive understanding of the social and political role of the mili-
tary, especially in terms of its relation to other classes and hegemonic powers. 
That was perhaps the main weakness, and also the reason behind the apparent 
contradictions in her analyses noted above. Boran had actually asserted that 
a new kind of class struggle was taking place in Turkey between the old and 
the new elite, with the military forming an essential part, yet she did not draw 
conclusions about the class struggle, for a revised political discourse, strategy 
or tactics based on this argument.

6â•‡ Disappointment in elections and disappearance of trust
The TİP lost its prestige and popularity amongst the leftist youth, one of 
the important pillars of its organization, as a result of its parliamentarist and 
reformist line and especially its bureaucratic tendencies.141 Moreover, the 
party could not satisfy its defenders in terms of theory and socialist education. 
Its inability to solve the conflicts and rifts within the party and offer satisfac-
tory solutions to the complex problems of the day did not help much, and the 
NDR position, which paid more attention to theory and action, became much 
more influential, particularly among the university youth.142 Even though 
the discourse of the TİP looked more radical, conformist and parliamentary 
tendencies within the party had disillusioned young, hot-blooded socialists.143 
Non-parliamentary strategies, and especially the strategy that allocated the 
military a special role within NDR, had become more influential in leftist 
movements.144

The TİP also lost representation in parliament after the 1969 general elec-
tion, when it was only able to return two members.145 This was partly due to 
the change in electoral law that favoured large parties over the small ones such 
as the TİP.146 The decrease in the number of votes, even though the TİP had 
formed a party organization in all sixty-seven cities for this election, which 
should have been more advantageous compared to the election in 1965, was 
mainly due to the disagreements within the party and the increasing factional 
struggle. The Aren–Boran faction had even set up a separate election bureau 
for the group gathered around the journal Emek and they competed openly 
with the Aybar faction for electoral districts.147 It was almost inevitable that 
the election would not bring any positive result when the party could not even 
agree on the conduct of its election campaign.

The pre-election situation was further complicated by the trade unionists’ 
resentment towards Aybar. The trade unionists were especially dissatisfied 
with their positions in the nomination lists and even more furious with the 
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allocation of the first position on the list in Adıyaman to a big landowner, 
Sabri Tanrıverdi. He was an Alevite, allegedly with 13,500 votes ready to be 
cast for the TİP.148 Aybar’s decision reflected his new tactical move to gamble 
on the peasant vote, which made up three-quarters of the population of 
Turkey, and especially to win Alevite support.149 Aybar argued that Turkey’s 
liberation would be through the peasantry and that the peasantry formed the 
main revolutionary force, as the workers, small shop owners and low-ranking 
civil servants were not oppressed as much as the peasantry.150 That was actually 
a grave misconception, as the peasantry was very inactive except in a few cases 
where they seized state-owned land, whereas around that time the working 
class was becoming more and more energetic and forceful. This shift of atten-
tion did not suit the early discourse of the party, especially its defence of SR, 
but it was in line with Aybar’s newer conceptualization of the situation.

The shift of attention from the working class to the peasantry was not 
welcomed by the factions representing the working class in the party, espe-
cially the administrators of DİSK. Even though there was no organic relation 
between DİSK and the TİP, DİSK was founded by very much the same trade 
unionists who had founded the party.151 Though the membership of the feder-
ation and the party did not coincide, the TİP had always supported DİSK 
and vice versa, which led to a severe reaction from Türk-İş. However, the trade 
unionists withdrew their support for Aybar when he gave priority to the peas-
antry.152 The trade union faction was determined to protect their interests in 
the party and hence established their own electoral section in Ankara.

The delegates of the eastern cities became Aybar’s main allies instead of the 
trade unionists. On the eve of the 1969 elections four factions existed in the 
party, each conducting its own election campaign. They were, in order of their 
strength in the party: (1) the group led by Aybar and Ekinci;153 (2) Aren–
Boran; (3) the trade unionists and (4) the Proletarian Revolutionaries, known 
as Proleter Devrimciler or Proleter Devrimci Aydınlık [PDA].154 The trade 
unionists and representatives of the eastern regions fully shared Aybar’s views 
but there was a power conflict between them as a result of social, economic 
and even ethnic (as eastern representatives were mainly Kurdish) differences. 
The factional struggle also represented the clash of interests between different 
classes and social strata, between the intelligentsia and the workers, and 
between the workers and the peasants. The intelligentsia itself was also split 
into two factions, those supporting Aybar on the one hand and more conven-
tional leftists supporting Aren–Boran on the other.155

Meanwhile, Aren–Boran had formed a new bloc with several trade unionists 
and power shifted in their favour. Aybar resigned from the chairmanship and 
his membership of the Leadership Committee. Proletarian Revolutionaries 
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and the Aren–Boran faction became the main opponents in the party. The 
year 1970 marked an intensification of the conflict between the Aren–Boran 
faction and the PDA. The plan of the PDA supporters was to oust the Aren–
Boran faction from leadership during the Fourth Congress.

The gathering took place in Ankara on 29–30 October 1970 and the central 
issue was once again party strategy and tactics, with an open discussion of the 
views of NDR supporters. Several days before the Congress Aren–Boran had 
declared that NDR contradicted proletarian socialism and therefore was not 
compatible with party membership.156 The TİP was split from the first day of 
the congress as only 206 of the 341 delegates attended and the rest decided to 
attend the separate ‘Revolutionary Congress’ which had gathered at the same 
time.157 The PDA group led by Doğu Perinçek and Şahin Alpay, though, did 
participate in the Fourth Congress. The Aren–Boran group gained the leader-
ship and Boran became the new party chair.

Despite the rejection of NDR by a majority of the delegates many were 
against a purge of NDR supporters from the party. They argued that NDR 
supporters could be recognized and contained within the party and were 
willing to allow democratic discussions to take place.158 However, Boran 
stated that there could be no compromise between the official party line 
and the indivisibility of socialist and NDR goals and a peaceful approach 
to power. She defined the strategy of SR and the NDR as two completely 
different paths impossible to reconcile.159 The former Aybar supporters from 
the eastern regions, PDA supporters and the remaining trade unionist faction 
voted against the resolution of the Aren–Boran faction for purging the NDR 
defenders.160 However, the Aren–Boran faction gained a majority in the vote 
and immediately started purges and evicting NDR supporters and some of 
their other opponents.161

The Fourth Congress of the TİP reiterated that after 1950 capitalist develop-
ment had gained speed and the rising bourgeoisie had integrated with impe-
rialism and formed the basic internal social alliance of imperialism.162 For this 
reason, the main contradiction of capital–labour coincided with the contra-
diction between the imperialist forces and anti-imperialist forces, so that the 
struggle for political independence against imperialism and for socialism was 
the same revolutionary movement. The TİP maintained firmly that defending 
NDR was to reject the struggle against capitalism and the bourgeoisie or post-
pone it to the future, and instead take feudalism and feudal landlords as the main 
target. Such an approach would empty the anti-capitalist essence of the class conflict. 
As Turkish capitalism had integrated with the global capitalist system, which 
was in an imperialist phase, and as the internal social base of imperialism was the 
bourgeoisie, the struggle against the vestiges of the feudal system as defended by 
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NDR would in fact seriously damage the struggle against imperialism. Turkey 
had been in the phase of democratic revolution for at least the past sixty years, 
and the main goals had mostly been attained. The capitalist relation of produc-
tion was dominant and there were only vestiges of a feudal relation of produc-
tion in some regions, but even these were day by day becoming integrated with 
capitalism.163 The party clearly delineated its different approach to the social and 
economic structure from that of the NDR line.

The party also declared that NDR movements were actually targeting the 
TİP, which was the independent political organization of the working class 
of Turkey and moving towards power.164 Therefore, advocating NDR was not 
compatible with party membership.

One of the central issues that also affected the fate of the party after the 
military intervention was the Kurdish problem. The Kurdish people formed 
a considerable proportion of the party membership and sixty-eight delegates 
from the eastern regions were Kurdish socialists. Despite their warnings Boran 
decided to continue with the discussions on the Kurdish problem.165 She stated 
that the TİP would continue to support the struggle of the Kurdish people for 
democratic rights and liberties, though within the limits of the constitution 
and protecting the integrity of the state.166 In her speech in congress Boran 
also pointed to the increasing violence and oppression policy of the domi-
nant bourgeois classes, especially in the east.167 The resolution of the Fourth 
Congress gave a very clear and full expression of the TİP’s position on the 
Kurdish problem which seriously challenged the national or official state 
ideology. First, the party had recognized the existence of the Kurdish people 
and second, there was a Kurdish problem. The problem was repression, forced 
assimilation and deprivation of the elementary national and socio-economic 
rights of the Kurdish people by the chauvinistic-nationalist ideology and atti-
tudes of dominant class rule.168 However, the answer to the Kurdish problem 
did not lie in the separatist national liberation movement of the Kurds but in 
the socialist transformation of Turkey, for which Turkish and Kurdish social-
ists had to work together in the TİP. Put like this the TİP did not support the 
autonomy of the Kurdish people and, especially, did not recognize the right of 
the Kurdish nation to self-determination to the point of establishing an inde-
pendent state. However, the party was sued for advocating an independent 
state for the Kurdish nation by the Constitutional Court after the 12 March 
military intervention.169 The TİP through its approach to the Kurdish problem 
had separated from the mainstream parties and the official state ideology. It 
had become the custom for social democratic parties to deal with the Kurdish 
problem by drawing special attention to state repression, inequality in socio-
economic conditions and inhibitions of democratic rights.
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7â•‡ Towards the 12 March military intervention and after
The TİP had formed quickly around diverse elements that supported socialism 
and was the centre of all radical leftist movements, including the Kurdish demo-
cratic-socialist movement, but it had lost its influence with the same rapidity, 
especially among the socialist intellectuals who shaped the ideology and discourse 
of the party. The impact of the TİP on the working-class movement at the peak 
of its dynamism was actually very small, as was particularly noticeable during the 
mass demonstrations on 15–16 June 1970. Access to the working class had actu-
ally reached a further stage in 1967 with the establishment of DİSK by some 
labour unionists, almost all of whom were TİP members.170 Party administra-
tors were quite optimistic about this new organization, and not without reason 
as the membership of DİSK had increased to represent 15 per cent of Turkey’s 
organized workers in 1969–70, compared with Türk-İş’s majority, which was 
still 85 per cent. Several DİSK leaders, such as Rıza Kuas, held prominent posi-
tions in the TİP. Unlike Türk-İş, DİSK held that trade unions should enter 
party politics and DİSK should support the TİP.171 However, most of the trade 
unionists had left the party and boycotted the elections for the administration 
of the party held during the Fourth Congress (in October 1970).172 The close 
relations between the TİP and the top administrators of DİSK, among them 
the trade unionist founders of the TİP, had ceased by the end of 1970, and after 
12 March, DİSK had closer relations with the CHP.

As 12 March approached the TİP was largely inactive in parliament despite 
a covert ‘No to fascism’ [Faşizme Hayır] campaign, even though the party 
had raised its voice against interventions by high-ranking military officers in 
politics time and again.173 After the 1971 military intervention the TİP was 
at first rather cautious, and initially blamed those parties that did not follow 
the constitution. But after the statement by President Sunay on 15 March the 
TİP declared that the constitution had been violated, and a fascist rule had 
been established by the support of imperialist powers against the democratic 
rights of the whole nation. The TİP called for a struggle against fascism.174 The 
reaction of the TİP against the intervention was striking, as leftist organiza-
tions such as TÖS (Teachers’ Union of Turkey) or Dev-Genç, had supported 
the intervention.175 Boran as chair interpreted the intervention as a reaction 
to the workers’ movement, and expressed the view that the high bourgeoisie, 
bourgeois politicians and high-ranking commanders were so terrified by the 
workers that they had disregarded the constitution and sought to change 
it in order to limit the struggle of the working class.176 The TİP therefore 
remained consistent in its attitude towards military interventions in politics 
throughout the decade, clearly displayed by its early reaction after the March 
1971 memorandum.
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The Constitutional Court started a lawsuit against the TİP on 26 July 1971, 
in particular with respect to the party’s position on the Kurdish issue. The 
party was accused of attempting to bring about a separation of the national 
unity and regarding Kurds as a separate ethnic identity. The party was closed 
down by the Constitutional Court in 1972. The administrators of the party, 
including Boran and Aren, were sentenced to twelve to fifteen years in prison 
and the delegates to eight years, but all were released under the terms of a 
general amnesty in 1974.177 The TİP was restarted in 1975, but it could not 
match the popularity of the first TİP, which had managed to reach every town 
and village in the country with its striking slogans, charismatic leaders, orators 
and writers, and, perhaps most importantly, its fifteen vocal deputies elected 
to parliament in the election of 1965. Its share of the popular vote, varying 
from 2.7–4 per cent, has never been matched by any single socialist party since 
then. The TİP had become the first, and the last, mass openly socialist party in 
Turkey, trying to act under severe difficulties in intolerable times.

8â•‡ A brief conclusion
The TİP’s agenda of remaining a legal socialist party restricted its activities and as 
a result alienated the young leftists looking for more radical action. Actually, the 
decision to restrict its actions to those within the limits of the law contradicted 
the party rhetoric that it was a vanguard party of the working class., No vanguard 
party of the working class should need authorization from the bourgeois law and 
constitution. The party perceived the constitution as a neutral body to protect 
the interests of all classes. In these terms the TİP resembled the Western type of 
social democratic party rather than the vanguard party of the working class.

However, the socialist revolutionary discourse of the party was the most 
extremist among the other leftist currents of the day, though it was hardly 
matched by the programme, strength and composition of the party. The SR 
discourse was more about the leadership problem of the leftist movements 
– the leadership of the TİP versus others – and it was more about whether 
the revolutionary strategy should be in favour of an intervention by the 
army or not. The TİP was distinguished among other leftist movements of 
the time by its reaction to furthering the framework of the 27 May interven-
tion by yet another coup. However, the party did not completely repudiate 
the intervention of the military in politics. The party members did not chal-
lenge Kemalism and the positive attributes of the Turkish army drawn from its 
Kemalist ideology. The conflict was more over the rule of the elite or a forced 
transition from above rather than confronting the Kemalist past and Kemalist 
tradition of the army. The party put forward the SR discourse mainly to chal-
lenge the Yön movement and the NDR movement led by Belli.
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The party was also highly heterogeneous. The party members had quite 
distinct views, especially towards the end of the decade, but the differences 
were mostly about the extent to which members favoured top-down change or 
initiatives by leftist-inclined officers. The party also was divided between those 
who attempted to make a fresh start for an independent socialist movement in 
Turkey (people such as Aybar, Küçükömer, Belge) against those (people such 
as Boran, Aren, Sargın) who chose to adhere strictly to TKP tradition and a 
pro-Soviet position.

However, as the party restricted itself to legal actions and had already 
broken up around 1969, the TİP had only a relatively small impact on the 
revolutionary movement, especially towards the end of the decade. The party 
was more influential in generating a certain level of consciousness of the polit-
ical conduct of the bourgeois parties. It was successful in drawing attention to 
inequalities, undemocratic attitudes and class and ethnic (or religious) oppres-
sion of the masses by the ruling classes. It was for this reason that the TİP met 
with a violent reaction from the bourgeois parties and the dominant classes, 
and its success at the time lay mainly in the challenge that it offered in these 
areas.



6

THE NATIONAL DEMOCRATIC 
REVOLUTIONARIES AND THEIR 

ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE 
ARMY

1â•‡ Introduction
This chapter examines the perspective of the National Democratic 
Revolutionaries towards the political role of the army. The NDR move-
ment (known as ‘Milli Demokratik Devrimciler’ in Turkey) was initially 
organized as an opposition group in the TİP under the ideological and 
moral leadership of the ‘old-guard’ Mihri Belli acting outside the party.1 
Socialist university students in particular started to support NDR and 
gathered around Mihri Belli. NDR supporters perceived Turkey as a semi-
feudal, semi-dependent country and hence advocated national democratic 
revolution as the initial revolutionary stage towards socialist revolution. 
The principle contradiction in Marxist terms was, then, viewed not as that 
between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat but between the oppressed 
nation and the imperialist powers and their internal collaborators, namely 
the comprador bourgeoisie and remnants of the feudal order. NDR there-
fore stood for the struggle against this alliance and the imperialist coun-
tries (specifically the US) in order to form a democratic and independent 
country.

The NDR strategy in its Turkish interpretation was based particularly 
on Lenin’s Two Tactics of Social-Democracy in the Democratic Revolution.2 

The idea of a struggle with a united broad front and NDR as a compul-
sory stage towards transition into socialism was derived mainly from this 
work. The Turkish NDR movement in the 1960s originated from the 
early TKP, more specifically Aydınlık or the Şefik Hüsnü wing in Istanbul, 
which believed in the single-front policy and supported the Kemalists as 



THE NATIONAL DEMOCRATIC REVOLUTIONARIES 93

a national bourgeoisie in the early republican period.3 The union to be 
formed with the Kemalists in the current struggle for NDR in the 1960s 
actually implied expectations of another intervention by young Kemalist 
or left-inclined military officers.

The NDR movement was also strongly influenced by the Marxism in the 
Third World, and especially the national liberation struggles in Asian states 
– in China and later Vietnam and Cambodia – from which a resemblance 
with Turkey was drawn. The Chinese Revolution, and the revolutionary work 
of its leader, Mao Tse-Tung, especially his political thinking as stated in his 
New Democracy, was considered relevant to the Turkish experience.4 However, 
NDR hardly represented the class independence perspective of Lenin and 
Mao (at least in theory) and there was no vanguard party to carry out the 
NDR programme in Turkey.5

Belli and those like him tried to establish an organization to conduct 
NDR with a united force of socialists and Kemalists. They tried to influence 
the TİP, and when this failed they tried to build up a separate organization. 
However, as a result of the lack of an organization strong enough to bring 
about NDR expectations were mainly focused on military officers and rebel-
lious university students.6 The militant socialist students, having adopted 
the NDR strategy, quickly separated from their ideological ‘father’, however, 
and instead formed their own independent guerrilla organizations to engage 
in armed propaganda and armed struggle for NDR. This was another stage 
of petty-bourgeois radicalism which was not rooted in the popular struggle. 
The revolt against ‘the fatherland’ was complemented by a considerable 
break from the official nation-state ideology of Kemalism. These develop-
ments had an effect on the perception of the political role of the army, as will 
be discussed in detail below.

The NDR views of Belli and those close to him, and the conflict between 
SR and NDR supporters in the TİP, especially on the political role of the army, 
are discussed first in this chapter. It continues with a discussion of how the left 
divided into increasingly smaller units while still influencing a larger audience 
throughout the decade. The NDR–SR controversy, as noted in the previous 
chapter, was the determinate cause of the first fragmentation of the radical 
leftists, but the NDR movement became further factionalized into separate 
new groups in 1968–71. The disagreement centred especially on the role of 
the army in a revolutionary stage. After 1971 these fragmented organizations 
became the heritage of the diverse lines that represented the socialist move-
ment in Turkey. How much of a break or continuity these new lines repre-
sented is discussed at the end of the chapter, with particular reference to the 
main question, the perspective on the army.



94 The Army and the Radical Left in Turkey

2â•‡ No short-cut to socialism: socialism through NDR
Mihri Belli, who can be regarded as the leader and one of the main ideologues 
of the movement, was a convicted member of the Turkish Communist Party. 
Belli had quite an interesting life as a Turkish communist. He had partici-
pated in communist activities in the US when he was a university student and 
according to his statements later fought on the side of the Greek communists 
in the civil war that broke out after World War II.7 Belli was influenced by 
Stalinism and the national liberation struggles carried in on China and other 
Asian countries.

Belli was not able to join any political party because of his previous conviction 
for being a member of the TKP. Instead, Belli co-operated with the Yön move-
ment, with which he shared many common points, and published an article 
that introduced NDR in Yön for the first time. The article defined the primary 
contradiction and related current revolutionary classes as well as the counter-
revolutionary classes in a Marxist manner.8 Belli, using the pen name E. Tüfekçi,9 
a reference to the old guard, argued that as the bourgeois democratic revolution 
stage in Turkey was not over in terms of what he called objective and subjec-
tive conditions, the first step was to ensure complete democracy by eliminating 
feudal remnants. The immediate goal of the revolutionary movement as the 
nature of democratic revolution was to end all dependency relationships with 
imperialist countries. Belli advocated nationalizing the means of production and 
eliminating feudalism, and undertaking a broad socio-economic programme for 
a completely independent and truly democratic Turkey. He emphasized that 
NDR differed from the classic bourgeois revolutions (the best example being 
the French Revolution), as they were the liberating revolutions of colonial coun-
tries and therefore had an anti-imperialist nature. NDR was also not a revolu-
tion under the leadership of the bourgeois class, but instead was to be initiated 
by the national forces, by which he meant the united force of the urban and rural 
labouring classes, the petty bourgeoisie and the military-civilian intelligentsia. 
Belli termed the front formed by these national forces the ‘Revolutionary United 
Force’ [Devrimci Güçbirliği].

It was emphasized regularly in Türk Solu, the political journal of Belli and 
his followers, that the current revolutionary phase was NDR with all nation-
alist forces. It was stated that real nationalists were those who would fight 
against the foreign presence and dependence on the imperialist centres in 
Turkey. In these terms, Türk Solu took the view that every party (including the 
extreme right parties such as the MSP) could and should join the struggle if it 
were really nationalist or patriotic.

Even though Türk Solu emphasized that in the contemporary world 
no country could remain independent by following a capitalist road and, 
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therefore, that real independence could only be attained by conversion 
to a socialist regime, it still pointed out that the current struggle was not a 
struggle of socialism–capitalism but instead a struggle of the patriotic forces 
against the collaborators with imperialism.10 The TİP was criticized regularly 
for advocating an untimely socialist revolution under the leadership of the 
organization of the working class. Even though NDR defenders argued that 
the hegemony of the working class in the NDR was essential to guarantee 
its eventual success and continuity, they also believed that this could only be 
realized within a process,11 and that therefore the hegemony of the working 
class was or might be out of the question for a certain period. Moreover, in 
contrast to the position of the TİP, NDR supporters particularly emphasized 
that the Kemalists must not be alienated from an anti-imperialist movement. 
It was stated that in societies in which the socialist parties could not have a 
mass organization the political parties that defend the interests of the national 
bourgeoisie or the petty bourgeoisie could try to assume leadership. As in the 
Turkish War of Independence the struggle against the imperialists could be 
successful under the leadership of the petty bourgeoisie. The proletariat could 
assume leadership after a period but to wait for that would be to lose the war 
to the imperialists.12

Mihri Belli in particular emphasized that the eventual success of the NDR 
struggle depended on the proletariat assuming leadership of the movement. 
He argued that the protection of independence depended on establishing 
a socialist order.13 Socialism could only be attained under the hegemony of 
the proletariat and with the participation of all labouring people, therefore, 
the eventual success of NDR depended on the forces that were on the left of 
the national bourgeoisie, that is, the proletariat, urban and rural labourers.14 

These were the forces which were endowed with the revolutionary potential to 
lead NDR to the frontiers of the SR. However, Belli strongly criticized those, 
meaning the TİP, who ignored the concept of the ‘stages’ and argued that 
democratic revolution and the socialist revolution could be realized simulta-
neously as a single phase.15

However, Belli also claimed that the urban and rural proletariat in Turkey 
was still politically unconscious and, therefore, voted for the parties of the 
exploiting forces. He wrote that the proletariat had only recently been in the 
process of becoming a class for itself.16 This was mainly due to the fact that 
Turkey had not passed through a real capitalist development phase, and that 
the capitalist economy was dependent, underdeveloped and was integrated in 
the feudal system. The majority of the industrial workers retained their rela-
tions with their villages and the workers still maintained their rural character. 
The difference in the rate of development between the rural and urban areas 
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was enormous. Under these circumstances the proletariat could not rapidly 
become class conscious.

Interestingly, Belli also argued, like Avcıoğlu, that the reforms and anti-
feudal movements under the leadership of the intellectuals originating from 
the petty bourgeoisie were not beneficial to the labourers. Actually, Belli here 
referred to reforms under the leadership of military officers and civil officials, 
as in the following sentences he remarked that the urban and rural labourers 
were sceptical about what the petty-bourgeois bureaucracy defined as the 
revolution.17

Belli paid special consideration to the political role of the army within the 
category of military-civilian intelligentsia. He actually categorized the posi-
tion of the Turkish army in NDR as petty bourgeois as the recruits gener-
ally originated from this class.18 He argued that in Turkey the consciousness 
of being exploited as a nation was quite strong and when national liberation 
movements were on the increase the petty bourgeoisie, which included the 
military-civilian intelligentsia, had a higher revolutionary potential compared 
to Western states.19 In these terms, Belli argued that the petty bourgeoisie must 
be considered as forming part of the group that would force revolution.

Belli placed what he called the bureaucratic intelligentsia group in the 
category of the petty bourgeoisie. Even though he had classified the group as 
‘intelligentsia’, he had actually taken this as including the bureaucracy and gave 
special consideration to the social position of the army within that bureaucracy. 
In this respect, Belli argued that the bureaucracy in Turkey was different from 
other state bureaucracies which were unconditionally under the command of 
the hegemonic class.20 In this sense he explained that:

For example, Lenin uses the concept of ‘bureaucrats’ to correspond to 
the Tsarist rule. However, in Turkey and in some Third World states 
military-civilian intelligentsia has propagated historical development 
as an independent democratic force against the hegemonic classes. We 
should consider the 1908 Liberation movement, Atatürk’s revolution 
and 27 May in this light.21

Belli emphasized that in the final analysis what determined the position 
of each class and group in its role in a revolution was its place in the social 
economy.22 However, his analysis of the role and the position of the army was 
not based solely on social class but rather on traditions, ideology and quantita-
tive strength. Belli placed military officers in the ‘military-civilian intelligentsia’ 
category and argued that this rather large group, amounting to half a million 
people, had been a hegemonic power throughout history. Like the Yön circle, 
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he explained that key points in the ‘army’ and in the ‘state’ were under the 
governance of the military-civilian intelligentsia.23 The group had almost had 
a monopoly of power and had played a very important role, particularly since 
the nineteenth century, even having the last word until the end of World War 
II. However, Belli argued that at this period the balance of power had shifted 
in favour of a tripartite alliance of the comprador merchant bourgeoisie, local 
gentry and feudal ağas. They had gained not only economic strength, but also 
political power through bourgeois parliamentarism.24 Following the same line 
as the Yön circle Belli argued that the political system brought this alliance into 
power as the reforms in the social structure had not yet been carried out.25

He pointed out that there could be no compromise between the alliance 
of collaborative capital–feudal landlords and the military-civilian intel-
ligentsia.26 There was no economic basis for that as the economic resources 
of Turkey were limited. In other words, he implied that the military-civilian 
intelligentsia could not benefit from such co-operation. Moreover, he argued 
that these dominant classes were protecting the status quo because of their 
interests; hence they would not carry out the substructural reforms required 
to increase productivity. Under these conditions, the military-civilian intel-
ligentsia could have no benefits from the rule of the collaborative alliance of 
feudal landlords and capitalists.

However, Belli particularly emphasized the ‘moral aspect’ of the question. 
He pointed out that the military-civilian bureaucrats [asker-sivil bürokrat 
zümre] were representative of a past and a tradition, which included for 
example, the Gallipoli campaign or the liberation war.27 Interestingly, Belli 
claimed that by the victory at Gallipoli the Turkish soldiers [Mehmetçik] and 
their commanders, the military officers, had prepared the factors leading to 
the success of the October Revolution in Russia in 1917.28 This, then, was part 
of the tradition of the military-civilian bureaucracy, but American imperialism 
and its collaborators were trying to change this and turn Turkish military 
officers into an enemy of their own people, to keep people oppressed for the 
sake of American interests and local exploiters, just like the South American 
armies.29 In a later edition of this work, Belli pointed particularly at efforts by 
American imperialism and its collaborators to establish an economic base that 
would create imbalances between the national Turkish army (or at least its 
officer cadre) and the Turkish people. He added:

The aim of the USA is to turn the Turkish army into a servant of impe-
rialism, enemy to its own people like the Greek military officers such as 
Grivas, Papadopulos or Vietnam’s Kao Ki. Americans are aware of the 
fact that they can maintain their existence in Turkey only if this plan 
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succeeds. But they try in vain. … The Turkish army can never be turned 
into a Greek army. The Turkish army is representative of a victorious past 
and tradition. In this past, there is for example, the victory at Gallipoli, 
and the First National Independence War.30

Belli believed that the national tradition, the Mustafa Kemal tradition, 
would overcome the efforts of American imperialists and their local collabora-
tors with schemes to use the army against the Turkish people. Belli emphasized 
that an independent Turkey was indispensable for the military and civilian 
intelligentsia to feel self-respect and honour.

Belli and the Türk Solu circle in general attributed a positive meaning to 
the Independence War, the Kemalist revolution and the regime following 
this, as in their view it was a progressive, democratic and nationalist (in 
the sense that it stood against foreign imperialist domination as much as 
it could) regime. The Independence War was regarded as a national libera-
tion war of an Eastern nation which started the age of national liberation 
struggles.31 The socio-political dominance of the military-civilian bureauc-
racy was appreciated as being endowed with this tradition of progress and 
anti-imperialism.32 This reading of Turkish history was quite common in the 
era and almost became a peculiarly leftist canon, a way of appreciating the 
nineteenth-century reforms that had been imposed from above in a positive 
way, regarding the Independence War as a national liberation war and also 
attributing an anti-imperialist essence to the Kemalist regime in contrast to 
the rule of the DP, which was regarded as a counter-revolutionary period 
largely on account of its relations with the US and the dominance of large 
landowners in the party.

Belli also dealt with the problem of the political role of the army more specifi-
cally. He based the current revolutionary role of the Turkish army on its being 
progressive in its traditions and structure. He argued that as a tradition arising 
from the Mustafa Kemal movement, the Turkish armed forces marched in front 
of society, not at the back. He thus emphasized how the Turkish armed forces 
had never been the leader of a reactionary movement.33 As in the Kemalist 
tradition, this was mainly based on a dichotomy between progressive secular 
powers and religious reactionaries. According to Belli, historically, the military-
civilian bureaucracy was against the retrogressive powers or the religious bigots 
[yobazlar]. These bigots allegedly arose as a group of internal collaborators of 
imperialism and were thus against the military-civilian intelligentsia and the 
working class. The military was revolutionary, as it had unfinished business 
with the conservative religious powers in Turkey.34 Belli then acknowledged a 
struggle among the progressive powers, especially the armed forces against the 
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representatives of what he saw as traditional medieval institutions. The bigots 
stood against the labouring classes and the military-civilian intelligentsia, as this 
was apparently where their class interest as feudal powers lay. There was, however, 
no social basis for drawing such conclusions. The possibility of such being the 
case and any sensible, logical deductions from the current situation were also 
undermined by the fact that Belli was not very consistent in characterizing the 
bigots as the remnants of a feudal regime. He also remarked, for example, that 
the bigots had managed to disintegrate the great empire.35 A Marxist would 
surely not react in this way to the disintegration of an empire and the abolish-
ment of a feudal ancien régime in favour of a bourgeois republic, which must 
be a stage forward towards a socialist state. One can only conclude that in his 
understanding of the past, the social classes and the political struggle, Belli was 
typical of many Turkish socialists with an eclectic view of Marxism and nation-
alism, which did not essentially depart from Kemalist ideology except from a 
deterministic and shallow class point of view.

Belli then regarded the current revolutionary movement as the second Turkish 
NDR, as a struggle to complete the Kemalist revolution. The first NDR was an 
example of a successful struggle against imperialism and the feudal powers under 
the leadership of the military-civilian intelligentsia or what was sometimes 
described as the military-civilian bureaucracy or petty-bourgeois bureaucracy. 
The contemporary movement had no specific distinction from the first one, 
except that it was to be supported (in theory) by the working class, which was to 
have an ideological hegemony, and it stood in opposition to American imperi-
alism rather than invading European powers. The movement was (in theory) to 
move towards socialism in the next phase. Belli or Türk Solu did not, therefore, 
stand for a class struggle by the proletariat. The internal struggle was against the 
collaborators of imperialism and the feudal remnants or bigots who stood against 
the unity of the Turkish nation, progress, liberation and the labouring classes. 
The imperialist powers collaborated with these feudal powers as feudalism stood 
against nationalism, or to be more precise, the nation.

Türk Solu had exaggerated the nationalism of the current movement to 
such an extent that this theme had almost become the main justification of 
the revolutionary movement. The idea was, like Yön, to argue that socialism 
or the liberation movement was actually the real nationalism. The emphasis 
was to defend the movement as real nationalism, as the Turkish socialists were 
generally being accused of being the lackeys of Moscow. The theme of nation-
alism could also attract a larger audience. Belli argued that nationalism was the 
highest reality of the current age and defined the current stage as one in which 
the oppressed people of the world would become nations by throwing off the 
imperialist yoke and ending feudalism.36 According to Belli, only through 
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becoming a nation and completing the democratic revolution could one trans-
form into a socialist system: there was no ‘short-cut to socialism’.37

3â•‡ NDR opposition in the TİP
NDR supporters tried to influence the TİP and change the party programme 
and strategy around the year 1965/6. The TİP leadership, however, was eager 
to prevent the party ‘being engulfed’ by followers of Belli, whom they regarded 
as an untrustworthy TKP convict.38 The Malatya Congress of the party held 
between 20 and 24 November 1966 was one of the high points of the dispute 
between the two groups and had an impact on the whole of the Turkish leftist 
movement of the time. At the congress, NDR adherents in the party (known 
as ‘MDD’ciler’) who had a close affinity with Belli advocated adopting the 
NDR programme and the related national front strategy.39

It was obvious that the leftists had started to split into two distinct groups, 
as the spokesman for the NDR opposition, Vahap Erdoğdu, had published the 
speech he intended to present at the congress in Yön beforehand.40 He had many 
criticisms of the TİP leadership, especially of their attitude in parliament. He 
claimed that most party members were disappointed with the reconciliatory 
attitudes of the parliamentary members. One of his main criticisms was that the 
TİP had adopted a sectarian attitude, as the party regarded the national struggle 
for liberation as a monopoly of the socialists by claiming that the victory of 
the Second National Liberation War would also be the victory of democratic 
socialism.41 Erdoğdu argued that monopolizing the socialist struggle was against 
historical reality and the ‘science of socialism’ and would help neither the 
socialist nor the national liberation struggle. The national liberation struggle was 
the struggle of the entire Turkish nation.42 According to Erdoğdu, the socialists 
should form the leadership of the movement; however, in the current stage there 
were very important forces which supported an independent Turkey but were 
yet not socialist, and the socialists in Turkey must join these nationalist forces. 
Erdoğdu also claimed that American imperialism was especially intimidated by 
the Kemalist section within the CHP. In the same vein Erdoğdu argued that the 
TİP must not stand against the intelligentsia, vigorous forces or the CHP in 
order to build a revolutionary united force against imperialism.

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the advocates of SR finally gained 
the majority vote and the NDR adherents were expelled from the party. The 
TİP leadership was not democratic in the way they treated opponents, who 
were generally expelled from the party. The ideological struggle in the TİP 
continued, however, until 1968–9. NDR adherents won the majority in one 
of the biggest centres, the city of Istanbul, even though most of the NDR 
supporters had been expelled from the party before this.
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The NDR–SR controversy took on the form of a battle of slogans in meet-
ings in the following years: ‘Independent Turkey’ [bağımsız Türkiye], the main 
slogan in demonstrations, for example, by NDR adherents, versus ‘Socialist 
Turkey’ [Sosyalist Türkiye], the main slogan of the TİP supporters. The NDR 
circle regarded the ‘socialist Turkey’ discourse as theoretically wrong as the 
current movement was an anti-imperialist movement.43 The NDR circle again 
emphasized that its choice of terminology was also a tactical move so as not 
to alienate the Kemalist military-civilian intelligentsia whom they considered 
crucial for the success of the NDR movement. Strikingly, Belli explained that 
even though the final goal of the NDR movement was socialism, and the 
struggle for a completely independent, truly democratic Turkey [tam bağımsız 
gerçekten demokratik Türkiye] was a transitional stage towards socialism, the 
term socialism was deliberately not used in order not to discourage and frighten 
some classes or groups who were ready to join the liberation movement but 
were not yet ready for a socialist one. These classes included small landowners 
and small factory owners, but more importantly the Kemalist military-civilian 
intelligentsia. It was possible that the latter group might unite with the socialist 
camp;44 however, some of them could opt for the other side or become a neutral 
force if socialist notions or slogans were used.45 It is very interesting that such 
remarks were expressed not only in small meetings behind closed doors, but 
also in open meetings that everybody could attend, or in journals that were 
widely available. If military officers were to be alienated by the choice of termi-
nology they would surely also abandon the anti-imperialist movement if such 
a hidden agenda was expressed openly. It seems that under these conditions 
the motivation was more to reassure and relieve the more militant revolution-
aries than to encourage indecisive military officers.

4â•‡ The revolutionary vanguard problem: the role of the Kemalists, 
bureaucracy and the army in NDR

The leadership of the NDR was again the main issue in the discussions on 
NDR. Belli, in line with the Leninist-Stalinist understanding of NDR, 
emphasized that the ultimate success of the movement as well as transition to 
a socialist order depended on the hegemony and leadership of the proletariat. 
However, he acknowledged that in Turkey the proletariat was not in an ideo-
logical or social state to lead the struggle. He had, therefore, resorted to real-
politik during the decade and because of the circumstances actually supported 
the possibility of other groups forming the leadership, the leadership by the 
Kemalists in particular, through another military coup.

Around the year 1968 Belli argued that there must not be any bargaining 
over the vanguard class issue, as he believed that the struggle itself would 
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determine the leader.46 He argued that whoever fought better would be the 
vanguard. That was, however, escapism or only a polemical statement, as Belli 
had previously argued that the proletariat did not have its own autonomous 
organization and was weak in terms of subjective and objective conditions, 
so that the proletariat could not be the vanguard. Actually the leadership 
problem was not discussed on the basis of the class or its organization – the 
revolutionary vanguard party – but on the basis of the ideological leadership 
of the struggle. In this sense Belli argued that the majority of Kemalist groups 
would agree to socialism and the struggle would thus be under the leadership 
of socialists. Socialism was almost an ideological, political choice, the choice 
of an elitist group (mainly military-civilian intelligentsia); therefore a socialist 
revolution was devoid of an agency or a vanguard party, unlike in Leninist 
ideology. Kemalism and socialism were complementary ideologies as both 
stood against imperialism.

Apparently, the revolutionary vanguard dispute had centred on the position 
of the bureaucracy and more specifically the military within the bureaucracy. 
That was especially triggered by Aybar’s classification of the bureaucracy into 
two ideological factions, as Atatürkists and pro-Americans. His grouping of a 
pro-American bureaucracy within the ruling class alliance (with bourgeoisie-
feudal landowners) had provoked NDR supporters. Throughout the decade 
there had been much debate about the role of the Kemalists, the bureaucracy 
and, related to this or even underlying all, the position of the army in the revo-
lutionary movement.47 In this respect, Erdost, who had engaged in most of 
the theoretical discussions with SR supporters, had likened the bureaucracy 
and especially the military-civilian intelligentsia to the petty-bourgeois class. 
He considered that as the petty bourgeoisie was politically divided into three 
different ideologies – those of the left, right and centre according to their 
wealth and future prospects – this group was also divided into the three same 
strands,48 and so divided the bureaucracy and military-civilian intelligentsia 
into the three main ideological groups of the right, middle and left. He argued 
that all these wings would join in the current liberation war, but only the left 
wing would do so if socialist notions were adopted. The military-civilian intel-
ligentsia would then join in an NDR front, but it would disperse, however, 
and even fight with the opposite front if socialist revolution terminology were 
adopted, as was the case with the TİP.49 However, like Belli, he did not pose 
the crucial question of what would be the fate of the armed forces when the 
stage of NDR had been completed.50

Even though Erdost’s writings were mostly elaborate and detailed, the 
criteria on which the ideological division of the military-civil intelligentsia 
or the bureaucracy was based were not clear. Erdost emphasized that it was 
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not because bureaucracy was a class, as Aybar had claimed, but because of the 
progressive and revolutionary quality of petty-bourgeois bureaucracy that it 
was dominant in Turkish history. Yet as Turkey was leaning towards capitalism 
the dominant class would soon be the bourgeoisie. However, the military-ci-
vilian intelligentsia could affect the historical development by its progressive 
and revolutionary ideology, as a feudal culture still dominated Turkey. Feudal 
remnants also endangered national unity.51 Erdost, though, warned that power 
based on physical force, as in the case of the military, belonged to the past or 
the feudalism stage. Even though the military could maintain its power when 
the bourgeoisie was weak, as exemplified by the progressive coups, eventually 
the bourgeoisie would become dominant as capitalism progressed.52

Erdost reacted not only to the terminology used in the programme of the 
TİP, which claimed to install socialism while the programme remained within 
the boundaries of democratic revolution, but especially to Aybar’s under-
standing of the notion of bureaucracy. The central point in Erdost’s argument 
was that in contrast to what was claimed by Aybar the bureaucracy was not 
a class in the Ottoman empire, the centralized feudal state.53 Erdost was one 
of the main advocates of the feudalism debate against the AMP defenders, 
and he reacted strongly to the division of the bureaucracy in Aybar’s work 
into pro-American and Atatürkist wings, and the consequent power alliance 
of pro-American bureaucrats, ağas and comprador classes. Erdost correctly 
questioned the fate of the Atatürkist bureaucracy, which was not mentioned 
by Aybar, and according to him was struggling against the anti-Kemalist 
contra-revolutionary and reactionary Ottomanist bureaucrats inside the state 
machinery. He pointed out that the majority of the bureaucracy belonged 
to this group. This group defined as the Atatürkist wing or petty-bourgeois 
bureaucracy would join the anti-imperialist and anti-feudal revolution front 
whether they were socialists or not. Erdost emphasized strongly the impor-
tance and even the vitality of the strata for the success of NDR. The only way 
to incorporate all to the movement was to use the right discourse for the next 
movement, which was NDR.54

NDR advocates, then, criticized the TİP leadership first for using false 
terminology – socialist revolution instead of national democratic revolu-
tion – which they asserted would damage the anti-imperialist struggle. They 
were critical of the party’s views on the political position of the feudal powers, 
national bourgeoisie and bureaucracy all in relation to the current strategy. 
They further emphasized the determining role of the Kemalists, including 
military officers, and for this reason it was essential not to alienate this group. 
NDR rhetoric on the other hand was in tune with the nation-state ideology 
of Turkey; this meant NDR remaining within the limits of this ideology and 
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the present regime, with certain improvements and modernization towards 
capitalization. Moreover, the importance of the bourgeoisie in national and 
class oppression was neglected by exaggerating the role of the feudal powers 
and collaborator bourgeoisie. NDR was not a socialist movement based on 
the class struggle of the proletariat, or, as understood by Lenin and Mao, the 
union of different classes and ideological groups with their own autonomous 
organizations to carry out NDR. Even though this was not stated openly, it 
was implied more than once: it seems that the NDR circle expected the army 
to be the most likely force to bring down the present regime and initiate social 
revolution and attain independence.

However, NDR leadership actually adhered to the ‘communist view’ of the 
time which suggested that Third World communists support nationalists in 
their countries, including military officers. In these terms, they did not act 
differently from Third World communists such as those in Iraq or Indonesia 
who were actually destroyed by military rule. They were not original in this 
sense. They did not have an autonomous organization so their ‘co-operation’ 
could only mean ‘defending’ a military coup, even if it threatened them. The 
success of the Kemalist revolution made it easier for Turkish communists to 
justify ways to support a military intervention. In particular, the anti-religious 
drive of the Kemalist revolution, by virtue of its secularism and its materialist 
conception of communism, was a very important factor that brought two 
political streams together, as we shall see in more detail below.

5â•‡ Establishing a national front
As explained above, NDR strategy centred on the formation of a single front 
of all nationalist powers. The first initiative to establish this was taken on 1 
April 1964 during ‘War against the Retrogressives’ [gericilikle savaş], a meeting 
attended by thirty-three organizations regarding themselves as progressive 
powers. Of these, twenty-four Atatürkist organizations had signed a common 
declaration.55 Although the TİP had not joined the meeting, Aybar, as chair, 
made a similar statement in which he noted the importance of the unity of all 
honorable, courageous and real patriotic forces in co-operating in a national 
front for the complete independence of Turkey, both economically and 
politically.

Some of the leftist organizations had united and established the Anti-
Imperialist National Front of Turkey [Türkiye Anti-Emperyalist Milli 
Cephesi] following this initial meeting. Its protocol was published in the 
journal Dönüşüm, which was run by young TİP members.56 Aybar said to 
Dönüşüm that he supported the idea of establishing a national front, but he 
acknowledged as well the inseparability of national liberation and socialist 
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movements, and announced for the first time his ideas on Turkish socialism, 
which led to a reaction from other leaders of the party.57

Even though the function of the national front was uncertain, Türk Solu, the 
representative organ of the NDR movement, finally called on all national forces 
to unite against ‘fascism’.58 The call had quite a nationalist tone, as it emphasized 
that every real Turkish patriot, anyone who could say ‘I’m a Turk’ with sincerity, 
must take his place under the National Democratic ‘piston’ (in the NDR move-
ment) against fascism.59 This national front was established as the Union of 
Revolutionary Forces of Turkey [Türkiye Devrimci Güç Birliği: Dev-Güç] on 
27 March 1968. The importance of military officers to Dev-Güç was obvious 
from the fact that the administrative committee was headed by former National 
Unity Committee member and currently senator for life Kadri Kaplan.60 The 
union was actually initiated by the 27 May NDR Association [27 Mayis Milli 
Demokratik Devrim Derneği], which called on democratic mass organizations 
to unite against religious retrogressiveness [dinci gerilik].

The 27 May NDR Association, FKF and DİSK formed part of the organi-
zation committee of Dev-Güç, but DİSK had not sent any representatives.61 
The presence of FKF in Dev-Güç was the harshest blow to the TİP in its stra-
tegic battle with the NDR stream, as the idea clubs were initially founded by 
the party. The TİP regarded the association as a preparation for a junta,62 but 
on the other hand the TİP was condemned by Dev-Güç for not contributing. 
The party was even accused of treason and by Hikmet Kıvılcımlı of being an 
agent of finance capital.63 

The declaration of Dev-Güç was politically closer to Kemalism than 
socialism.64 It emphasized in particular the values of positivism and enlighten-
ment, and demanded national unity.65 Türk Solu considered Dev-Güç real-
istically as a grouping of mostly nationalist organizations [millici örgütler] 
represented primarily by revolutionary intellectuals and students. Dev-Güç 
united the two Turkish revolutionary streams, that of Mustafa Kemal and that 
of the socialists.66 These two progressive movements were to determine the 
future of Turkey. Türk Solu considered the Mustafa Kemal movement as the 
reformism of the real nationalist military-civilian intelligentsia and as the radi-
calism of petty-bourgeois bureaucracy. The socialist movement represented 
the urban and rural proletariat of Turkey. However, it was emphasized that 
most of these labouring classes could not yet enter Dev-Güç because Turkey 
was not a truly democratic state in which professional and political organiza-
tions could exert power. The union actually represented the Kemalists more 
than the socialists. It was indeed argued by Türk Solu that if such a union 
between socialists and Kemalists could be established on 27 May 1960 during 
the military intervention, Turkey could be freed of American imperialism and 
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become an independent, democratic country moving on its own specific path 
towards socialism.67

Thus it can be fairly said that the NDR movement believed in the same 
scenario as the Yön circle68 who had joined Dev-Güç – also in essence advo-
cating the NDR strategy – that is, in the possibility of a union between 
socialist and Kemalist intellectuals and the military, not only to attain 
independence and democracy, but somehow socialism as well in the long 
run. Socialism and Kemalism were then perceived not as identical ideolo-
gies but also not as mutually exclusive ideologies and systems. Instead, they 
were regarded as complementary ideologies on account of their anti-impe-
rialist and democratic lines. Kemalism represented the NDR phase towards 
a socialist revolution, and accordingly Mustafa Kemal was regarded as the 
leader of the Anatolian struggle for liberation in the new struggle.69 The 
NDR movement considered itself as the continuation of the liberation war 
of 1919–23. Kemalism and Kemalist history was reinvented yet again. After 
its first action on 29 April Dev-Güç marked the symbolic dates of Kemalism 
by organizing actions on these dates, but apart from this Dev-Güç had no 
important activity.

Summarizing, the NDR line was to regard the role of the armed forces 
pragmatically like the Yön movement. This was seen explicitly in, for 
example, Belli’s statement on the power conflict between the AP and the 
military-civilian intelligentsia, where the latter was the immediate alter-
native to the former rather than the communists.70 This remark on the 
high probability of military intervention thus implied that the founda-
tion was an attempt to establish a union with military officers who could 
intervene in politics and realize the goals of NDR. For that reason, unlike 
the communist parties in Iraq, Egypt, Sudan and Indonesia, for example, 
which supported military interventions for conversion into socialism, the 
NDR movement had called for unity without an organic organization of 
the working class. In other words, the NDR movement advocated unity 
but without any basis.71

According to Ertuğrul Kürkçü, the young revolutionary who was among 
the small circle around Belli, Belli had argued that the current stage was basi-
cally NDR because of the ban on the communist party.72 In the absence of 
an autonomous organic party formed by the proletariat the first duty was 
to attain NDR, whether this was under the leadership of the Kemalists, the 
Kemalist army or others. Under these circumstances, one might conclude that 
revolutionary expectations were built rather on the intervention of the army 
than on a popular struggle led by a party formed by the proletariat–peasantry 
alliance as described in international NDR literature. However, the views of 
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NDR supporters were in tune with the Soviet thesis on the leadership of the 
military in some Third World countries, as discussed earlier. 

6â•‡ NDR and student militancy: the 1968 generation

If there was a single moment … after 1945 which corresponds to the 
world simultaneous upheaval of which revolutionaries had dreamed 
after 1917, it was surely 1968, when students rebelled from the USA 
and Mexico in the West to socialist Poland, Czechoslovakia and 
Yugoslavia, largely stimulated by the outbreak of May 1968 in Paris, 
the epicentre of a continent-wide student uprising. It was global, not 
only because the ideology of the revolutionary tradition, from 1789 to 
1917, was universal and internationalist … but because for the first time, 
the world, or at least the world in which student ideologists lived, was 
genuinely global. The same books appeared, almost simultaneously, in 
the student bookshops in Buenos Aires, Rome and Hamburg (in 1968 
almost certainly including Herbert Marcuse). The same tourists of revo-
lution crossed oceans and continents from Paris to Havana to São Paulo 
to Bolivia. The first generation of humanity to take rapid and cheap 
global air travel and telecommunications for granted, the students of 
the late 1960s had no difficulty in recognising what happened at the 
Sorbonne, in Berkeley, in Prague, as part of the same event in the same 
global village.73

The year 1968 marked a period in which the crystallization of social classes 
and political activism joined with the energy of university students. Mihri 
Belli and more generally the NDR movement had managed to extend their 
political influence over socialist university students, and this was the main 
success of the NDR line. The TİP had managed to win a large following in the 
universities, however, and with the activism of 1968 the influence of the NDR 
strategy gained enormous momentum. The politicization of the students and 
especially the increase in involvement with left-wing movements reached a 
peak in 1968 simultaneously with similar youth movements around the world. 
However, international influence and imitation were not the only factors in 
the active participation of university students in politics. The youth were 
included along with the intelligentsia and the military in the vigorous forces 
of the republic. A youth culture had pervaded the formation of the Republic. 
As Landau pointed out, Atatürk had called on the youth to watch over the 
Republic and its independence in a speech that every Turkish child learnt in 
school.74
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Students had played an important role in the 1960 coup, with riots and demon-
strations against the government. Civilian students had clashed with the police and 
one of the final demonstrations against the government was by military students. 
The success of the 1960 coup that was carried out by young officers with significant 
support from military students and young cadets enhanced the idea that youth was 
a very powerful political actor in Turkey. The increase in self-confidence comple-
mented the quantitative increase of the number of students enrolled in higher 
education, leading to a greater influence of youth in politics.75

Leftist university students, especially those regarding themselves as social-
ists and not as social democrats, generally supported the TİP and were active 
in the FKF. The student clubs were one of the mediums for creating a civil 
society in a country under strong bureaucratic pressure. The number of Fikir 
Kulüpleri [Idea Clubs] increased rapidly in the mid-sixties, and in 1966 and 
1967 members of the clubs won all the elections in student institutions. This 
made them the official representatives of Turkey’s university students. The 
students discussed not only the problems of education, the organization of 
universities and their future problems but also the social and economic prob-
lems of their country. One of the main issues was why and how Turkey was left 
underdeveloped by the imperialist countries. Anti-American and anti-NATO 
sentiments were increasingly voiced, especially after the Cyprus crisis, the US 
intervention in the Middle East War in 1967 and the Vietnam War.

Socialism as represented by the TİP was the most radical leftist line until 
1967–8. However, university students became disenchanted with the legalism 
of the party and doubted that a revolution could be carried out by legalist 
methods, as advocated by the TİP.76 Student activism gained momentum in 
1967, initially with academic requests but later becoming increasingly politi-
cized, especially with the increasing political and economic instability. The 
students suspected that the two major parties were postponing all reforms 
and were allying with the US against the interests of the Turkish nation. In 
April 1968, most of the student organizations joined together in a progres-
sive movement to build a common front against imperialism under the idea of 
national democratic revolution. A ‘No to NATO’ week was organized shortly 
after the news from Paris of the occupation of the universities. The highlight 
was in the month of June, however, with a series of occupations of universi-
ties in Ankara and in Istanbul.77 While the workers occupied their factories, 
demanding higher wages and social improvements, the university students 
occupied universities, demanding reforms in the universities and better mate-
rial conditions. These academic demands were soon upgraded to demands 
for overall reforms and even revolution in the country, however. Harun 
Karadeniz, a student leader from ITU (Istanbul Technical University), for 
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example, declared on the fifth day of the boycotts that the basic demand of the 
movement was not a mere reform in education but an education revolution. 
He also pointed to the global struggle against imperialism by students around 
the world as well as a global revolution:

Although we live in very different geographical areas, our goals, our strug-
gles, desires, our friends and enemies are the same. We are the youth which 
will strengthen the struggle against imperialism in different parts of this 
earth. One day we will meet in a better and more beautiful world.78

The occupations and boycotts continued from 10 June to early July, and 
during this period the students gained great self-confidence. Belli and his 
circle supported student activity as a road towards NDR and to broaden the 
anti-imperialist front.79 The TİP chair at the time, Aybar, however watched 
these developments with unease and interpreted them as anarchistic move-
ments preparing the ground for fascism.80

One of the most significant events that caused students to despair of the 
TİP and resulted in a separation was the student protest against the arrival of 
the US navy sixth fleet in Istanbul harbour for a visit on 15 July. The students 
harassed the US sailors wherever they went. When the tension increased the 
police brutally attacked the student halls of residence of the ITU, leaving 
dozens of students wounded. Vedat Demircioğlu, who was either thrown 
out of the windows by the police or jumped out during the attack, went into 
a coma and died after a few days, causing a major shock to student activists 
throughout Turkey.

On the afternoon of 17 July thousands of students began marching to 
protest about the attack and the visit of the US navy. Student leader Harun 
Karadeniz, obeying the TİP’s position, wanted the students not to march 
to Dolmabahçe and remain in front of the İTÜ campus in Gümüşsuyu, but 
Deniz Gezmiş, a law student at Istanbul University, gave a speech exhorting 
students to continue the march as far as Dolmabahçe where the fleet was 
anchored. The students did not listen to Karadeniz, who said that such an 
act would be a provocation. Instead they marched to Dolmabahçe, attacked 
American servicemen and threw a number of them in the sea. The sixth fleet 
had to depart from the Bosporus and later also from Izmir because of the very 
strong reaction to its presence, particularly on the part of university students. 
The action against the sixth fleet became the symbol of the anti-imperialist 
spirit and of 1968 in Turkey. Deniz Gezmiş, who was a handsome, energetic 
and charismatic student, emerged as a leader of the revolutionary students 
after this incident.
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Gezmiş and about fifteen other students who were very active in occupa-
tions of the universities in June and in the anti-imperialist demonstrations in 
Dolmabahçe in the summer of 1968 established the Devrimci Öğrenci Birliği 
[Revolutionary Student Association: DÖB] as a reaction to the FKF, which 
they regarded as inactive. Their political views were very close to the NDR line 
and they had personal contact with Belli. The DÖB regarded Mustafa Kemal 
as the leader of their anti-imperialist struggle and named the national libera-
tion movement the Second War of Liberation.81 However, the emphasis of the 
struggle was not on the retrogressive powers but on imperialism and especially 
US influence and domination. In one of his rare writings Gezmiş called on 
youth to join the anti-imperialist struggle with all the underdeveloped coun-
tries in the world.82 The Turkish liberation war was then regarded as part of an 
international struggle against imperialism, but the leader of the movement was 
Mustafa Kemal, regarded as the leader of the first struggle against imperialism 
in Turkey.

Gezmiş accused the TİP of opportunism in his article and argued that youth 
must be independent of political parties in their struggle against imperialism. 
This statement clearly showed the resentment and scepticism that militant 
youth felt against the political parties. Gezmiş emphasized that all political 
parties could become anti-revolutionary, but the responsibility of youth was 
only to the revolution and not to the political parties.83 This was also one of the 
early signs of the uncertainty of youth towards political parties, including the 
idea of a revolutionary vanguard party.

The student actions continued with the visit of Robert Komer, who was 
a CIA specialist and a director of the pacification programme in Vietnam. 
Komer was appointed as US ambassador to Turkey in 1969. Kemal Kurdas, 
the rector of ODTU (Middle East Technical University), invited Komer to 
the university. ODTU was actually an American-style university founded 
with help from the US. However, the plan to create a university which would 
be sympathetic to the US and the Western capitalist system had not been 
successful, as the ODTU had played a central role in the 1968 movement and 
was one of the centres of anti-American sentiment. When Komer came to the 
ODTU on 6 January 1969 his car was vandalized and burned.

6.1â•‡ Emergence of student leaders and relations with the army
One of the main consequences of student militancy was that it led to the emer-
gence of new student leaders such as Deniz Gezmiş, Mahir Çayan, Ertuğrul 
Kürkçü, Yusuf Küpeli, Ruhi Koç, İbrahim Kaypakkaya and later independent 
left-wing groups who subsequently engaged in armed propaganda. The other 
development was due to the brutal reaction of the police to the students, in 
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contrast to which the protective attitude of the armed forces lent support to 
the idea that youth and the armed forces were actually in the same boat. The 
demonstrations, boycotts, sit-ins and occupations resulted in violent clashes 
with the police. The police were not actually allowed to enter the campuses 
but were called in when the functioning of the universities was jeopardized. 
The ‘social police’, as this was known, a special unit for the protection of social 
order, however, reacted brutally to the youth movements. The police searches 
of the dormitories and the student halls turned into raids, with beatings and 
even killings, and frequent sexual harassment of female students. In contrast, 
the military personnel were gentle with the students when they were called in 
to maintain order.84 Interestingly, the students could only be rescued from the 
violence of the police and attacks by anti-communists with the aid of military 
forces. This supported the belief that the army as a vigorous force was indeed 
siding with the revolutionaries, as NDR adherents claimed. The police was an 
instrument of state oppression under the service of collaborators in imperi-
alism and anti-communists, while the army was an independent vigorous force 
in the service of the Turkish nation.

Accordingly, the slogan ‘Army–Youth Together’ [ordu-gençlik el ele] 
became popular again (as in the days before the 27 May intervention). The 
posters and banners carried at some meetings reflected hope for the unity of 
anti-imperialist forces – youth, army and justice.85

The students’ approach and the attitude of the civilian and military 
bureaucracy towards them can be seen in another important demonstration, 
the ‘Mustafa Kemal march for a completely Independent Turkey’. The march 
was to start symbolically from Samsun and end in Ankara on 10 November, 
with a big anti-imperialist demonstration at Anıtkabir, Atatürk’s mausoleum. 
The march was intended to demonstrate that the anti-imperialist struggle and 
the Second Liberation War were following the road of Kemalism and were 
therefore indigenous movements and not against the Turkish state and its 
national interests. Several student associations took part in the march and the 
DÖB led it. The marchers were arrested and brought to court on 31 October. 
However, the judge released the students, as one of the demonstrators claimed 
that it was actually ‘Mustafa Kemal’ who was being brought to trial. The 
judge decided that none of the courts in Turkey had the authority to try a 
case against Atatürk. In their account of the march the DÖB reported that 
the Turkish judge had shown once again the ‘Atatürkist and nationalist tradi-
tion of the justice officials’ and that the verdict was a statement of his support 
for the spirit of anti-imperialism on behalf of the progressive element in the 
bureaucracy.86 This was again seen as an example of the solidarity of some state 
officials within the justice system with anti-imperialist youth.
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The march ended in Anıtkebir, and the military officers protecting Anıtkebir 
did not disappoint the young marchers. Strikingly, even though this was a 
demonstration rather than a legal or official ceremony, the officers assisted 
the young marchers, even carrying their wreath and waiting while they stood 
to show respect to Atatürk as if it were an official ceremony.87 Events such as 
this accentuated the impact that examples of the unity of civilian and military 
bureaucracy and youth in an anti-imperialist movement could have.

6.2â•‡ Revolutionary youth: Dev-Genç established
Meanwhile, at the organizational level one of the most important develop-
ments was the rise of the NDR opposition within the FKF. Dev-Güç had 
organized a meeting on 29 April 1968 and the FKF under the leadership of 
Doğu Perinçek had joined the meeting. As a result, Belli supporters (first 
thirteen and then seventy-five members) and Perinçek and his group were 
expelled from the TİP.88 The Belli and Perinçek group began publication of a 
theoretical socialist journal, Aydınlık, on 1 November 1968. The name of the 
journal was decided by Belli, and was that of the earlier TKP journal Aydınlık, 
published by the Şefik Hüsnü wing. This showed clearly that Belli was able to 
transfer the TKP tradition to the younger generation and maintain the link 
between the past and future of the leftist movement.

The FKF had assumed the name Türkiye Devrimci Gençlik Federasyonu 
[Turkey’s Federation of Revolutionary Youth] in October 1969 but was 
known generally as Dev-Genç (literally meaning ‘gigantic youth’). Atilla Sarp, 
a student at Ankara University’s faculty of agriculture, was its first chairman. 
According to him, Dev-Genç was a political youth organization with a 
Marxist ideology.89 The organizational ties were, however, loose and the feder-
ation acted largely as an umbrella organization for several revolutionary youth 
groups. Even though it was composed of university students the federation 
sought to make links with peasants and working-class youth. The students 
joined peasant meetings, workers’ strikes and demonstrations, and Dev-Genç 
became a sign of hope, especially among the peasantry, as the peasants were 
fond of the name of the federation with its implication of an enormous and 
dynamic power. The leaders and members of Dev-Genç tried to reach every 
village in Turkey to support their demands for land or, more accurately, agri-
cultural reform. The students were not able to create a significant relationship 
with the working class, particularly as DİSK was an obstacle to this.90

On the whole, Dev-Genç adopted the NDR strategy, under the leadership 
of Mihri Belli. Most student leaders tried to meet and keep up relations with 
Dr Hikmet Kıvılcımlı as well, although he was too ill to play any real part.91 

Dev-Genç declared war on the TİP to the point of physically attacking the party 
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and its members and persistently accused it of opportunism.92 The physical 
attack on the TİP was regarded as ‘revolutionary violence’ and such attacks on 
the rival leftist groups increased in the following decade. Dev-Genç stormed into 
TİP meetings and party offices, beating up the TİP leaders, including Boran, 
and destroying party materials more than once. Unfortunately, the revolution-
aries had adopted an attitude of intolerance to any opposing ideas. They were 
apparently supported by members of the older generation such as Belli.

The NDR and Dev-Genç, however, split into several groups that competed 
with each other. One of the problems with Dev-Genç was that its political goals far 
exceeded its function and organization. Dev-Genç was a loose federation of student 
groups, formerly clubs, but its goals extended from reform in the universities and 
the struggle against extremist right-wing students to outlawing the American pres-
ence and making sweeping reforms or revolutions (the term generally used) in the 
social and economic structure. Obviously, a student body could not achieve all 
of these goals. One of the options was to support a revolutionary vanguard party. 
However, there was doubt about this on the part of the Belli group, more or less 
the only body able to establish a revolutionary vanguard party. Mehmet Emin 
Yıldırım, who was among the Aydınlık group and had contact with the Belli circle, 
also said that Belli was tired of illegal work and therefore declined to establish an 
underground party to lead the NDR.93 Belli did not have any real authority over 
the energetic youth though, even if he had had a real desire or competence to estab-
lish this. Under these conditions, what Belli’s adherents and some of the student 
groups seemed to prefer – perhaps because there was such high anticipation of it 
happening – was to support or even provoke a military intervention by Kemalist, 
anti-imperialist or left-inclined officers.

Belli and his close associates, then, tried to broaden the NDR support for 
a popular revolt or a left-wing military intervention. Some student groups 
had already had contact with anti-imperialist, left-inclined military officers 
on the possibility of a coup. Ertuğrul Kürkçü claimed that when he was 
chair of Dev-Genç he was pressurized to provoke the students into carrying 
out terrorist attacks to prepare the ground for a military intervention.94 He 
claimed, however, that he had refused such proposals and did not join in. 
There were apparently groups which had contact with the Devrim circle who 
were planning to assist such a coup or even provoke one.95 There were many 
left-inclined military students, and one of the central discussions in student 
meetings was whether to prepare such a coup or support one if it took place. It 
seems that to most of those advocating NDR, a military coup was one of the 
most suitable strategies for realizing the goals of NDR, especially after 1970.

Belli was a source of inspiration and a real leader to many young socialists. They 
learned from him and his followers a great interest in theory. However, Belli could 
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not have contained these students. According to his statement, the students did 
not listen to his warnings and went on to establish small guerrilla units.96 

7â•‡ NDR factions and their discourse on the army
7.1â•‡ The split in the Aydınlık group: the leadership problem revisited

The NDR current was divided into various splinter groups, in part for ideo-
logical and even sociological reasons but also as a result of personal rivalries, 
minor disagreements, distrust and leadership battles which in time were legiti-
mized by differences in tactics and strategy. The discourse on the army was 
either the main cause of disagreement or was used to justify separations that 
were actually due to other concerns.

As mentioned above under the leadership of Belli the NDR movement 
published a theoretical monthly Aydınlık Sosyalist Dergi in Ankara, starting in 
1968. The contributors were Belli, Muzaffer Erdost, Hikmet Kıvılcımlı and a 
younger generation of Dev-Genç followers such as Doğu Perinçek, Şahin Alpay, 
Erdoğan Güçbilmez, Gün Zileli, Cengiz Çandar, Atıl Ant, Vahap and Seyhan 
Erdoğdu and Mahir Çayan. However, a dispute soon broke out between the 
Perinçek and the Çayan groups.97 The Perinçek group asked for the elimina-
tion of leftist anarchistic trends among the leftist students. Çayan responded 
by criticizing the Perinçek group’s ideas about the political role of the army. 
Çayan accused the Doğu Perinçek line of right deviation and opportunism 
for declaring Mustafa Kemal as the leader of their party, which in fact did 
not exist, and considered popular war the same as a military junta.98 Perinçek 
had written in İşçi-Köylü that their ‘party’ was the National Liberation Front 
and the commander of the party was Mustafa Kemal.99 He declared that the 
members of the party were the entire nation, which did not collaborate with 
the American exploiters. In return, Çayan responded that:

Our party is not a party of the national front and the commanders of 
our party are not petty-bourgeois radicals. Our party is the party of the 
socialists, and it is a Marxist party. Our guide is not Kemalism but scien-
tific socialism!100

Even though Mihri Belli did not have a different approach to this point 
from the Perinçek group, he supported Mahir Çayan and his friends in this 
controversy, probably because they seemed to have more influence on militant 
students. In any case Belli was present with the group when it declared itself 
as the party of the Mustafa Kemal Front, its commander being Mustafa Kemal 
himself, in İşçi-Köylü, the popular NDR journal addressing the workers and 
the peasantry.101
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The PDA [Proleter Devrimci Aydınlık] group led by Doğu Perinçek used 
new terminology to discuss the leadership problem, and termed the NDR, 
which the proletariat did not lead in Turkey at that time, National Democratic 
Movements [Milli Demokratik Hareket: NDM] rather than Revolution.102 
The term ‘revolution’ was resorted to only for the struggle of the working class. 
NDM would transform into NDR, which was a preparation for a socialist 
revolution, only after the proletariat became the vanguard. The PDA group 
argued that the proletariat did not fully have the objective and subjective 
conditions to lead NDR.103 The present duty of proletarian revolutionaries 
(as the PDA circle called itself ) was to prepare the preconditions and in the 
meantime support NDM under the vanguard of petty-bourgeois radicalism, 
which in other words meant the army. This was not only an extreme case of 
positivist stagism but also looked like what is generally termed in Marxist liter-
ature tailism. However, the perspective was not actually very different from 
that of the Belli circle. According to Mehmet Emin Yıldırım, who was a young 
follower of the PDA, the PDA group was only trying to theorize Belli’s posi-
tion or improve the theory within it.104

The PDA circle regarded the opposing views that advocated that the prole-
tariat could also lead as a leftist deviation.105 In terms of objective conditions, 
the PDA took a very narrow view of the working class and pointed out that 
there was not yet a significant mass of proletariat employed in major industrial 
sectors. Furthermore, the workers had maintained their networks with their 
rural backgrounds, which could be an advantage in establishing an alliance of 
workers and peasants, if only the subjective conditions were ripe. When consid-
ering the subjective conditions the PDA remarked that the proletariat was not 
yet class conscious and ready to accept the duty to establish socialism.106 Under 
these conditions the PDA concluded that the military-civilian intelligentsia 
would play a very important role in the Turkish revolutionary movement,107 and 
the real struggle was actually between the collaborators in imperialism and these 
strata, thus following the same line as Belli and the Yön–Devrim circles.108

According to the viewpoint of the PDA in NDM the proletariat could 
support the movement even when the vanguard was the petty-bourgeois radi-
cals, arguing that petty-bourgeois radicalism was a revolutionary movement in 
countries under the domination of imperialism and the conflict between the 
proletariat and petty-bourgeois radicals over the issue of the vanguard was a 
non-antagonist conflict.109 The proletariat must try to become the vanguard 
but in the meantime support the petty-bourgeois radicals. This would not 
mean that the proletariat was tailist.110

As usual with discussions on the revolutionary potential of petty-bour-
geois radicals, the arguments had centred on defining the characteristics of 
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Kemalism. The PDA claimed that Kemalism was not a consistent ideology 
of national liberation [milli kurtuluşçuluk] and, like all the political currents 
of the petty bourgeoisie and national bourgeoisie, it was on the one hand a 
revolutionary movement but on the other hand a collaborator with imperi-
alism.111 The strategy of the proletarian revolutionaries was, then, to establish 
an alliance with Kemalist revolutionaries, but in a sceptical, critical manner.112 
The ideologues of Kemalist politics, with their claim to represent the atti-
tude of the petty bourgeoisie, were divided into two wings in terms of their 
attitude towards parliamentary democracy – a left revolutionary and a right 
reactionary-parliamentarist fraction. While left Kemalists were aware of the 
fact that reactionary-parliamentarism was the means of oppression used by the 
imperialists and their collaborators, right Kemalists like Bülent Ecevit were 
protecting bourgeois parliamentarism.113 The PDA circle then reacted to this 
parliamentarism in the same way as the Yön–Devrim circle – as a means to 
comply with imperialism. Avcıoğlu was criticized in the meantime, though, 
as he considered the military-civilian intelligentsia as a whole and as having a 
consistent progressive and revolutionary ideology. So the PDA led discussions 
mostly on the nature of Kemalist ideology and the different attitudes of the 
Kemalists.

One of the most important disagreements between the PDA and the 
Aydınlık group was on the vanguard problem, and in relation to that the atti-
tude towards Kemalism.114 The PDA also claimed that the strata from Young 
Turks to Mustafa Kemal had throughout been petty-bourgeois intellectuals 
against imperialism, and thus their interests lay in the anti-feudal and anti-
imperialist struggle. AMP advocates of the TİP were severely criticized for 
comprehending the bureaucrats as an enemy of the people. Alpay, for example, 
criticized the TİP particularly for advocating that the military-civilian intel-
ligentsia was a comprador bureaucracy with its roots in the Ottoman empire. 
The TİP was defined as a populist opportunist party in the service of the impe-
rialist powers, as the party antagonized one of the most stable and powerful 
forces against imperialism, the army.115 Küçükömer and Divitçioğlu, in 
particular, whose views were examined in the previous chapter, were accused 
of dividing the national front and legitimizing imperialist powers in Turkey 
by disregarding American imperialism and instead advocating the military-
civilian intelligentsia as the main enemy.116

Even though the PDA regularly drew attention to the growing ferment of 
the anti-imperialist movement among petty-bourgeois radicals or the mili-
tary-civilian intelligentsia it still emphasized, like most leftists, that the petty 
bourgeoisie as a class was unable to follow a consistent line, as it was an inter-
mediate class, and would not be able to do so in the future.117 Therefore the 
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success of the revolution depended on the proletariat party as a single party 
taking over the leadership. However, the PDA had already drawn attention to 
the fact that the proletariat did not have an autonomous party and implied, 
like Avcıoğlu, that there was only one way to eliminate imperialism in Turkey, 
which was under the leadership of the petty-bourgeois radicals, the anti-impe-
rialist left-inclined military officers and left Kemalist civilians such as Doğan 
Avcıoğlu. However, in this sense the PDA advocated an alliance with petty-
bourgeois revolutionaries and proletarian revolutionaries to achieve success in 
the current struggle for national democracy and liberation.118

As mentioned above, the PDA group was accused, especially by Çayan, of 
supporting a petty-bourgeois leadership in a revolutionary movement. Actually, 
even within Dev-Genç, Perinçek and his close associates were suspected of 
supporting a leftist junta.119 The Perinçek group was also mistrusted for having 
too close a relationship with Doğan Avcıoğlu and the Devrim circle.120

As far as the accusations of backing juntas [cuntacılık] were concerned, the 
PDA group claimed that they had to separate from Aydınlık as they wanted to 
eliminate anarchistic elements from the revolutionary movement, but Mihri 
Belli and the Çayan group rejected this. This might have been a well-founded 
argument, as soon afterwards Çayan set up a group of guerrillas to start armed 
warfare. However, the PDA also later formed a rural guerrilla group to start 
NDR from the countryside, as in the Chinese revolution.121

The conflict within Aydınlık resulted in the elimination of the Perinçek group 
from the journal. Aydınlık separated into two factions, one under the leader-
ship of Mihri Belli (with people like Muzaffer Erdost and Vahap Erdoğdu) and 
Mahir Çayan (with Ertuğrul Kürkçü and Yusuf Küpeli) and the other under 
Doğu Perinçek with Gün Zileli, Şahin Alpay, Atıl Ant, Cengiz Çandar, İbrahim 
Kaypakkaya and Halil Berktay. Perinçek and his faction were not allowed to 
publish in the fifteenth issue of Aydınlık ( January 1970). The Perinçek group 
started publishing Proleter Devrimci Aydınlık in January 1970.122 As a result 
two journals appeared in January 1970 bearing the name Aydınlık, the new one 
with the addition of ‘Proleter Devrimci Aydınlık’ to its title. Proleter Devrimci 
Aydınlık [PDA] adopted a Mao Tse-Tung line and the cover of the journal was 
in the same colours as the Peking Review.123 As a result the journals came to be 
known according to the colour of their cover as the White and Red Aydınlık.

The two Aydınlıks started to compete and accused each other bitterly 
immediately after the split. The ideas of the Perinçek group were interpreted 
by Belli as the will to accept the absolute hegemony of the military-civilian 
intelligentsia to make some revolutionary movements.124 Belli, for example, 
argued that by pointing to the incomplete conditions of the proletariat both in 
objective and subjective terms without examining the conditions of the petty 
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bourgeoisie – which actually was no better off – the PDA exaggerated the role 
of the petty bourgeoisie. Belli had exaggerated the role of the same strata in 
NDR as well, but according to him the group was trying to avoid such accusa-
tions by distinguishing between ‘revolution’ and ‘movement’, which was not a 
part of Marxist-Leninist terminology.125 Ironically, Belli here also emphasized 
that the concept of complete (as used by the PDA to define the conditions of 
the proletariat) contradicted Marxist philosophy, while it was Belli himself in 
the first place who had argued against the TİP that Turkey was not a complete 
[tam] democratic country. Terms such as ‘tam demokratik’ or ‘tam bağımsız 
Türkiye’ were used as the main slogans of the NDR line.

Belli then accused the PDA (or, as he called them, the Alpay–Perinçek 
faction) of opportunism, defining the group as bourgeois-originated student 
youth with shallow ideological foundations.126 He blamed the PDA for 
misusing the great leader of the Chinese revolution, Mao Tse-Tung, and for 
confusing campus Maoism with a popular war. He defined PDA supporters as 
depressed, déclassé intelligentsia.127

The PDA changed positions very rapidly and was very inconsistent in its 
approach on various points. First, the circle had criticized NDR for its theo-
retical position of allocating the leadership of the movement (the ideological 
leadership) to the proletariat. Yet the PDA circle then criticized Belli for 
supporting military intervention soon afterwards. The Çayanists, who were 
closely related to Belli at the time, were also condemned for defending a coup 
and adventurism.128

The political role of the army, which was generally discussed under the cate-
gory of petty-bourgeois radicals, appeared to be one of the main theoretical 
discussion points. The ideology of Kemalism and whether it was possible to 
co-operate with the Kemalists was one of the important points of discussion 
for strategy. Mahir Çayan criticized the PDA’s idea that Kemalist ideology 
could be divided into two currents, one revolutionary and one reactionary. He 
argued that this was a metaphysical separation,129 as only Kemalists as people 
could be factionalized, not the Kemalist ideology itself.130 He emphasized 
that at the present time, in accordance with the indecisiveness of the petty 
bourgeoisie, the military-civilian intelligentsia, the ideologues of the Kemalist 
revolutionary line, had been separated into two currents, but Kemalism as an 
ideology was intact, and was in essence revolutionary. Kemalism was a leftist 
ideology, as it represented a reaction to the imperialism of the revolutionary-
nationalist strata.131 The essence, or, as he used the term, the soul, of Kemalism 
was in these terms its anti-imperialism. Çayan argued that Kemalism was the 
flag of rebellion of the petty-bourgeois revolutionarism against imperialism 
in a country under occupation. Kemalism had been the most radical ideology 
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of a section of the petty bourgeoisie, that is, the military-civilian intelligent-
sia.132 With regard to the state, Çayan reiterated the Leninist idea that the 
state with its bureaucracy and militarism was the means of oppression of the 
ruling classes as a whole, yet the Turkish army had waged war against imperi-
alism when there was neither a revolutionary nationalist-radical class move-
ment against imperialism nor a socialist bloc to support the Turkish liberation 
war. Turkey was the first country in this sense, then, to have waged a victo-
rious war against imperialism. Radical-nationalism, according to Çayan, was 
original to Turkey because of its past and the progressive lower bureaucracy of 
the Ottomans. Kemalists were also regarded as the Jacobins of the military-
civilian intelligentsia. Çayan anticipated that this group – the most conscious 
group of the petty bourgeoisie – would join the anti-imperialist war sooner or 
later, but warned that the most revolutionary line of this group – the ideology 
of Kemalism – must not be confused with the group itself.133 Çayan later 
declared that THKP-C in its stage of armed propaganda could co-operate 
with Kemalists, and actually only with Kemalists, in its struggle against anti-
imperialism.134

There were not actually any major differences in the approach of the different 
groups to Kemalism or the political role of the army and the vanguard problem. 
None of the groups actually represented a workers’ movement and all were 
petty-bourgeois revolutionaries in this sense. Çayanists politically had a greater 
impact on the student movement, while before the split Perinçek was actually 
more dominant over the student movement as he was the chair of the FKF. 
Meanwhile, the struggle between these groups had increased to such an extent 
that both groups engaged in physical attacks and also tried to prevent the sale of 
the other’s journals.135 The offices of PDA and their other more populist journal, 
İşçi-Köylü, were both stormed and some materials were stolen.136

7.2â•‡ Workers’ revolt and revision or affirmation of NDR
The 15–16 June workers’ revolt was an event that deeply affected the left. 
Nobody was expecting such an outburst from the working class and the most 
important aspect of the mass revolt was that it was a spontaneous movement. 
The revolt actually started as resentment of the AP government, which was 
determined to pass a law to destroy the political unionism led by DİSK. The 
proposed amendment would prohibit unions if they did not represent at 
least one-third of the workers in a workplace. Government spokesmen had 
explicitly announced that the amendment was going to wipe out DİSK.137 
The workers responded to this proposed change in the law by staging an enor-
mous and spontaneous demonstration, with a march of over 150,000 workers 
in the Marmara region. DİSK had called for a protest against the legislation 
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on 15 June and they were expecting only about 10,000–15,000 workers to 
attend, but workers from all areas of Istanbul and Izmit spontaneously joined 
the demonstration. Right from the start DİSK had warned the workers 
not to take any further action, but instead the workers paralysed the entire 
Istanbul–Marmara region. When the police proved ineffective the army was 
called in and the bridges over the Golden Horn were raised to stop the march 
to the Governor’s Palace. Women in the van of the demonstration breached 
the defences. During the clashes a policeman and two workers were killed and 
more than two hundred were injured. Many people were arrested and beaten 
severely while in police custody. The workers broke into police stations to free 
their comrades. Martial law and a curfew were declared, and this was to last for 
two months to suppress further demonstrations.

The government described the demonstration as the dress rehearsal for revo-
lution. The workers had been active throughout the 1960s, with demonstra-
tions, strikes and occupation of factories. However, a demonstration of such 
dimensions had never before been carried out spontaneously, nor one affecting 
a whole region. The events of 15–16 June not only shocked the government 
but also the revolutionary youth. Some groups within Dev-Genç located close 
to Istanbul tried to join in and even take control of the demonstrations and 
some were brought before a military court for this, but it is apparent from the 
recordings of the talks by Dev-Genç transcribed in the book by Yıldırım that 
they were completely taken by surprise.138 Dev-Genç members were unable 
to direct the movement although they were eager to do so. The talks show 
that there were disputes between Dev-Genç militants and trade unionists, 
and Dev-Genç blamed the unionists for narrowing down the class struggle to 
a question of the economic interests and formation of unions.139 Apparently 
some of the workers’ leaders shared a similar opinion.140 Dev-Genç regarded 
the revolt as one of the first signs of the working class gaining class conscious-
ness, but the unionists were trying to misdirect and curb the class struggle.141 
The working class, then, despite this spontaneous and massive action, was 
devoid of class consciousness and Dev-Genç members appeared to feel it was 
their duty to generate this in the working class and liberate them from the 
narrow-minded and collaborator unionists. Though Dev-Genç still doubted 
the potential of the working class to lead a struggle, the reaction of Dev-Genç 
to trade unionists also showed the non-conformism of the young and what 
could perhaps be described as their revolutionary reflex.

The worker’s revolt of 15–16 June and the declaration of martial law paved 
the way for a revised discussion of the political role of the army. Groups in 
Dev-Genç in particular felt obliged to renew their ideas, as the military had 
been used to stop the workers from marching as soon as martial law had been 
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declared. The first observations of some of the Dev-Genç members who joined 
the march were that military officers treated the demonstrators and those in 
custody properly, unlike the police. However, the use of the armed forces to 
restore order by shooting at the workers if necessary clearly showed that the 
armed forces were to be used to maintain law and order at any cost. This led 
to a revival of the discussion on the role of the army, especially because it was 
fairly apparent that a new military intervention was very close.

Yet, ironically, almost all the groups had managed to extend their influence, 
albeit mostly to low-ranking military officers or students. The expectation of 
a new coup, which could be a radical coup and a leftist one, was very high. 
It is apparent that despite the literature opposing the role of the army, leftist 
groups retained their trust in the army and were trying to direct a probable 
coup towards an anti-American leftist position and be recognized as repre-
senting the socialists and the working class by the junta. Some of the leftist 
groups had also established links with military officers. Çayanists, for example, 
had links with the air force, mostly through Captain Orhan Savaşçı, and Sarp 
Kuray and Ruhi Koç had links with the navy.142 Organizations were formed 
consisting of both civilians and military officers.

Meanwhile, each Dev-Genç group competed with the other, thus turning 
the movement almost into a nonsensical competition about radicalism. Each 
group was determined to become authoritative by adopting revolutionary 
foreign models or leaders, as the Turkish communist tradition failed to provide 
any inspiration. The discourse of the leftists discussed above and in previous 
chapters regarding the political role of the army which was generally based on 
the distinctive past role of the Turkish army was revised, specifically with refer-
ence to Marxist-Leninist canons.

As a result of these developments, in particular the competition over radi-
calism, even the PDA changed its position very radically, especially in terms of 
its perspective on the political role of the army. PDA adopted the classic Marxist-
Leninist view that the state was not an over-the-classes independent organ but 
an organization to protect the class rule of the bourgeois. Based on this view of 
the state, the military was then regarded as the organization of the ruling classes 
in its mechanism, structure and hierarchical chain of command everywhere in 
the world, and that was its essential [esas] quality.143 The PDA strongly criticized 
reformists and revisionists with their belief that it was possible to carry out a 
revolution without fighting against the state organs of the ruling classes, which 
was an illusion. The TİP was attacked in the same way for believing that the army 
could be impartial in the class conflict between the working class and the bour-
geoisie.144 The PDA declared that the role of the army was the main issue that 
separated them from the bourgeois reformists and the revisionists.145
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The PDA circle criticized the Soviet thesis of the non-capitalist road to socialism 
as being revisionist. This was actually more because they wanted to support China 
in its struggle against the USSR rather than a consistent stand against a military-led 
revolutionary struggle.146  The circle still argued that the revolutionary struggle 
for national liberation was increasing in the army among Kemalist officers with 
petty-bourgeois backgrounds. Yet at the same time the PDA pointed out that 
such notions as that the Turkish army was the army of the people and that it had 
a tradition of national liberation and was Kemalist were subjective ideas. Such 
views could not explain why martial laws protected the bourgeoisie against the 
working class, or the Turkish army being a member of NATO, loyal in this respect 
to American imperialism.147 The PDA criticized the Devrim circle, which previ-
ously the group had by and large supported, for ignoring the workers’ revolt and 
not publishing any news about martial law. Strikingly, the PDA drew attention 
to the oppression of the Kurdish people in the east, especially by commandos and 
gendarmes, and warned Devrim not to disregard these facts. In other words, the 
PDA acknowledged the existence of anti-imperialist military officers who could 
join NDR but warned against blanket descriptions of the army, while only some 
two months earlier claiming that the Turkish army had a revolutionary heritage, 
as was shown by the Independence War and 27 May, and therefore the ruling 
classes could not use the army against the people’s struggle. The PDA doubted 
that the attempts of the hegemonic classes to use the army against the struggle of 
the nation would succeed.148 Nevertheless, only a few months later, and without 
reference to their previous views, the group criticized those who believed that 
in Turkey a fascist dictatorship could not be built as the army was revolution-
ary.149 This time the PDA remembered that the military-civilian intelligentsia had 
rejected the power and the essentiality of the working class ever since the founda-
tion of the republic.150

With regard to the 12 March military intervention, the PDA directed its 
criticisms at the perspective of Dr Kıvılcımlı on the army. Immediately after 
the intervention the PDA claimed that Kıvılcımlı rejected popular war and 
the arming of the people as he believed that the army alone should possess 
arms.151 Even though the perspective of the PDA might have been theoretically 
correct this attitude was an example of their inconsistency. Hikmet Kıvılcımlı 
continued to contribute to the PDA until the final issues of the journal and 
his ideas had not changed for decades. Therefore, the PDA circle must have 
been aware of his views much earlier but still co-operated with him, or worse 
maybe had even used him as he was one of the oldest communists in Turkey. 
He was then attacked bitterly in the last issues of PDA and the group gave no 
explanation of the reasons for this change of opinion of Kıvılcımlı’s on the 
army.152 The PDA was not actually trusted by the young revolutionaries of the 
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period because of its changes of ideas, and it was accused of being inconsistent 
in open debates and meetings.153

Meanwhile, a very important development within the NDR line was the 
separation of the Çayan group from the Belli group. Çayan was one of the 
young revolutionaries most respected by Belli. He was already disappointed 
and very much surprised when Çayan did not attend the general assembly of 
the leftists. NDR supporters organized a Proletarian Revolutionary Assembly 
on 29–30 October 1970 to establish an alternative leftist party to the TİP, but 
the meeting dispersed before any conclusive decision was made.154 To establish 
a legal party was something of a senseless and futile idea anyway, as the country 
was already in a chaotic situation and the lifetime of any legal party would 
only have been very short. This was apparently the view of Mahir Çayan, 
one of the most important student leaders at the time. He did not attend the 
assembly as he had to have an operation, but this was not an urgent one. He 
had his appendix removed to prevent any possible inconvenience while in the 
mountains taking part in a future guerrilla war. This shows that he had already 
decided to engage in an armed struggle for revolution.

The Çayan group split from the group under Belli by sending an open letter 
to Aydınlık.155 Though formally operating within the framework of the legal 
federation Dev-Genç, Çayan and his close friends established a clandestine 
organization with the title Türkiye Halk Kurtuluş Partisi Cephesi, known as 
THKP-C [People’s Liberation Party-Front of Turkey].

The Çayanists claimed that they did not trust Belli on account of his strategy, 
which was built on the initiative to be taken by the army and a co-operative 
approach to the Kemalists, including the CHP.156 However, the open letter 
was not very clear on exactly why the group did separate from Belli or more 
generally from the Aydınlık movement. Ertuğrul Kürkçü claims that they had 
separated from the Belli group because he was only passively expecting a mili-
tary intervention. One of the final blows was the call of Kurtuluş to the mili-
tary courts to remain impartial during the trials of working class detainees after 
15–16 June.157 Kürkçü says that they were highly disturbed by such a nonsen-
sical headline, as it was impossible for the armed forces to remain impartial in 
the class struggle. The boxes of Kurtuluş collected in ODTU (to be distributed 
to the shanty towns) were destroyed, and for the first time ever the journal was 
not distributed, on account of this headline.158

Summarizing, the NDR line factionalized around the end of 1969 or early 
1970 into five major groups and lines with the following goals and motivations 
which were mainly determined by their approach to the political role of the 
army. (1) Mihri Belli and the Aydınlık circle. The circle expected an intervention 
by the progressive wing of the army and finally decided to establish a new party. 



124 The Army and the Radical Left in Turkey

The decision, however, was very untimely and not sound, as the forces that could 
support such a party had already dispersed. (2) Dr Hikmet Kıvılcımlı and the 
Sosyalist circle took the probability of an army intervention seriously, but advo-
cated formation of a united proletarian party to lead the movement. (3) Mahir 
Çayan, Yusuf Küpeli, Ertuğrul Kürkçü and Münir Aktolga had considered a 
progressive junta unlikely, and instead planned to prepare for a reactionary coup 
and armed struggle in an illegal party. However, they were also to support an 
intervention and try to steer it towards an anti-American stand after the inter-
vention by attacks on American bases or embassies. The group established the 
party front THKP-C. After the 12 March military intervention, Yusuf Küpeli 
and Münir Aktolga did not support armed propaganda tactics and left the 
group. Çayan tried to renew NDR and formulate a new programme on the 
popular war inspired by South American experiences. (4) The PDA circle under 
the leadership of Doğu Perinçek had often-changing views and finally supported 
the Chinese Communist Party in its rivalry with the Soviet Communist Party 
and adopted an openly Maoist line. The PDA group had formed an illegal party 
called the Revolutionary Workers-Peasants Party of Turkey [Türkiye İhtilalci 
İşçi Köylü Partisi: TİİKP] in January 1970. İbrahim Kaypakkaya, a student 
leader from Çapa Teachers’ School, separated from the PDA around the end of 
1971 and with other opponents established the Marxist-Leninist Communist 
Party of Turkey [Türkiye Marksist-Leninist Komünist Partisi: TKP-ML] on 24 
April 1972. (5) Deniz Gezmiş, Sinan Cemgil, Hüseyin İnan and Yusuf Aslan 
started to organize a guerrilla unit that was to become the People’s Liberation 
Army of Turkey [THKO].159 Deniz Gezmiş was inspired by Che Guevara, and, 
in contrast to Lenin’s famous dictum, belittled revolutionary theory. THKO 
therefore left almost no written declaration of its views. This group did not really 
trust the army mainly because some members were Kurdish and Gezmiş himself 
was friends with Kurdish students at ODTU. They told him about the mistreat-
ment of Kurdish people by gendarmes. Mustafa Yalçiner told me in interview 
they were not ideologically and physically close to the military officers and had 
no links with them.160

7.3â•‡ With or against the army: disappointment on 9 March, 
rebellion against 12 March

Around the year 1970, Dev-Genç, or more precisely, clandestine organizations 
acting under the legal platform of the students’ federation, started to engage in 
an armed struggle under the influence of guerrilla warfare in South American 
countries as advocated by Carlos Marighela and Douglas Bravo.161 Arming by 
the leftists had initially started as self-defence against the fascists under the 
leadership of ex-Colonel Alparslan Türkeş, one of the most famous colonels 
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of the 27 May junta.162 He had become the leader of a small conservative party 
called the Republican Peasants and Nation Party [Cumhuriyetçi Köylü Millet 
Partisi: CKMP], and in 1969 changed its name to the Nationalist Action Party 
[Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi: MHP] to match its actions. This party came to 
represent the ultra-nationalistic, authoritarian extreme right in Turkey. Those 
attacking the leftist students in the universities were fascists trained in contra-
guerrilla camps organized by Türkeş since the summer of 1969. Türkeş organ-
ized his party on military lines and indoctrinated activists. The paramilitary 
arm of the party, the ‘Grey Wolves’, notorious for their violence, initiated phys-
ical attacks on political opponents, especially those on the left. The police did 
nothing to prevent the attacks on leftist students. The first commando training 
camp was opened in July 1968, and by August 1970 they had reached a total 
of twenty-eight. They increased attacks on leftists, including the murders of 
fourteen revolutionaries, one of whom was a military officer. Schoolteachers 
in towns sympathetic to the TİP became the main targets. After the killing of 
Taylan Özgür by the police, fascist gangs shot Mehmet Cantekin in the engi-
neering faculty in Istanbul University.163 Dev-Genç followers had started to 
form armed groups initially in response to these increasing fascist attacks.

The Islamist movement on the other hand called for a jihad against the 
socialist movement.164 During the largest anti-imperialist demonstration on 
16 February 1969 Islamists and extreme right-wing groups controlled by the 
Turkish contra-guerrilla organization had attacked about 50,000 marchers, 
mostly workers and students who were protesting about the arrival of the US 
fleet in Taksim, with knives and sticks. Two workers, Ali Turgut and Doğan 
Erdoğan, were murdered and more than a hundred were wounded. The day 
later became known as ‘Bloody Sunday’. So the left was surrounded by the 
hostile ideologies of the right, right-centre (DP), Islamic and ultra-nationalist 
right generally protected by the state or the government. The resort to arms 
was mainly the result of these physical attacks on leftists and especially the 
discriminating attitude of the government towards them.

As a result the students felt that they were left unprotected by the state. Trust 
in the parliamentary system had actually faded following the violent attack on 
Çetin Altan, a deputy of the TİP, on 20 February 1968 by more than a hundred 
members of the AP in parliament. The fascist attacks, the partisan attitude of the 
ruling party and the police and the natural dynamism of the young prompted 
first the idea of armed defence and then that of an armed struggle.

South American guerrilla warfare, especially the struggle of Che, who had 
resigned from a comfortable political position in Cuba and died under fire 
while fighting for the Bolivian revolution, had inspired students in Turkey 
in 1968 as well.165 Even though they were not ready, student leaders such 
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as Hüseyin İnan, Deniz Gezmiş, Sarp Kuray or Mahir Çayan were thinking 
about starting a popular or guerrilla war in Turkey to achieve NDR. Most 
students who were active at this time consider that there were actually provo-
cations to the leftist students, that they were compelled to take up arms and to 
start guerrilla warfare.166

Around 1969–70, a guerrilla unit called THKO was established by Hüseyin 
İnan, and later became known for its charismatic leader, Deniz Gezmiş. They 
believed an armed struggle was unavoidable if revolution was to take place in 
Turkey. Like the Cuban revolution, the party was going to be born from the army, 
hence they preferred to engage in an armed struggle. Gezmiş, for example, went 
to Palestine in the winter of 1969 for military training in Al-Fatah camps.167

Both THKO and THKP-C, as discussed above, acknowledged the ideo-
logical leadership of the working class, even though they considered the 
peasantry as the main force of the struggle. The central strategy was that as 
the urban areas were tied to imperialist centres and were under control the 
popular war was going to start from rural areas and then spread to urban 
places through guerrilla warfare.168 The peasantry, led by a proletarian party 
or army front, was to strike at the local feudal elements. As revolutionary 
rule was going to be established in these areas, reactionary elements in the 
Turkish armed forces would attack jointly with foreign troops in support 
of imperialism. This would lead to a Vietnam situation and a popular war 
would start. The enemy in rural parts would be repulsed into the sea, while 
urban guerrilla units would cleanse the urban parts, and revolution would 
establish socialism in Turkey.169

Underlying this strategy was the idea that the Turkish peasantry and the 
working class were very uneducated and far from being politically conscious. 
Çayan, who produced new theories of NDR, believed that for this reason 
NDR without armed struggle would be totally ineffective and that the Turkish 
revolution could only be realized through armed struggle.170 He believed that 
consciousness must be generated from outside, and emphasized, however, that 
Bolshevik concepts of work, organization and consciousness were classical 
views which were not really relevant to the contemporary anti-imperialist and 
anti-oligarchic revolutionary movement.171 However, he was still theoretically 
loyal to Marxist-Leninism and regarded THKP-C as a Leninist party.172

First THKO and then THKP-C in competition with THKO engaged 
in armed bank robberies, kidnappings and bombing of public buildings.173 

THKP-C had the largest ‘organization’ among Dev-Genç,174 and its members 
were recruited from university students or recent graduates, peasants, workers, 
intellectuals and low-ranking military officers. The organization was run on 
the basis of personal relations and interactions.175
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When the planned 9 March intervention failed the army intervened with a 
memorandum on 12 March 1971. As explained above, most Dev-Genç members 
were aware of the fact that different factions in the armed forces were preparing 
an intervention. According to Ruhi Koç, all groups had links with a group in 
the military and were thinking of assisting a coup or were even involved in the 
junta’ s organization.176 Some groups within Dev-Genç were intended as instru-
ments to provoke the military or to assist if a left-wing junta had managed to 
carry out its plan. The group consisting of Sarp Kuray, Atilla Sarp and Mehmet 
Beşlioğlu in particular were planning to create the necessary conditions (by 
terror) for the army to intervene and put an end to American hegemony.177 At 
the end of the summer in 1970 all the student leaders gathered for a meeting at 
the political science faculty in Ankara and discussed just such a possibility, and 
tried to decide on different options: to be a part of the intervention, or at least 
support it from outside, or to steer it towards a more leftist position. Only Münir 
Ramazan Aktolga and Mahir Çayan were convinced that they did not want to 
be a tool of the junta and therefore rejected any of the plans.178 Those close to 
Gezmiş (later adopting the name THKO) had already taken their own direction 
and were getting ready for an armed struggle for liberation.

Apart from assisting or provoking the military coup, the THKP-C and Sarp 
Kuray–Ruhi Koç groups had an organic unity with some of the military officers, 
and the Kuray group had followers in the navy.179 According to Ruhi Koç almost 
all young navy cadets were socialists ready to launch a revolt. Moreover, almost 
half of the THKP-C was composed of military officers, mostly in the air force.180 
These had been recruited particularly through Mahir Çayan’s brother-in-law, air 
force Captain Orhan Savaşçı.181 THKP-C actually expected a right-wing inter-
vention (even though it did not rule out the alternative) and refused to assist a 
junta which it was not part of, preferring to retain its independence and main-
tain contact with military officers only in ideological terms. THKO, however, 
was devoid of any personal links with military officers.

At the time THKP-C anticipated a fascist junta, perhaps because of their 
close relationship with the army. The party front decided to start rapidly 
organizing among the peasantry and working class both legally and illegally. 
If a fascist junta seized power they were thinking of fighting back, using the 
arms smuggled by the military officers related to THKP-C, who were plan-
ning to desert if such an event did take place. Despite this there were still 
hopes, and actually plans, for a radical leftist junta, and both the military 
and civilian members of THKP-C had decided to assist the leftist junta with 
their own units and organizations. Major İbrahim Keskin had contacted 
THKP-C to ask for their collaboration and through Çayan it was reported 
that THKP-C would unite forces but not co-operate with the army.182 This 
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shows very clearly the decision of THKP-C not to be a part of a junta but 
only to support an intervention from outside within its independent organiza-
tion. The attitude was in these terms different from that of the Yön–Devrim 
movement, for example. Leftist officers and THKP-C member officers were 
delegated the duty of taking over Ankara police headquarters. On the night 
of 9 March Çayan, Ziya Yılmaz, Kamil Dede, Ulaş Bardakçı, Hüseyin Cevahir 
and some officer friends listened to the radio, waiting for news of the interven-
tion. THKP-C was to attack and take over the American consulate and police 
headquarters if the military intervened. The point of taking the American 
consulate was to break relations with the US and give an impression that the 
coup was directed against the US, and hence change, or broaden, the direction 
of the coup. However, at around 3 a.m., Orhan Savaşçı informed the group 
that a leftist intervention would not take place.183

Dev-Genç did not react to the 12 March intervention as it was only a 
memorandum, and it was initially ambiguous who it was directed at. There 
was a meeting in Ankara which some members of Dev-Genç including its 
chair, Ertuğrul Kürkçü of THKP-C, attended. Leftist organizations such as 
TÖS and DİSK were also present. Finally, a declaration defending the memo-
randum was published. Kürkçü said later that Dev-Genç had only half-heart-
edly accepted the declaration.184 Dev-Genç published another declaration, 
which was against the coup, the next day. Kürkçü regretted having joined in 
the common statement with other leftists supporting the coup.185

Belli meanwhile defended the 12 March memorandum, as he saw it as a 
reaction to the Demirel regime, which was dominated by comprador capital 
and feudal landlords who were planning to bring fascism to Turkey. The 
Turkish army was again regarded as nationalist and progressive and protecting 
the Mustafa Kemal tradition, and the intervention represented the will of 
the Turkish working class and poor peasantry.186 He called on all labouring 
classes to actively participate in democratic reforms and safeguard reform in 
an organized, conscious manner.

Martial law was extended in May 1971 after the Israeli consul general, 
Ephraim Elrom, was abducted by the THKP-C in Istanbul. Many youth 
groups of the extreme right and left were disbanded, followed by mass arrests 
of socialist youth and even renowned intellectuals.

The THKO leadership was arrested and charged with a series of crimes. 
Gezmiş confessed to the kidnapping of US servicemen (whom they had 
released unharmed) and two bank robberies. A military court sentenced 
Gezmiş and seventeen others to death on 9 October 1971. Hüseyin İnan, 
Yusuf Aslan and Deniz Gezmiş were executed on 6 May 1972; all were still in 
their early twenties.
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Mahir Çayan and twenty-five comrades meanwhile were tried in another 
military court for establishing a secret organization to carry out a proletarian 
revolution, for bank robbery and the kidnapping and murder of Consul General 
Elrom.187 About half of the THKP-C members tried in court were military 
officers. On the anniversary of 12 March Ertuğrul Kürkçü reported that these 
junior officers believed that the army could not have a revolutionary role as 
they had observed the ideological distance between them and their superiors, 
and they had no trust in the army as the bonds between high- and low-ranking 
officers had already been broken and the two groups led very different lives.188 
The high-ranking officers were embourgeoisé as a result of OYAK, and the young 
officers mistrusted the higher ranks and therefore did not believe that the army 
could be used to start a revolution. During the trials of about a hundred air force 
students and young cadets Kürkçü had observed that they were Marxists and 
believed in a people’s revolution and that compared to civilians they were more 
satisfied that the army could not undergo a transformation.189 He believed that 
the purpose of the 12 March intervention was largely to eliminate these radical 
officers and especially to prevent 9 March.190 Ruhi Koç, however, who had links 
with the navy, does not believe that all the officers were Marxists, but that they 
were anti-imperialist and reformist. He also thinks that the high commanders 
and the ruling class (and contra-guerrillas) used them to suppress revolutionary 
movements, especially one from the working class. In other words, the existence 
of revolutionary officers and their underground acts towards a revolution were 
used as an excuse for the intervention. Koç is very sure of this, as in the Erim 
government which repressed the left Orhan Kabibay was their leader or go-be-
tween with the junta.191

Çayan and several others escaped from military prison on 29 November 
1971, probably with the help of servicemen sympathetic to the THKP-C or its 
members. THKP-C leaders, including Çayan and some members of THKO, 
were killed by security forces (by contra-guerrilla forces, as revealed later 
by General Kenan Evren, the leader of the 1980 military coup) in February 
and March 1972, while attempting to kidnap British technicians in order to 
prevent other THKO members from being executed.192 All THKP-C leaders 
and three of the technicians who were kidnapped were killed in Kızıldere 
village on 30 March 1972, except Ertuğrul Kürkçü, who survived injured. 
Kızıldere was an aberration in Turkish leftist history, as one group of leftists 
had sacrificed themselves to save leaders of another leftist group and co-oper-
ated and died together. Previously, opposing groups, from the very early days 
of the TKP, had threatened each other no less than the fascists. This was prob-
ably another reason why Kızıldere has had such an impact on generations of 
leftists.
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Most members of THKO, such as Sinan Cemgil, were brutally murdered 
by the security forces in the Nurhak Mountains, close to Adıyaman. İbrahim 
Kaypakkaya, who had separated from PDA to start guerrilla war in the east, was 
brutally murdered after undergoing torture for trying to provoke Kurdish peasants 
to start NDR.193 He became one of the most respected revolutionary martyrs, as 
he had steadfastly refused to submit to the police even while under severe torture.

The leading cadres of the three main guerrilla groups were thus annihilated 
around the year 1972. Those who had survived, such as Mustafa Yalçiner, 
received long sentences. These guerrilla movements shared the common ground 
of stemming from NDR and they acknowledged themselves as part of the prole-
tarian movement even though the proletariat did not exist as a major factor or 
as a potential one. These groups had departed from the NDR line they stemmed 
from, as well as from Turkish revolutionary history, by adopting a strategy of 
armed propaganda and guerrilla warfare. However, they did not formulate 
a revolutionary theory, which was more in tune with the realities of Turkey. 
THKO belittled revolutionary theory and THKP-C generally produced its 
main theoretical positions while on the run, so had insufficient time to develop 
them. The internal capitalist development of Turkey and the rapid accumulation 
of capital in the 1960s meant that the class conflict was ignored again and conse-
quently the importance or even the vitality of the working class was disregarded 
both in theory and practice, as in the NDR line.

One of the main theoreticians in this period was Çayan. He held that in the 
era of monopoly capitalism each country’s level of economic development, and 
consequently the force of the proletariat in each country, was no longer impor-
tant as countries and national economies had become part of an integrated world 
economy. He based this view on Lenin and Stalin and claimed that they both 
advocated that in the age of imperialism the world as a whole was developed 
enough to transform into socialism, thus the proletariat could lead ideologically. 
He then maintained that as a result of international conjectural developments, 
the conditions for the proletariat to lead the revolution existed, but there was 
no developed working class in Turkey to actually attain the leadership. This was 
in fact not different from the views of the NDR line about the leadership of 
the movement. However, Dev-Genç followers were more active both in partici-
pating in peasant movements, such as land invasions, and also in directly influ-
encing young military officers, and were more militant for their NDR cause, 
rather than simply and passively anticipating a leftist coup.

It was apparent that the young militants perceived themselves as proletarian 
revolutionaries rather than Kemalists, even though their ideas did not favour a 
proletarian revolution and their actions could be described as petty-bourgeois 
radicalism. The 12 March military intervention and annihilation of the leading 



THE NATIONAL DEMOCRATIC REVOLUTIONARIES 131

cadres of THKO, THKP-C and TKP-ML was a big shock to the leftists, espe-
cially the young. The sense of an alliance with the army, or that co-operation 
could be established through leftist military officers for NDR, was shattered 
by the repression of the leftists, measures directly aimed at curbing trade union 
activism and restrictions on civil rights. One of Deniz Gezmiş’s close friends and 
his comrade Bozkurt Nuhoğlu, himself an active student leader at the time, told 
me that they understood the ‘real nature of the army’ only after the 12 March 
intervention when they were beaten in custody by the military forces.194

Views were changed abruptly first after the workers’ revolt and then as a result 
of the military intervention rather than as a development within leftist move-
ments, even though radicalism had also been an important factor, particularly in 
the year prior to the intervention. Yet the leftists had seemed to believe strongly in 
the revolutionary tradition of the army, and therefore were terribly traumatized 
by the 12 March intervention.195 The break, though not consistent and perma-
nent, with the official ideology of Kemalism and the expectation of revolutionary 
actions from the army because of its Kemalism could be observed even during the 
trials. Necati Sağır of THKP-C, for example, had declared in the military court 
that ‘Atatürkism cannot be reconciled with our goals. We are socialists.’196 This was 
in a sense a turning point, as for the first time Kemalism formally ceased to be of 
relevance to organized political groups outside formal politics.197

The legacy of the guerrillas, though very short-lived and hardly effective, did 
have a lasting impact. Gezmiş and Çayan in particular, as charismatic student 
leaders, became revolutionary icons, the martyrs of the revolution, the ‘Ches’ 
of Turkey. Many babies were given the names ‘Mahir’ and ‘Deniz’ (also Ulaş, 
Cem and İbrahim, all names of what were regarded as revolutionary martyrs) 
for generations to come. This was actually rather ironic, as both THKO and 
THKP-C had decided to engage in armed propaganda to show the weakness 
of the state to the Turkish people. However, they were caught and annihilated 
almost immediately, which effectively proved the contrary. It was not the 
weakness but the strength of the state and its merciless, brutal reaction to such 
amateurish young rebels that created the real propaganda. Many groups were 
formed spontaneously, modelled on one of these units out of sympathy for 
the courageous young rebels. Ertuğrul Kürkçü reported that they had never 
expected this; armed propaganda was actually aimed at the contrary.198 When 
they were first caught and imprisoned, Çayan had regretted their decision to 
embark on such a road and believed that they had failed.

Despite this failure, the tragic end of these young people and the brutality 
of the reaction increased the number of people who had embarked on a revo-
lutionary road.
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THE VOICE OF THE TKP 
FROM ABROAD

1â•‡ Introduction
The Communist Party of Turkey [Türkiye Komünist Partisi: TKP], founded in 
Baku on 10 September 1920, was one of the oldest political parties in Turkey. 
Though establishing a communist party was banned by law throughout the 
period of the new republic the party maintained a continuous underground 
existence. The Kemalist leadership monitored the activity of the communists 
closely in the 1920s. A paragraph in the 1924 constitution that forbade any 
change in the government of the state was directed as much against communism 
as against bringing back the sultanate. Despite the attempts of the early Kemalist 
regime to suppress the Communist Party it continued to work in a few, but 
determined, cells with the support of the Soviet Union and Comintern.

The role communism played in Turkey for half of the century was never very 
impressive by the standards of an organized party struggling for power, but the 
party did have more significance in terms of its ideological and propaganda value.1 
Because of the criminal laws then in use, communist parties could not be estab-
lished after 1960, either. The heirs to the TKP disagreed enormously about the 
existence of the TKP in the 1960s. The party was destroyed in 1951 by a series of 
notorious mass arrests under the government of the DP.2 Almost all the party cadre 
was arrested, meaning that the party had no organizational existence thereafter.

After 1960, the TKP took the form of a foreign bureau in Europe tied to 
Moscow, with members being appointed directly from the central commu-
nist party of the Soviet Union. Mihri Belli claims that the offer or, perhaps 
more accurately, the order to establish a foreign bureau was delegated to him. 
In this sense he was the leader of the communists in Turkey. However, he 
rejected the idea firmly, as he thought Turkish communists would not agree 
to accept orders from the USSR.3 He also rejected Zeki Baştımar’s appoint-
ment as general secretary of the bureau, as he believed that he had betrayed his 
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comrades and revealed party secrets to the police during his interrogation and 
sentencing in 1951.

In this sense, the communists in Turkey did not recognize the TKP external 
bureau as representing the TKP. However, in the 1970s, the TKP as recog-
nized by most people was related to this TKP foreign bureau from the 1960s. 
The TKP had always been tied to Moscow in the past so it would not have 
been very sensible to ignore the TKP foreign bureau on account of the fact 
that it was tied directly to the USSR. The rivalry among the leftist circles in the 
1960s also reflected the rivalry between what was then regarded as the TKP 
and those who were its inheritors. Zeki Baştımar had close relations with some 
of the TİP leaders, while he was very hostile towards NDR leaders.

As it did not have an organization in Turkey during the period under study 
the influence of the TKP foreign bureau was negligible. However, the TKP had 
had a long tradition in Turkey and the views adopted by most movements in this 
period were directly influenced by the ideology of the party in its first period, 
which is to say more or less until 1951. The TKP was established in Turkey again 
after 1971 and was especially influential in trade unions, being the only Marxist 
platform to maintain a direct link with the working class and the youth move-
ment.4 Thus it is necessary to consider the discourse of the TKP on the mili-
tary during the decade if only to form a link between the past and future of the 
radical leftist movements and their attitude towards the armed forces.

The leftists who regarded the armed forces as a progressive, anti-imperialist 
power and an agent of transformation into a non-capitalist regime had their 
roots in the early TKP’s discourse on Kemalism and its approach towards 
the early Kemalist regime until the end of World War II. Thus it is necessary 
to consider the ideology of the early TKP briefly, especially in terms of its 
relation to the Kemalist regime, and then to evaluate the 1960s to grasp the 
continuity of the ideology and to see whether there was a significant change 
caused by separating the TKP foreign bureau from its early roots in Turkey.5 
This review will also help us to show the origins of the ideology of the rival 
group, the Belli circle, which claimed to inherit the ‘real TKP’.

2â•‡ A concise review of the ideology of the TKP up to the 1960s
2.1â•‡ The attitude of the TKP towards the military and the Kemalist regime 

(1920–45)
The TKP in Turkey was formed when various organizations that were initially 
set up in Europe and in Bolshevik Russia moved to Istanbul and Anatolia and 
later united. One of these groups was originally formed in Berlin by Turkish 
intellectuals led by Ethem Nejat and had then moved to Istanbul in 1919–20. 
This group had united with a Marxist circle gathered under the leadership of 
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Dr Şefik Hüsnü in Istanbul. They established a legal party, the Türkiye İşçi 
Çiftçi Sosyalist Fırkası [Socialist Workers-Peasants Party of Turkey: TİÇSF] 
on 22 September 1919. Meanwhile, another important socialist move-
ment was formed in Anatolia by intellectuals, in particular prisoners of war 
returning from Russia. They had no communication with the Istanbul TİÇSF 
and formed the Anatolian TKP in June 1920. Mustafa Suphi, an Ottoman 
intellectual who was one of the Russian prisoners, was influenced by Bolshevik 
thinking and had organized imprisoned Turks while acting as a member of 
the Soviet Union Communist Party. He managed to unite the Anatolian and 
Istanbul groups, which until then had not heard of each other. Many delegates 
from Anatolia and Istanbul gathered at the First Congress of the TKP in Baku 
on 10 September 1920, when the TKP was founded.

This first congress decided to support the national revolutionary movement 
in Anatolia as it was against imperialism and in these terms was part of the 
international proletarian movement. The TKP believed that the new regime 
could prepare the path towards future proletarian revolution,6 but in the 
meantime the TKP was to protect its organizational independence and repre-
sent the labouring classes. The united TKP had elected Mustafa Suphi as chair 
of the party, and it was decided to move the headquarters to Anatolia. Suphi 
and fourteen members of the central organization committee had boarded a 
small ship in Trabzon destined for Batum. However, Mustafa Suphi, his wife 
and fourteen other leading communists were killed by people from another 
boat that had intercepted them on the night of 28 January 1921.7 The details 
are obscure, but the elimination plan must have been organized by the Mustafa 
Kemal leadership.8 This putsch eliminated the brains of the fledgling TKP.

The murder of the leading communists in 1921 is exemplary of the prob-
lematic relationship between Turkish communists and the Soviet Union 
favourable policy towards Turkish–Soviet relations. The Soviet govern-
ment disregarded the incident (or put it aside in a business-like fashion) and 
continued its official policy of co-operation with Ankara.9 This was the first 
time that the interests of the local communists were regarded as being of less 
importance than Soviet foreign policy, which looked to the success of the 
Kemalist leadership to protect the Bolshevik revolution against the Western 
powers, especially the British.

As Istanbul was under occupation by the British at that time the Istanbul 
section could not communicate with Anatolia, resulting in the Istanbul 
wing taking over the leadership. The Istanbul wing continued to support the 
Independence War and played an important role in capturing arms and muni-
tions in Istanbul and delivering them to Anatolian fronts.10 The Istanbul wing 
tried to establish an alliance between Kemalists and socialists to establish a 
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national front, while at the same time attempting to influence the Kemalists 
ideologically so that the new regime would follow a non-capitalist line. 
Şefik Hüsnü had sent a congratulatory telegram regarding the opening of 
the National Parliament and demanded that the sultanate be abolished and 
a struggle against religious reactionary movements be carried out. He also 
expressed his hopes for a social revolution based on collective production 
and collective property.11 Demands were made on the new government in 
the journal Aydınlık for all rights to be granted to the labouring classes and 
peasants.12

After the proclamation of the republic the Kemalist regime was supported 
in Aydınlık, the main journal of the party, against the feudal elements in 
the country as well as against Western imperialism, and moreover this was 
presented as the only correct position for the Turkish left to take. However, the 
group was targeted by the new regime.13 Despite this Şefik Hüsnü continued 
to regard the new regime as one of democratic and anti-imperialist forces.

This line taken by the Turkish communists was severely criticized during 
the Fifth Congress of the Comintern which met in Moscow from 17 June to 8 
July 1924.14 This was more in tune with the response of the Comintern to the 
defeat of the German Revolution in 1923, in which Zinoviev first character-
ized social democracy as a wing of fascism, which he termed social fascism. 
One of the moves of the Comintern as a result of this was to ‘Bolshevize’ the 
communist parties outside the Soviet Union. As a result of this shift in policy 
Manuilski made a speech on national and colonial questions and criticized the 
TKP strongly for giving full support to the Turkish bourgeois government. 
Şefik Hüsnü responded with a detailed analysis of the situation in Turkey and 
argued that the stance of Aydınlık and the TKP was in line with the Marxist 
position drawn up by Lenin in the early 1920s towards the anti-imperialist 
and anti-colonial national bourgeois. The TKP emphasized as well that due 
to the petty-bourgeois class character of the Kemalist regime it would not be 
able to achieve revolution against feudalism. The Kemalist regime would only 
be able to act indecisively against reactionary powers, as was typical of the 
petty-bourgeois classes. That remark actually shows the continuity of leftist 
ideology in regarding the class character of the Kemalist regime as petty bour-
geois even though it was regarded as a bourgeois revolution. The TKP derived 
its dogmatic conceptualization from the indecisive attitude of the petty-bour-
geois class, and the same perspective was shared by the leftist movements in 
the 1960s.

A disagreement arose within the party after 1924. The ‘rightist wing’ 
argued that there was no social basis for adopting socialism and hence dele-
gated the duty of development of the country to the Kemalists. These ideas 
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were defended by Şevket Süreyya Aydemir, a contributor to Yön in the 1960s, 
and Vedat Nedim Tör. A group under the leadership of Şevket Süreyya, who 
thought that Kemalism could end class conflicts, had left the TKP around the 
years 1925–6. This group had later supported Kemalism both directly and on 
an ideological level and proposed that the TKP should join with the CHP.15 
They published the magazine Kadro and tried to structure the ideology of 
Kemalism with a more leftist position, which, however, did not include a class 
conflict paradigm.

Meanwhile, the first Kurdish uprising since the proclamation of the Turkish 
Republic gave the leaders an opportunity to silence domestic opposition. The 
TKP considered the 1925 Kurdish rebellion as one led by feudal chiefs and 
isolated from progressive forces in other countries and denounced Sheikh 
Said as the puppet of British imperialism,16 which was actually the official 
Comintern line about the 1925 rebellion. Even though the TKP criticized 
the inhuman methods used by the Kemalist regime to crush the revolt and 
their chauvinist policies, the party still advocated the suppression of the rebel-
lion and punishment of its leaders. The TKP had, like the Kemalist regime, 
regarded the revolt as a feudal, religious movement manipulated by British 
imperialism. 

Even though the TKP had supported government policy against the 
Kurdish rebellion all the party journals Aydınlık (Enlightenment), Yoldaş 
(Comrade) and Oraç Çekiç (Sickle and Hammer) were shut down after 1925 
and the party was faced with mass imprisonment,17 with Şefik Hüsnü and 480 
other members of the group being arrested in 1927 and imprisoned. Hüsnü 
went into exile in Europe after his release.

Şefik Hüsnü organized a meeting in Vienna in 1926 and a new party 
programme was prepared which remained in force until 1951. This programme 
introduced a new attitude and perspective on Kemalism, with the TKP criti-
cizing the Kemalist regime for assuming the role of the old high bourgeoisie 
and minority bourgeoisie who were dependent on imperialism under Ottoman 
rule in order to build a new prosperous Turkish business bourgeoisie and 
maintain hegemony. The Kemalists were said to have reconciled with imperi-
alism and repressed the class struggle of the working class and the peasants to 
protect the interests of a bourgeois dictatorship. The regime was condemned 
for being unable to prevent class conflict and labelled as reactionary in terms 
of its attitude to the class struggle. Moreover, it was obvious to the TKP that 
the new regime was bourgeois in character and, thus, could not have a collec-
tive economy. Even though the party was to struggle against Kemalism, its 
efforts in abolishing feudal super- and sub-structure institutions were still to 
be supported, and Kemalism was then still regarded as preparing the road for 
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proletarian revolution to cleanse society from the remnants of feudalism, the 
sultanate and imperialism.18

This was in fact the fundamental strategic requirement of the Soviet Union, 
to support national movements against Western imperialism whatever their 
domestic character. There was, for example, a dispute by the Turkish delegate 
and the Persian delegate over the official work of the Comintern in the Sixth 
Comintern Congress in 1928.19 Both Turkish and Persian delegates stated 
that nationalist leaders had gone over to the camp of the counter-revolution. 
However, the Comintern disregarded these complaints as the struggle against 
Western imperialism was a strategic requirement for the Soviet Union.

Meanwhile, Atatürk equated communism with treason for the first time 
in a speech on 5 August 1929. The TKP responded by starting to describe 
the Kemalist regime as a ‘bourgeois-feudal regime which had retained all its 
earlier anti-imperialist claims’.20 A detailed account of the Kemalist oppres-
sion from the 1925 Kurdish rebellion onwards was provided in Inkilap Yolu 
(Revolutionary Path), another TKP magazine.21 As well as this, the Kemalist 
leadership was no longer described as revolutionary Kemalist petty bourgeoisie 
but as Kemalist bourgeoisie and the regime as a Kemalist dictatorship.

However, the attitude of the party was toned down around the 1930s. Şefik 
Hüsnü claimed that Kemalists were divided into different wings, and while 
one of the groups was eager to submit to imperialism the other had a more 
nationalist attitude. The party decided to revise its approach and not consider 
Kemalists as a single political bloc, but to see the different perspectives, 
attitudes and related internal conflicts. Following the Seventh Comintern 
Congress in 1935, the TKP assumed a more conciliatory tone in order to 
court the progressive wing of the regime, hoping to extend its influence in 
key institutions of the state as well as establishing contacts within the army 
with this shift.22 A communist cell was discovered in the naval academy in 
1938 and Nazım Hikmet was sentenced to twenty-eight years’ hard labour for 
organizing communist cells. Another important figure of the TKP, Hikmet 
Kıvılcımlı, was also sentenced in the same so-called navy trial for ‘inciting the 
army to rebellion against the regime’.

The TKP’s overall approach was determined mainly by the attitude of the 
Kemalists towards imperialism, towards religious movements and towards 
the USSR. The relations between the USSR and Turkey had an impact on 
the Comintern’s perspective on Kemalism, and as it was tied to both the 
Comintern and the USSR the TKP was under direct influence, and even 
pressure, from this unbalanced relationship. As relations between Turkey 
and the USSR developed after 1933 so the TKP voiced less reaction against 
Kemalism. Atilla İlhan, a famous poet, writer and commentator on politics, 
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even claimed that the Comintern had delegated foreign duties to Şefik Hüsnü 
as it had not wanted a strong and serious opposition towards Kemalism.23 

Perhaps for this reason, the TKP was an increasingly weak political force after 
1925. During the years 1930–46, the TKP engaged generally in socio-cultural 
issues, publishing art journals rather than political ones.

Summarizing, the TKP criticized Kemalists for banning workers’ organiza-
tions and their relations at certain times with Western imperialism, but it also 
observed political reality very closely and so was critical of attitudes towards the 
feudal powers, particularly where the party observed reconciliation. It remained 
an opposition party, though, with no initiative for organizing any alternative 
rule. Kemalism was regarded as a bourgeois regime and hence named as a bour-
geois dictatorship in terms of its class rule, but it was never considered a fascist 
dictatorship. Like other leftist movements described in previous chapters, the 
TKP generally supported the Kemalist regime, as it was seen as carrying out a 
bourgeois revolution, a prerequisite stage towards socialist revolution.

The TKP had inherent difficulties in assessing the new regime, its major 
weakness being that it could not organize as a party during a strict repres-
sive period, or it failed to organize, as many communist parties did manage 
to do so under harsher conditions. The changing position of the communist 
parties in the Communist International, which had prioritized the interests 
of the USSR, was the determinant factor in this unbalanced relationship. The 
defence of the socialist system in the Soviet Union undermined all other revo-
lutionary activities, especially after Stalin’s policy of ‘socialism in one country’ 
was accepted by the Comintern. TKP remained one of the parties most loyal 
to Moscow, which seriously damaged its functioning in Turkey.

The party did not claim its independence and, therefore, did not attempt 
to formulate its own strategy and tactics even when its observations opposed 
Moscow’s decisions. The party actually had little contact with the people and 
its followers were mostly intellectuals with university-level education. As Gökay 
put it ‘the party’s mind was the mind of Western-educated Turkish middle class 
intellectuals’.24 The TKP was loyal to Stalin after his ascension to power and 
remained loyal to his principles and stagist strategies, as advocated for Third 
World countries in 1928. The effect of the USSR protecting its own foreign 
interests had perhaps the most significant impact on the TKP, as this was a party 
in a country right on a very strategic border with the Soviet Union.

2.2â•‡ World War II, the national front and legalization
The TKP carried out propaganda activities against the war and fascism during 
World War II through a number of journals such as Ses (Voice, 1939), Yeni 
Edebiyat (New Literature, 1940), Yurt ve Dünya (Homeland and World, 
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1941) and Adımlar (Steps, 1943).25 During World War II the Comintern had 
adopted a ‘Popular Front against the War and Fascism’ policy, which also had 
a direct impact on the TKP. A new political line was determined in 1943 after 
discussion of the new Comintern policy. The party announced what was later 
called ‘The 1943 Platform: Progressive Democratic Struggle Front against 
Fascism and Profiteering’. The party aimed to struggle against the pro-German 
policy of the CHP and its Saraçoğlu government, arguing that the CHP had 
become the principal representative of the most parasitic and reactionary 
forces in the country and declared that the overthrow of the government was 
the revolutionary task of the party and all progressive forces in the country.26 

Şefik Hüsnü had written the programme himself and asked for a new cabinet 
to be formed by citizens loyal to Atatürk reforms.27

After the war, as Turkey moved to a multi-party regime, the ban on estab-
lishing parties based on class principles was lifted and several leftist parties 
were established in this period. The most formidable of these were the Türkiye 
Sosyalist Partisi [Socialist Party of Turkey],28 established by retired prosecutor 
Esat Adil, and the legal party of the TKP, formed under the leadership of Şefik 
Hüsnü, Türkiye Sosyalist Emekçi Köylü Partisi [Socialist Workers-Peasants 
Party of Turkey]. Both parties only survived for six months, during which 
time, however, they founded a number of trade unions and organized thou-
sands of workers.

When the parties were closed down the TKP again worked illegally until 
the major operation carried out by the DP government in 1951. Almost all the 
members, and the leading cadres in particular, were arrested during the witch-
hunt – only about 167 people, as the TKP had hardly any mass base.29 The 
arrests in 1951 marked the organizational end of the TKP within the borders 
of Turkey.

3â•‡ The TKP in the 1960s as an ‘external bureau’
3.1â•‡ The TKP in support of NDR

The hopes of the TKP of acquiring legal status after the 27 May 1960 coup 
were dashed when communists were again barred from acting openly, while 
other groups could organize and register freely without the need for special 
permission from the authorities. Consequently the TKP had to remain under-
ground and acted so secretly (and unnoticeably) that an Italian socialist maga-
zine wondered in 1965 whether the party existed at all.30 There was some truth 
in this, as the TKP entered the 1960s with no organization at all and in this 
decade acted only as a foreign bureau, with almost all of its activity outside 
Turkey. It was certainly directed from abroad – most of the members of the 
central committee (consisting of thirteen members), including Zeki Baştımar, 
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the general secretary, who used the code name Yakup Demir, lived in Moscow. 
Some members were employed in Leipzig to broadcast in Turkish from Bizim 
Radyo (Our Radio). The radio was actually one of the main mediums available 
to propagate the views of the TKP to the Turkish people. Some party members 
were accommodated in Sofia and Baku to maintain relations with the central 
committee and the underground rank and file in Turkey.31 There were efforts 
to organize Turkish workers in Germany and other European countries. The 
Communist Party did retain a certain amount of propaganda value, especially 
in intellectual circles, despite these problems.32

In April 1962, the central organization of the Communist Party and other 
party members gathered in Leipzig to start organized party work in the foreign 
bureau.33 Just like all the other leftist circles in Turkey, the party discussed 
mainly whether the current revolutionary stage was a socialist revolution or a 
democratic revolution.34 In the end the party decided on democratic revolu-
tion and advocated a non-capitalist development road and the formation of a 
single national front as its main strategy during this period.35 The current revo-
lutionary movement was declared a democratic national liberation revolution 
under the vanguard of the working class. The main forces were the united 
working class and peasantry, together with all progressive powers against the 
power base of imperialism, big landowners and comprador bourgeoisie.36 The 
main struggle was stated as being for national independence and the estab-
lishment of a democratic regime. The imperialist enemy was identified as 
the Americans and the high bourgeoisie of Turkey who were supporting the 
Americans.

In other words, the TKP also advocated NDR but under the vanguard 
of the working class, in line with the Leninist position on NDR. The party 
argued that capitalism had developed rapidly in Turkey. However, there were 
some remnants of feudalism, especially in rural areas, and the country was in 
need of land reform. The party held that there was a part of the bourgeoisie 
which was not tied to imperialist powers and actually had conflicting interests 
with the imperialists. However, the determining factor in the revolutionary 
stage was Turkey’s semi-colonial status, that is, its lack of economic and social 
independence. In such a country, to build socialism was an anachronism, no 
different from building castles in Spain. In this sense, the party continued its 
adherence to the Stalinist ‘stages of revolution’ position in determining NDR 
as the initial stage for a socialist revolution and in the meantime was loyal to 
the current Soviet view proposed for Third World countries. 

The TKP called on all anti-imperialist forces, including the national bour-
geoisie, to join the struggle. Among the political issues discussed concerning 
the political struggle in Turkey were the role of the national bourgeoisie, the 
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current parties of CHP and DP, the conditions of the working class and the 
peasantry, the political role of the army and national minorities, mainly the 
Kurdish problem, and the attitude of the party towards these subjects. Though 
dogmatic in its understanding of current conflicts, the party showed in these 
discussions an accumulation of Marxist knowledge and tradition compared 
to most other leftist movements. Of course, the TKP had an advantage as 
it could tackle issues more freely and openly (probably as long as the party 
retained a communist and pro-Soviet position), since it was not operating 
within Turkey, whereas the law and socio-cultural constraints inhibited the 
writings of those actually in the country. The TKP could, for example, discuss 
the Kurdish problem and advocate the autonomy of the Kurds and their 
national sovereignty rights to establish their own state in accordance with 
Leninist principles of national sovereignty.37

3.2â•‡ Can the army carry out the revolution?
One of the most important discussions of the first congress in the 1960s was 
on the political role of the army, which the TKP stressed was especially notice-
able after the military coup in 1960.38 The party considered that there was 
political tension between the army and civilian rulers for good or bad reasons 
and the civilian authority had rapidly weakened. The army could swing either 
to the right or the left, and there was a possibility of military dictatorship.39 The 
party also observed that Bizim Radyo had sympathizers in the army and the 
TKP must work to have a political impact on the army, but pointed out that 
military rule could not undertake radical reforms. The situation was perceived 
in almost exactly the same manner as the early TKP attitude to Kemalism. 
Relations with the Soviet Union were again very important, and the interven-
tion was criticized, as the military junta had declared its loyalty to NATO and 
CENTO. As a consequence of the war policy the junta eliminated patriotic 
officers and scholars in order to win favour with the reactionary powers instead 
of carrying out its promise to bring freedom, democracy and social justice to 
the people. Offers of friendship and co-operation by the Soviet Union were 
continually rejected and instead the new government bowed more deeply to 
the US, NATO and CENTO. It increased the war budget, taxes and cost of 
living, which all further worsened conditions for the population.40 The TKP 
then emphasized that the army had an economic interest in intervening in 
politics, which in turn increased its political power, but stated that the inter-
ests of the army conflicted with those of the people. Despite this, when a party 
member asked whether a military intervention could support the struggle, 
Zeki Baştımar, party first secretary, responded that it depended on the situa-
tion. He remarked in his final report:



142 The Army and the Radical Left in Turkey

It should not be forgotten that there are patriotic officers in the army 
who understood the reasons behind the situation of the country today. 
It is not beyond the bounds of probability that they could depend on 
the support of the national bourgeois and petty-bourgeois masses who 
feel the imperialist yoke and hence make a relatively progressive leap 
forward. We can support the movement to a certain degree. Without 
doubt we cannot attain our real goal through a military coup. However, 
it can bring us closer to our destination.41

The TKP supported military intervention in 1960 and the abortive coup 
attempts made by Colonel Aydemir, as they were made against the most reac-
tionary power. In this the TKP attitude was parallel with the Soviet position, 
which advocated seeking alliances for an anti-imperialist, anti-feudal move-
ment. The most reactionary power was currently represented by the DP, which 
had been established by the most reactionary forces, the big bourgeoisie and 
feudal landowners, who had reconciled with imperialism and were trying to 
build a fascist dictatorship. The intervention had deposed and eliminated 
these from power,42 and for this reason the TKP, like most of the leftist move-
ments, supported military action as it was set against this most reactionary 
power. The 27 May intervention was the result of a deep political and socio-
economic crisis of capitalism, but it could not solve the crisis itself. However, 
the coup prepared the ground for discussion in the country on whether to 
follow a capitalist or a socialist path.43

The TKP broadcast a criticism of its attitude towards 27 May through Bizim 
Radyo.44 The TKP criticized the reaction of Bizim Radyo to the military inter-
vention in 1960 immediately after the event and remarked that even though 
the intervention was the result of an internal conflict within the dominant 
bourgeois classes, the TKP must support ‘the wing’ with a more progressive 
and anti-imperialist attitude in the current concrete situation.45 The radio had 
condemned the new constitution as a ‘fascist and chained constitution’ and in 
this way sided with the DP. The TKP argued that this was wrong, the radio 
having presented matters schematically, abstractly and dogmatically. The party 
emphasized that if the radio had analysed matters concretely then it would 
have stood by it with other progressive powers.46

This was, however, just as dogmatic and schematic as the leftist movements’ 
understanding of the military intervention discussed in previous chapters. 
Again the TKP argued (as in the early 1962 conference) that Turkey was 
not ready to pass directly to a socialist regime as it had not yet achieved its 
bourgeois revolution, and Turkey had attained neither economic and political 
independence nor industrial development. Though there was a significant 
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mass of increasingly active and conscious working class in Turkey it was still 
an underdeveloped country, with a highly uneducated and poor peasantry 
living in conditions of semi-serfdom and forming about 75 per cent of the 
population.

Under these conditions the TKP considered that it was a major delusion 
to believe that Turkey could transform directly into a socialist regime. The 
strategy of the TİP was criticized in this respect, and although the party was 
not directly attacked it was implicitly accused of left deviation and – in the 
term used by Lenin – of infantile sickness. The TKP argued that the primary 
problem in Turkey was the need for land reform, to be followed by agrarian 
reform so as to end feudalism and to allocate land to the peasants. Transition 
to a capitalist (or semi-capitalist through a non-capitalist development road) 
system and finally into socialism could then be attained.

The TKP emphasized that if feudalism were eliminated the transition into 
socialism would not take long, as there was already a conscious working class 
and people from various classes with a socialist ideology. Furthermore, the 
practice of étatisme, state ownership and control of the economy would make 
a smoother passage into socialism as long as this was run and controlled by the 
labouring classes and for public interest instead of the current practice of state 
capitalism intended to develop capitalism. In any case, a country with a strong 
state sector, a developed working class and a somewhat developed industry 
could rapidly transform into a socialist stage.47

The TKP advocated a non-capitalist development road, in the same 
manner as Doğan Avcıoğlu, since the party believed capitalism could not 
sustain development in Turkey, as stated in the new perspective of the Soviet 
Union for underdeveloped Third World countries. According to the TKP, 
the present capitalist system made Turkey increasingly the guardian of US 
interests and policies, especially its imperialist policies in the Middle East, and 
so, not surprisingly, the party systematically criticized Turkey’s relations with 
the US and NATO, pointing out that Turkey was spending more than half 
of its budget on military expenditure to meet the interests of the US and for 
that reason was increasingly indebted to Western powers.48 Turkey was even 
required to import agricultural goods from the US, not to mention military 
equipment and industrial goods. This relationship made Turkey increasingly 
underdeveloped and poor – a new colony of the colonizers.49 The TKP advo-
cated instead severing relations with the US and following Atatürk’s ‘peace 
at home, peace abroad’ policy. The party suggested that Turkey should build 
friendly relations with the Eastern bloc countries.

The TKP believed that severing links with the imperialists and establishing 
independence and a national democratic state by eliminating the vestiges of 
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feudalism were in the interests of almost the whole of the nation. A united 
national front to struggle for the common cause was an appropriate political 
strategy. Unlike the TİP, the TKP believed that the national bourgeoisie existed 
and could join the front with other classes and groups, such as the petty bour-
geoisie, students, teachers, intellectuals, patriotic officers, poor and landless 
peasants, labouring classes and small shop owners. In other words, the TKP 
argued that all classes except the big feudal landowners and big (comprador) 
bourgeois would establish this united national front.

It did not consider the Turkish army as a single class or stratum (or institu-
tion), but acknowledged the existence of patriotic officers and the progressive, 
anti-imperialist character of the army and hence expected it also to join the 
national front.

The TKP advocated, then, the formation of a national democratic front 
in the same way as the other NDR movements and a non-capitalist road to 
socialism which was a Cold War Soviet theory. The party, however, reiter-
ated that the working class should have the leadership during the struggle for 
national democracy and regarded this as the main duty of Turkish commu-
nists. This remained only on paper, of course, as the TKP had hardly any rela-
tions with the working class of Turkey in the 1960s. However, the party also 
warned that the leadership of the working class did not mean its class dicta-
torship, instead it was ideological leadership. The power in NDR would be 
shared by all national classes who had stood against imperialism, feudalism 
and reactionary powers for a non-capitalist road.50

Significantly, the party questioned whether it was possible to establish 
a democratic state and follow a non-capitalist road without the leadership 
of the working class, actually implying the role the army could play in such 
a transition. The party agreed that given the recent political developments, 
and with the existence of the patriotic intellectuals in and outside the army, 
it was possible to establish a national democracy without the leadership of the 
working class and follow a non-capitalist development road.51 This was exactly 
what the Yön–Devrim circle also advocated, and as argued in the chapters on 
those movements this was actually the communist line advocated for Third 
World countries, even though Yön–Devrim was not a communist movement 
related to Moscow or the international communist movement. The TKP 
stressed that if the working class led the movement the transition to socialism 
would be easier.

In the same manner as the TİP the party also warned that the working class 
must be very cautious about the movements which it did not lead, drawing 
attention to the end of the first experience under the leadership of Mustafa 
Kemal.52 Like the TKP in the early republican period, the party acknowledged 
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1919–23 as an anti-imperialist war and the new republic founded by the lead-
ership of Mustafa Kemal as a bourgeois revolution. As it was a progressive 
state compared to feudal rule it was regarded positively. However, the CHP 
was criticized strongly for not carrying out a bourgeois revolution and main-
taining independence, and the TKP argued that since the CHP represented 
the national bourgeoisie it could not carry out substructural reforms to elimi-
nate feudalism. This was due to the weakness of the national bourgeoisie which 
could not exert its own class power. As a result, it was unable to attain develop-
ment and sustain political and economic independence. The different sections 
within the CHP, more specifically the right wing of the CHP representing 
big landowners and the high bourgeoisie, had made concessions to imperi-
alist powers abroad and feudal powers internally. In these terms the TKP also 
perceived a national bourgeoisie in the CHP (the leading party of the bour-
geois revolution) which stood in opposition to Western imperialism. This was, 
however, a dogmatic conceptualization resulting from the decisions taken by 
the Comintern in the early 1920s and hardly appropriate for the realities of 
Turkey.

The TKP was, however, more sceptical about the changes after the 1960 
coup, and emphasized that anti-communism was still a state policy in Turkey 
and hence the changes after 1960 must be regarded cautiously. It was not 
entirely sure if changes in 1960 and openness towards socialism were simply 
a political tactic of the day or a radical change in the regime and in mental-
ity.53 The 27 May intervention was regarded as the declaration of the people 
through the voice of the working class, media, youth and patriotic soldiers 
that they were ready to fight for independence and the economic, social and 
political rights that they had won with the Independence War but which had 
been eliminated by the reactionary regime led by Menderes. It had opened the 
gates of hope to the people, but the AP was finding it easy to close the door.54

According to the TKP the Turkish people wanted anti-democratic laws 
to be abolished, radical land reform, the elimination of feudalism and retro-
gressive powers [gericilik], liberation from imperialism and a return to the 
peace policy of Atatürk. The party noted that the AP had started to threaten 
patriotic soldiers for backing progressive, democratic powers. The aim of the 
reactionaries was to install an open dictatorship of the high bourgeoisie and 
big landowners through the alliance of pro-Menderes groups, radical Islamists 
[şeriatçılar], racists and fascists. They were planning to destroy progressive 
associations, working-class organizations and outlaw the constitution, and 
especially to discharge Atatürkist, patriotic pro-27 May officers and those 
who stood against NATO and CENTO. The TKP claimed that the AP, 
most reactionary forces and the high bourgeoisie were linked to monopolist 
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imperialism, and feudal landlords were trying to separate the army from the 
nation. However, the TKP trusted Kemalist officers and commanders who 
stood against these powers,55 and claimed that such open threats provoked 
anger among the lower ranks of the officer cadre and that the head of the 
general staff had to intervene to prevent rebellion from below. Parties had 
secretly read his letter and held a secret meeting. Apparently, the TKP was 
keeping a very close eye on politics within the army.

Even though the TKP favoured the actions and political attitude of the 
progressive anti-imperialist section of the army it did not expect revolutionary 
movements from it, actually pointing out the dangers of such an attitude. 
However, considering the history of the party and its general attitude towards 
the political role of the army, it is doubtful if the party would have taken the 
same position if it had any real political strength (and was thus able to seek 
alliances) in the country.

Leaving this aside and just taking it at its face value, the TKP warned the 
progressive powers, however, not to start dreaming, since depending on the 
action of the military would leave the democratic forces unorganized and passive, 
and hence, in the final analysis, this would only assist the reactionary forces. TKP 
emphasized in this respect that ultra-conservatives [aşırı gericiler] were strong in 
the country as they had united and were also backed by the imperialist power 
and devoting a great deal of energy to preventing the unity of progressive forces. 
Under these conditions the TKP concluded that even if the army acted on the 
side of the progressive powers, if all the progressive, democratic forces were still 
not united it would be difficult and even impossible to stop the reactionaries 
from coming to power and preventing their dominance.56

The TKP, then, divided Turkish politics into two basic camps, reaction-
aries and progressives, and regarded the conflict between these two groups 
as the primary contradiction. Reactionaries were those who did not accept 
the tenets of a bourgeois revolution and instead wanted to retain feudal rela-
tions and dependence on Western powers. According to the TKP they were 
strong as they had united and were backed by the imperialist powers. The DP 
represented these powers in parliament. Though there were those with similar 
ideology in the CHP, the CHP still represented the national bourgeois and 
in this respect was a progressive party.57 The TKP advocated that all progres-
sive forces should unite, since without establishing a united national front 
it was impossible to struggle against feudalism and imperialism, nor was it 
possible to guarantee democratic changes and improve living conditions. The 
TKP praised the attitude of the TİP and the tactics of the chair of the TİP, 
Aybar, and remarked that the party must also support all progressive forces 
and especially benefit from the tension within the two bourgeois groups (the 
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Bayar–Menderes groups and the İnönü groups) or in other words the internal 
conflicts among the exploiting classes.58

Apparently, the TKP actually defended the capitalist system with this 
formulation as long as it was ruled by the national and progressive bourgeoisie. 
In this respect, the party considered that the movements which continued 
the 27 May intervention could cement a single front and become the organ-
izer instead of the working class. The TKP believed that the army, with other 
democratic forces, could become the striking force [vurucu güç] if it carried 
out the maximum programme of the single front. This maximum programme 
consisted of land reform and abolishing feudal relations.59 Instead of a feudal 
mode of production, market production and a capitalist mentality to increase 
productivity and hence end dependent relations (in agricultural terms) on 
the US were defended. Again, in this respect, the TKP actually advocated a 
capitalist programme and capitalist development.60 The TKP believed that the 
army could undertake such changes or at least act as the striking force, but 
frequently emphasized the importance of the united force of all social forces 
to determine the outcome. The party stressed in these terms that the hopes 
delegated to the military would otherwise be nothing but a fantasy.61 Here the 
TKP was more realistic in assessing the socio-political potential of the armed 
forces.

4â•‡ The TKP in the mid-1960s: the revolutionary leadership problem
As argued in previous chapters, the ideological battle in the mid-1960s had 
centred on the current revolutionary stage and in relation to that the leader of 
the revolution in Turkey. The opponents were the TİP on the one side versus 
NDR movements, supported by Kıvılcımlı and Avcıoğlu, on the other. The 
NDR supporters advocated NDR as the proper phase, especially so as not to 
alienate officers who were ready for an anti-imperialist struggle but not yet for 
a socialist one. Though the TKP also advocated the NDR strategy it supported 
the TİP’s discourse and accused those following the NDR line taken by Belli of 
chauvinism, opportunism and Maoism.62 The TKP argued that NDR currents 
were diverting the course of the socialist movement and made angry personal 
assaults on Belli and Kıvılcımlı, accusing them of being agents, always the accu-
sation made by leftists against their opponents. The party stated that Kıvılcımlı 
and Belli had been expelled from the TKP for their deviation from the party 
line and that they were responsible for many of the police arrests.63 The party 
accused Belli especially (without actually citing his name but Belli was obviously 
intended64) of a series of provocations, especially during the 1951 mass arrests.

The TKP reiterated, however, that the current revolutionary struggle was 
for national liberation to be fought on a single front with all nationalist forces, 
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including the national bourgeoisie. Interestingly, the party believed that there 
were still some national bourgeoisie who were against the stronger comprador 
bourgeoisie in Turkey. Even though the current struggle was for national liber-
ation, where all nationalist forces including the bourgeoisie were welcome, the 
TKP held that independence could not be sustained without a simultaneous 
struggle for social revolution. In the same manner as the TİP, then, the party 
held that the two movements were inseparable and indivisible, and that only 
through a social revolution could independence be protected in the future. 
As did the TİP, the TKP believed that the compromise with the imperialists 
after winning the Independence War was the result of not complementing the 
victory with a broad social revolution.65 The TKP pointed to the ‘October 
revolution’, where the struggle for national liberation and social revolution had 
taken place simultaneously and hence results were lasting as a counter-example 
to the failed Turkish revolution. As in the October revolution the TKP argued 
that such a movement could only be led by the peasant–working-class alliance. 
The vanguard of any other party would not sustain independence in the long 
run as the liberation would only bring a bourgeois revolution, the vanguard of 
the bourgeoisie would not carry the socialist revolution and the bourgeoisie 
would eventually compromise with the imperialist powers.66

In this sense the TKP accused the NDR line of only advocating a bour-
geois revolution under the pretext of a social revolution. Importantly, the 
NDR movement (under the leadership of Belli) was especially criticized, both 
openly and covertly, for defending the vanguard of the Turkish armed forces. 
The TKP pointed to the book written by Belli, Milli Demokratik Devrim, in 
which he showed the Turkish army as a force preparing the October revolution 
and devoted special pages to the role of the army in order to praise the Turkish 
army, while he downgraded the role the proletariat would play in a revolutionary 
struggle.67 The TKP defined NDR leadership in Turkey as bourgeois nationalism 
and accused the NDR line in this respect of chauvinism,68 arguing that Belli 
was a chauvinist petty bourgeois by drawing examples from his speeches. The 
TKP accused the NDR movements of deviating from Marxism-Leninism and 
especially of deceiving the uneducated youth by disseminating these perverted 
ideologies as true Marxism. According to the TKP, NDR ideology had its roots 
in perverted Maoist ideology, but the Belli group concealed this fact to deceive 
the public. In this sense the NDR movement did not represent socialist ideology 
but bourgeois ideology, as the vanguard of the working class was not defended.

In other words, the TKP strongly criticized and actually downgraded the 
NDR line in Turkey, especially as the party argued that NDR was trying to 
pervert the true revolutionary struggle. One of the main points of opposition 
to the NDR line was due to its approach to the political role of the army and 
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the notion of nationalism used by the movement. The party emphasized that 
the NDR line undermined the working-class movement in Turkey, which 
should lead to the struggle for NDR, and instead allocated the leadership of 
the movement to the military-civilian intelligentsia.69 According to the party, 
the NDR line was trying to influence even the extreme Atatürkist nationalists 
in the army, but the TKP argued that Atatürkism was actually as an ideology 
not as strongly nationalist and chauvinist as the NDR line stated.70

The TKP also criticized the notion of nationalism used by the NDR line. 
It was argued that the national liberation movement against imperialism was 
a progressive and national movement but it was not a movement of nation-
alism.71 The TKP strongly criticized Aydınlık’s use of notions such as prole-
tarian nationalism and argued instead that there could only be proletariat 
internationalism, as nationalism was a bourgeois ideology.72 The TKP accused 
the NDR movements of following China’s nationalist chauvinist turn. The 
Soviet point of view was obvious in the remarks attacking China, as Maoism 
was accused of being a chauvinist ideology, an ideology of the petty bour-
geois serving the interests of imperialism. The TKP condemned the nation-
alism discourse of the NDR line (what they termed the nationalists of Milli 
Demokratik Devrim), as they had even called the Turanists to ally with them in 
order to realize their pan-Turkish aim of uniting the Anatolian Turks with the 
Turks under the Soviet Union.73 The TKP argued that while the NDR move-
ment propagandized an extreme nationalism, at the same time they demanded 
only cultural autonomy for the Kurdish people in Turkey.

Even though the TKP had accused the TİP of left deviation before the 
rise of the NDR line under the leadership of Belli the TKP supported the 
TİP and argued that this was the duty of every patriot and everybody who 
defined himself as socialist and progressive.74 The party emphasized that the 
TİP had to operate under certain limitations, as it was not legal to establish 
a communist party, but the TİP defended the rights of the labouring classes 
and supported broadening of democratic rights and social reforms and stood 
against imperialism, NATO, US military bases and the US presence in Turkey, 
foreign monopolies and their local collaborators.75 TKP argued that the road 
of the TİP was the correct road and fitted the international communist and 
working-class movement.76 Even though one could criticize the party for some 
of its policies, still in Turkey the approach of the TİP determined who was 
loyal to the socialist ideal. The party accused the NDR leadership, which called 
itself the old guard, of trying to manipulate the TİP because they regarded 
themselves as the heir to the earlier TKP.77

Following the same line as the TİP, the TKP argued that even though 
Turkey was a backward capitalist country it was nevertheless one of the most 
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developed capitalist countries in the Near East and the Middle East.78 The 
number of workers had exceeded a million, and they had become influential 
in social and political life. The TKP claimed that only the working class could 
lead the national liberation revolution, as it was the only class which would 
not reconcile with imperialism and the reactionary forces. In the same way 
as the TİP, the TKP also pointed to the result of the first national liberation 
struggle, which the working class did not lead.

Importantly, the TKP ridiculed the NDR lines for carrying out NDR 
with the petty-bourgeois bureaucracy, which according to the TKP was the 
army. The TKP defined petty-bourgeois bureaucracy as the oppressive force 
of the ruling high bourgeois and the grand ağas.79 Referring to the army, the 
TKP argued that the nationalist bourgeois could play a positive role in the 
national liberation struggle. However, the anti-imperialist struggle in Turkey 
had already been taken the direction of anti-capitalism and the non-capitalist 
road, implying in this sense that the national bourgeois (the army) was intimi-
dated by a completely democratic order and for that reason could unite with 
the reactionary powers in the future. As a result of this the TKP claimed that 
even though the petty bourgeoisie (the army) had a big potential for revolu-
tion it could not by itself become the leading force of the NDR.80

TKP advocated again the leadership of the working class and the peasant–
working-class alliance in the NDR front. The party drew attention to the 
existence of patriotic officers [yurtsever subaylar] in the army, the result chiefly 
of its Atatürkist ideology, which the TKP also saw as the tradition of the army. 
However, it believed that the imperialists, especially the US, were trying to 
convert the tradition of the army and turn it into the enemy of people, as they 
had done in Greece and other countries.

The TKP acknowledged in this sense Turkey’s NATO membership as the 
vital threat to its national sovereignty and mainly to its national army. TKP 
stressed that NATO armies could not be independent and could therefore not 
be national any longer. It was, in this sense, one of the first goals of the party 
in the revolutionary movement to cut ties with NATO and to build a national 
army. The TKP referred to a CIA report revealed by Haydar Tunçkanat 
(mentioned in earlier chapters) that the Americans were putting all their 
efforts into changing the national army to make it the tool of their interests in 
the Middle East region. According to the TKP, the foundation of OYAK was 
one of the most significant steps in actualizing this goal. The party, however, 
drew attention to the reaction of some officers (patriotic officers) and expected 
a conflict within the army.

Like other leftist movements of the time, the TKP also pointed to the 
Turkish army as being recruited from the popular classes, and therefore the 
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party believed that the army could not be separated from the people. However, 
the TKP also drew attention to the closing of the middle military schools as an 
attempt to bourgeoisify the army corps. This was another important attempt 
of the imperialist powers to remove the national people’s army from power 
and to install an imperialist tool.

Apparently the TKP was paying attention to developments and changes 
in the institution of the armed forces and reflecting on the political position 
of the army. Like some TİP members (such as Küçükömer) and unlike most 
leftist groups, the TKP took into account institutional and organizational 
developments concerning the army and therefore reflected upon relations 
with NATO and the foundation of OYAK as well as changes in the military 
schooling system.

5â•‡ Workers’ revolt and the ambivalent position of the army
The position of the TKP towards the political role of the army was more 
ambivalent in the period 1968–71. On the one hand the party drew attention 
to the swing in the army towards an anti-communist position, emphasizing in 
this respect that the government was a collaborator with imperialism. As the 
army was a state organ bound to the government it would inevitably represent 
the interests of this collaborator government. The party also pointed out that 
even though there were many patriotic officers in the army corps, they were 
also obliged to follow the orders of their superiors, who were directly under 
the command of the imperialist government, as the army was a hierarchical 
organization. The TKP considered the political role of the army, then, mainly 
from its institutional and functional role in the state.

Despite that, strikingly the TKP called the army impartial in a class struggle 
between the bourgeoisie and the working class, and partial in protecting 
national sovereignty; in this sense it would side with the anti-imperialism 
front.81 The party still acknowledged the relative autonomy of the army with 
respect to the government, but also frequently pointed out the consequences 
of NATO membership, which impeded the independence of the Turkish 
army, and also frequently emphasized the existence of patriotic officers and 
was encouraged by their reaction to current political affairs and especially the 
current government.

After the 15–16 June workers’ revolt the TKP reported that the workers’ 
march was only on the surface a reaction against the new restrictions on 
trade unions. It believed that the march represented the will to end exploi-
tation and dependence on foreign interests and to establish a non-capitalist 
system, and was seen as an important step in the class struggle of the working 
class. According to the TKP, it was also obvious that the working class had 
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the ability to mobilize the intermediary layers, which included the patriotic 
officers and commanders, as well as the intelligentsia and the indigenous bour-
geoisie, in their struggle against imperialism and the high bourgeoisie or, in 
general terms, capitalism.82

Ahmet Saydan, the regular TKP commentator on Turkish politics in the 
party journal Barış ve Sosyalizm Sorunları, wrote that the high commanders 
were reacting to the government’s use of the armed forces as a social police 
force. According to Saydan, the commanders were actually reacting to the plan 
of the imperialists and the comprador bourgeoisie to use the armed forces as 
a striking force against the working class and revolutionary anti-imperialist 
currents. However, he also reiterated that armies were hierarchical institutions 
under the control of government. As the current government led by Demirel 
represented the comprador bourgeoisie, the army was used to suppress the 
working class in favour of the comprador bourgeois class. During the protests 
soldiers had opened fire on the workers, killing four and wounding hundreds. 
This showed that the army was used as a social police force to protect the class 
interests of the comprador bourgeoisie, regardless of what was stated in the 
constitution.

Significantly, Saydan claimed that the use of the army to suppress the 
working class showed very clearly that the fake socialists – those defending 
NDR – were all wrong in advocating the army as one of the basic revolutionary 
forces. He wrote that the political goal of NDR defenders was only to carry out 
a bourgeois revolution and not a socialist one. Therefore, they neither believed 
in the potential of the working class nor tried to enrich this potential, but 
instead their tactics and strategies were based on the vanguard of the military-
civilian intelligentsia.83 Importantly, Saydan claimed that NDR movements 
were assisting the bourgeoisie to carry out a bourgeois revolution.

Saydan also argued that the fact that the military was an instrument tied 
to the government did not mean that the armed forces were always anti-rev-
olutionary. He pointed out, like most of the leftists active in the period, that 
military officers generally came from urban and rural working-class families, 
and therefore had a working-class mentality, believing in the same social and 
political worldview. The Turkish armed forces did not form a closed caste. Even 
though the bourgeoisie was trying to enforce its class view on the military this 
had not yet been achieved, as was shown powerfully by the 27 May coup, and 
so the TKP believed that 27 May was an anti-capitalist action. However, the 
intervention also showed that the military was not a class of its own – it had 
to depend either on the bourgeoisie or on the proletariat – and that was why 
the officers could not hold power and carry out reforms on 27 May, but had 
to hand power back to the comprador monopolist bourgeoisie. Therefore, the 
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army had to join the anti-imperialist, anti-capitalist and socialist movements 
for democracy, social justice and national liberation in order to effect decisive 
political changes.

The TKP also warned the revolutionary powers that the imperialists were 
planning to install an open dictatorship, or more precisely a fascist military 
dictatorship, in Turkey. Therefore, the government (which was tied to impe-
rialists) discarded or displaced some of the military commanders. The party 
reiterated that all patriotic, democratic, revolutionary powers must unite to 
prevent the imperialists carrying out such plans. In the following months, the 
TKP continually warned of this danger and called on all revolutionary, demo-
cratic, patriotic forces to struggle against anti-imperialism and to establish an 
anti-oligarchic front.

Furthermore, during the court martial trials of the workers and trade union-
ists who had joined the revolt on 15–16 June, the party commented robustly 
on the changing political role of the army, saying:

The officers and the generals who charged revolutionary workers and 
trade unionists on behalf of the government during martial law in 
Istanbul and who condemn the revolutionaries to imprisonment again 
on behalf of the government and the imperialists were actually trying 
themselves, that is ‘the armed forces’. They tried and condemned the 
independence principle, army ethics, Atatürkism, 27 May, the constitu-
tion on behalf of the enemies of the people and the country. It seems 
that the plan of the AP government to depend on some commanders 
who have strayed from their real objects – to defend the independence 
and sovereignty of the country and to protect the motherland from the 
enemy – is increasing. The commanders are instead used against the 
working class, national liberation movement and social liberation. The 
army recruited from the modest families must stay impartial in the class 
struggle of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie. In the struggle against 
imperialism, in the national liberation war, however, the army must join 
the front of the people.84

The TKP, then, observed the change in the army itself and linked this to the 
effort of the imperialists and the collaborator government. Following the same 
line as the TİP, the party believed that the army could stay impartial in the class 
struggle of the proletariat, as the military officers originated from modest fami-
lies. However, the army was expected to join in the current struggle for national 
liberation on the basis of two main factors: first because it was Atatürkist – ideo-
logically inclined to support independence – and second because the army was 
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professionally endowed with the duty to protect the independence and national 
sovereignty of the country. However, such statements seem likely to be intended 
as propaganda to influence the military officers.

The TKP continually rejected the vanguard of any classes other than the 
working class–peasantry alliance. However, the TKP also regarded the Kemal 
leadership as having fought against imperialism and did not perceive the link 
between the capitalist development of Turkey and the role of the army in 
maintaining capitalism. More importantly, how the army would join an anti-
imperialist struggle under the leadership of the working class–peasantry alli-
ance was a major question. Even though the position of the TKP was very 
similar to the position of the NDR line, NDR movements were condemned 
as petty bourgeois and perverted Maoist movements mostly because of the 
leadership cadre. The TKP advocated uniting all the powers and establishing 
an organized army instead of separate guerrillas for the youth movements.

6â•‡ The military intervention and reaction of the TKP
The TKP reacted strongly to the memorandum of the army on 12 March. It 
was obvious from the statements made by party members that they closely 
observed the internal functioning of the armed forces. There were major 
discussions and a dispute at the meeting of the generals prior to 12 March. 
The TKP wrote that understandably there were several different wings in 
the military, and argued that Tağmaç and his supporters led other officers to 
believe that the memorandum was aimed against those reactionary powers on 
the right that endangered the Atatürkist reforms, but actually the intervention 
was directed against the left. The working class, the revolutionary youth and 
leftist democratic powers were to be suppressed by the military intervention.

The TKP, then, believed that the memorandum text referring to reforms 
and Atatürkism was a disguise to silence the democratic, patriotic officers, and 
stated immediately after 12 March that the memorandum was paving the way 
for fascist commandos, religious reactionaries and the CIA and it was most 
of all the head of the general staff, General Tağmaç, who was responsible for 
such an outcome.85 General Tağmaç silenced other generals and officers who 
resisted such a plan, and instead argued that the danger was from the reaction-
aries and not the leftist forces. These officers had resisted Tağmaç’s plan and 
his supporters even after the memorandum, and even though Tağmaç tried 
to manipulate these officers with lies about a communist attack and so forth, 
these patriotic officers resisted and actually insisted that the danger was from 
the right, not from the left. The TKP drew attention in this sense to the power 
struggle within the army itself which, however, eventually led to the defeat of 
the patriotic officers.
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In the following months the general secretary of the TKP declared that 
the memorandum was published to better protect the class interests of the 
monopoly comprador, high bourgeoisie and their imperialist patrons under 
an open fascist-military regime.86 The civilian government under Demirel had 
failed to cope with the increasing unrest of the working class, socialist and anti-
imperialist movements. Therefore, the imperialists wanted to restore order and 
safeguard their interests through an open fascist-military dictatorship, using 
the generals, who were tied to the imperialist powers through NATO. Civilians 
such as Nihat Erim had represented the interests of the landed gentry and high 
bourgeoisie from 1940 onwards. Erim had reacted to the left-of-centre turn of 
the CHP and Ecevit’s leadership. The TKP supported Ecevit’s reaction to the 
military intervention in contrast to İnönü’s tacit support and Erim’s appoint-
ment as head of state. The TKP pointed to the fact that the fascist-military 
dictatorship would use the fascist commandos and the religious reactionaries, 
as the imperialist countries planned to combat the working class and the rising 
socialist movement, and was again sure that the intervention targeted the left, 
not the right, despite the rhetoric in the memorandum.

The TKP argued that a military clique within the armed forces had seized 
power over the patriotic forces in order to install an open fascist dictatorship, 
drawing a comparison between the situation in Turkey and that of pre-Nazi 
rule in Germany in the early 1930s. The civilian government representing the 
interests of the comprador high bourgeoisie could not establish its hegemony 
over the working class and, therefore, had to resort to open fascist dictator-
ship. The TKP reacted against the unconstitutional police arrests, military 
courts, extended periods of surveillance and torture, including the arrest and 
finally murder of guerrilla leaders, even though the TKP did not support the 
youth guerrilla movements.

The TKP also argued that the military corps resented the arrest and persecu-
tion of the leftist military officers, who were also mistreated and even subjected 
to torture, and that, furthermore, there were cases of fraud during the trials. 
The fascist-military clique was trying to eliminate the patriotic elements from 
the army, but as the reaction was strong they had had to retreat from full appli-
cation of their plans.

In short, the TKP saw the 12 March intervention as a resort to fascism by 
the comprador bourgeois and the imperialist US to suppress the working-class 
movement. The US was able to use the Turkish armed forces for this plan as it 
was a NATO army. Military intervention, then, was seen not only as the result 
of an internal class conflict but part of an international capitalist-imperialist 
scheme. The TKP explained opposition in the military corps to this plan by 
pointing to the existence of patriotic officers in contrast to those who had 
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become tools of the imperialists and their collaborators. In this sense, internal 
socio-economic developments in Turkey, capital accumulation and sharpened 
class conflicts as a result were not very meaningful in the perspective of the 
TKP. It was the plan of the imperialists more than the local power-holding 
class to establish a fascist dictatorship through the use of the military.

7â•‡ Conclusion
In the period from the 1960s to 1971 the TKP foreign bureau advocated 
NDR as a stage in the transformation from a non-capitalist path to socialism 
under the vanguard of a working class–peasantry alliance, as in the October 
revolution. The party members were more opportunistic in their attitude 
towards the military coups in the early 1960s, as they believed that the coup 
could be functional by bringing Turkey closer to the goal of NDR. However, 
the party also emphasized that the possibility of the long-term success of such 
a military-based transition was very low and it depended on the strength of the 
real revolutionary classes, that is, the working class and the peasantry.

In the mid-1960s, when the strategic battle among the left movements in 
Turkey increased, the TKP adopted a more orthodox Leninist position (even 
though it was Stalinist in essence, believing in a stagist revolution) and assigned 
the vanguard role to the working class–peasantry alliance. The party was close 
to the ideology advocated by the TİP and hostile to its rival NDR. The party 
was realistic (compared to most leftist circles in the period) in suspecting the 
revolutionary potential of the army on account of its direct link with the US, 
which was regarded as the imperialist power, through NATO and to capitalism 
through OYAK. However, the party also internalized Kemalist ideology and 
the early Comintern position, which was the perspective of the early TKP as 
well and regarded the army as Kemalist, therefore anti-imperialist and revolu-
tionary in essence. At least that was how the party propagandized its views.

The TKP followed political developments towards the end of the 1960s 
very closely and generally showed foresight with regard to political devel-
opments. However, the way the TKP used some political concepts, such as 
comprador bourgeoisie, oligarchy and fascism, and the way almost all political 
developments were linked immediately to the US (the imperialists) rather too 
easily, also showed that the party was not strong in its political thinking. This 
was especially visible in its ideas on the army, as the TKP could not produce 
well-founded arguments on the political role of the army in Turkey; neither 
did it produce an alternative revolutionary theory and practice for Turkey.

The TKP did not have any direct influence on the socialist movement in 
Turkey in the 1960s, so even if it had developed a breakthrough ideology as it 
reflected on its position with regard to the army this would not have had any 
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impact on the Turkish revolutionary movement of the period. However, the 
position of the TKP was of great importance, as it also gave a clue to Moscow’s 
position. Therefore, the close similarities of the TİP and the TKP lines in a 
way reveal that despite the fact that Soviet theoreticians advocated military 
coups for Third World countries in order for them to transform to a non-capi-
talist road, the CPSU would not be too eager to support a military-assigned 
revolutionary transition in Turkey. This might support Ömer Laçiner’s argu-
ment about the agreement between the US and the USSR on the position of 
Turkey and, therefore, the decision of the USSR not to break détente.87 This 
would mean that a possible leftist coup would not have been called for or even 
supported by the USSR, and would have had almost no chance of success.
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THE KIVILCIMLI MOVEMENT 
IN SEARCH OF THE TURKISH 
PAST FOR A REVOLUTIONARY 

WARRIOR CULTURE

1â•‡ Introduction
This chapter discusses the political views of the Kıvılcımlı circle, based mainly 
on the political works of its leader, Dr Hikmet Kıvılcımlı, who was a promi-
nent figure trying to formulate an authentic socialist form of thought in 
Turkey. Kıvılcımlı was one of the earliest TKP members but he was cast out 
by the party leadership in the mid-1930s and then went his own way.1 He was 
one of the most acclaimed theoreticians and a persistent fighter for socialism/
communism in Turkey. He was arrested many times and served many years 
of imprisonment during the years 1925–50. His relationship with the party 
and the masses was also damaged as a result of his long imprisonment. He was 
released from prison in 1950, at the time when the leader of the TKP, Şefik 
Hüsnü, was trying to organize an illegal party, but had not invited Kıvılcımlı 
to join. It was probably for this reason that he was one of the rare individuals 
to have relations with the TKP who escaped being convicted with the TKP 
in 1951. Instead, Kıvılcımlı founded his own legal party, the Vatan Party, in 
1954. The party programme called the ‘Second Kuvayı Milliye’2 (which was to 
become the name of the socialist movement in the 1960s as used by Kıvılcımlı) 
was designed to solve the socio-economic problems of Turkey, such as unem-
ployment and poverty.3 The party was closed down in 1957 and the entire 
administrative cadre including Kıvılcımlı himself was imprisoned.

At the time of the 1960 intervention Kıvılcımlı had already spent twen-
ty-one of his forty years of political involvement in prison. Therefore, though 
he had been a TKP member, he had spent his political career outside the party 
and his relations were frozen after the 1950s. He had his own recruits from 
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among university students, members of the working class, socialist intellec-
tuals and military officers from the 1930s until his death in exile, immediately 
after the 1971 intervention on 11 October 1971, in Belgrade.4 Even though he 
died in 1971 there have been movements up to this day adopting his ideology, 
generally referred to as ‘doktorcular’ [doctor supporters] as Kıvılcımlı was 
called ‘doktor’ [doctor] because he had studied in a medical faculty. This group 
is different from all the other leftist groups previously examined as it is formed 
around the ideas of Dr Kıvılcımlı, especially his works on Turkish society and 
history. These energetic and devoted followers of Kıvılcımlı, who has generally 
been seen as a rather ‘eccentric’ figure by outsiders, continue their activities, 
based on more or less the same socio-political views, even today.

Kıvılcımlı’s major contribution to socialism, or Marxist-Leninism, in 
Turkey is his writing and translation in a wide range of fields. Kıvılcımlı was 
a passionate writer and especially during his long years of imprisonment he 
wrote insatiably on every aspect of Marxism: dialectic philosophy, economics, 
ideology, scientific socialism, on the Turkish classes, gender problems and 
revolutionary strategies. He was well informed about Islam, its traditions 
and history, as well as Anatolian cultures, unlike most leftists in Turkey. 
Unfortunately, most of his works have not been read and analysed carefully. 
He is mostly acclaimed for his Yol [The Road] series5 and his magnum opus 
Tarih Tezi [Historical Work].6

Though his movement had always been small, Kıvılcımlı had consider-
able prestige among socialists in the 1960s as he was a survivor and one of the 
oldest members of the socialist/communist movement in Turkey. The works 
on Marxism which he produced during his long years in prison added to his 
prestige and esteem. Although he was highly respected he did not manage to 
become the leader of the mass socialist movement in the 1960s.

Kıvılcımlı is especially significant in view of his attitude towards the army, 
as he always had a small gathering of military devotees. He was sentenced to 
prison for fifteen years for his involvement with the naval officers, particu-
larly for inciting the officers to riot.7 After 12 March he again became wanted 
for conspiracy with the army and fled the country largely for that reason. 
There has been much discussion on Kıvılcımlı’s perspective on the political 
role of the army, particularly as he had greeted the 12 March memorandum 
with enthusiasm,8  and this has been one of the most essential and problem-
atic topics in discussions of Kıvılcımlı’s position. For this reason, Kıvılcımlı is 
remembered as a coup supporter even though he was perhaps the least inter-
ested in such a road.

This chapter first describes the position of the Kıvılcımlı circle within the 
leftist movement in the 1960s. It continues with Kıvılcımlı’s studies on the 



160 The Army and the Radical Left in Turkey

role of the army in Turkey. Kıvılcımlı explained the involvement of the army 
in politics and their revolutionary role from a different perspective from that 
of the other leftist movements. He had an original thesis on the political role 
of the army in Turkey and in this sense was perhaps one of the most inter-
esting and important actors in the 1960s, even though his impact was small. 
In this chapter, accounts of his general ideology and especially his involvement 
or relation with other leftist movements are followed by a conclusion on his 
approach to the political role of the army in the 1960s, as well as his reactions 
to the military interventions in 1960 and 1971.

2â•‡ The Kıvılcımlı movement in the 1960s
Kıvılcımlı observed all the leftist movements of the 1960s and contributed to 
and frequently co-operated in one way or another with all of the leftist journals 
such as Yön and Türk Solu, and finally with both Sosyalist Aydınlık and Proleter 
Devrimci Aydınlık. He took careful notice of the TİP right from the start, as 
he believed in the necessity of a working-class party and though the TİP was 
hardly his ideal Leninist vanguard party he did try to become a member. His 
application was refused even though he had supporters in the party. He did 
not criticize the party, but instead observed it seriously and tried to convince 
those in contact with him to join the party. He later explained that he wanted 
to be observant and prudent about those movements that had sprung up inde-
pendently from the old socialist movement. He preferred rather to follow their 
evolutionary course. He then started to criticize the party programme of the 
TİP in early 1966. Even though he believed the party could be reformed he 
had severe criticisms of the parliamentarism, legalism and conformism of the 
TİP, especially directed towards its leading cadre, which he called degradingly 
‘ABA opportunism’.9 These were the initials of Aybar (Mehmet Ali), Boran 
(Behice) and Altan (Çetin). He even claimed that it was finance capital which 
had selected Aybar and Boran for the leadership of the TİP. He defined them 
as ‘crypto-socialists’. He regarded Aybar (in a denigratory way) as an heir to 
the Ottoman dynasty and called Boran a metaphysical sociologist.

Meanwhile, he tried to convince the small circle gathered around him to 
work in trade unions. He even persuaded some, such as Suat Şükrü Kundakçı, 
to take up blue-collar occupations even though they were well educated and 
could easily get professional jobs. Kıvılcımlı was in these terms a very excep-
tional socialist in the 1960s, actually working with members of the working 
class and trying to organize them. One of his successes in these terms was 
work in Yapı İşçileri Sendikası [Union of Construction Workers] in 1966. 
The union held a strike on the Batman–Iskenderun oil line at the end of 1966. 
However, his influence within the union diminished soon after that. At the 
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same time, workers’ leaders within his circle, such as Suat Şükrü Kundakçı, 
were very influential in the establishment of DİSK. Kıvılcımlı was also one 
of the founders of Işsizlik ve Pahalılıkla Savaş Derneği [Society for Struggle 
against Unemployment and Cost of Living: IPSD]. The IPSD was founded 
on 19 May 1968 and had offices in Ankara, Izmir and Istanbul. It focused 
on the two major social problems in its title. The society organized marches, 
meetings and conferences. It was active until the 12 March intervention.

Kıvılcımlı also founded his own publishing house and published many of 
his own booklets on history, revolutionary theories and current politics. Even 
though he contributed to all the leftist journals at the time, he also published 
his own journal, Sosyalist, but only seven issues appeared (the last in July 1967); 
publication again in 1970, continuing to around the end of the military inter-
vention in 1971. He was a socialist who paid great attention to organizing 
the workers and actually working with them as well as producing theoretical 
work. His theoretical and political writings were always aimed at the poorly 
educated working class, not the intellectuals. In this sense too he was different 
from the other movements and their leaders.

Kıvılcımlı collaborated with the other socialist movements of the time and 
his main political aim was to bring together all the movements of Yön, TİP 
and the old socialists, by which he meant those previously affiliated with the 
TKP. Noting the crisis in the TİP and the disintegration of the leftist move-
ment, he argued time and again that the left must reunite in an anti-imperi-
alist front.10 To this end, Kıvılcımlı called on all socialist movements to hold a 
conference to establish a single people’s front in the current Second Liberation 
Movement as he saw it.11 He divided the movements into two main streams, 
the first those acclaiming themselves as ‘scientific socialists’ while the second 
had no such claim. He listed the TİP, Yön socialists and the old socialists in the 
first group, while the other group included 27 May socialists, student clubs, 
social-democrats and the left-of-centre party (implying the CHP). Kıvılcımlı 
held that if the first group managed to unite it would be easier to integrate the 
second major group and so form a common single anti-imperialist movement. 
He reiterated that victory in the first war had come about through an organ-
ized army and hence argued that the socialists must form an army of national 
unity.12 His calls, however, were totally ignored.

Kıvılcımlı was especially close to NDR movements in the mid-60s even though 
he himself was not a NDR advocate. He contributed to Türk Solu and Aydınlık 
as he was also close to the Şefik Hüsnü tradition of the TKP that was generally 
known as the ‘Aydınlık’ group, with supporters such as Mihri Belli. The Şefik 
Hüsnü tradition of the TKP which brought together Kıvılcımlı, Belli and other 
ex-TKP members or sympathizers also found its echo in the political views of 
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Kıvılcımlı towards the Turkish army. Kıvılcımlı shared with the others in the Türk 
Solu and NDR movements the view that the Turkish army was different from other 
state armies, it was a commoner army and it was revolutionary and progressive. 
Kıvılcımlı argued that the army could become a striking force in a revolutionary 
situation, very similar to the views of the TKP (see the previous chapter).

Kıvılcımlı therefore had a similar concept of the army as being under the 
influence of Kemalist ideology. He followed developments in the Middle 
East closely and was acquainted with the current Soviet view on the revolu-
tionary role and potential of the armies in underdeveloped countries. More 
in line with Marxist-Leninism, he argued that a revolutionary workers’ party 
was essential for a socialist transition. The lack of a party of the working class 
was actually his main critique of the other leftist movements, especially the 
NDR. However, ironically, he was not able to establish a party himself, and his 
esoteric use of language made it very difficult for him to increase his influence. 
He was almost incomprehensible, and the ability to be exact and sharp needed 
in a developing revolutionary movement was lacking. He could not convey his 
political views in the best possible way and build the basis for a political mass 
or class movement because his language was full of uncommon metaphors and 
peculiar terms and was almost a crypto-language.13

He could not join in with any of the movements wholeheartedly as a result 
of differences of opinion. His contribution was a source of prestige for any 
of the movements, as he was one of the oldest and the most intellectual of 
the communists still active in Turkey. However, when he realized that he 
could not open theoretical discussions he generally refrained from contrib-
uting, thinking he was being used. Even though he collaborated with almost 
all movements and contributed to their journals, he was very critical of each, 
especially in the last years of the decade. He especially despaired when his final 
calls to establish a working-class party and an alternative assembly failed on 
29–30 October 1970, as explained in Chapter 6.

Kıvılcımlı shared some ideological ground with all of the movements that 
have been described above. Even though he objected to becoming a Stalinist 
in the 1930s he later came to adopt the Stalinist ‘revolution in stages’ theory. 
He also defended the idea of an initial anti-imperialist nationalist movement 
in a single front, which he called ‘Second Kuvayı Milliye’, as with the NDR 
movements. Like Yön–Devrim and the NDR movements he attributed great 
significance to the armed forces and perceived them as leading the country 
and being a determining force; however, like the TİP, he acknowledged the 
necessity for leading the movement with a working-class party. In this sense he 
was different from those movements which aimed at supporting a coup, not 
necessarily with a working-class organization.
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However, he also had criticisms of all of these movements and his main 
power was in his criticism, rather than in his creative political thought. He had 
become critical of the Yön movement as he considered it similar to the Kadro 
movement, which perceived the state as being above the classes. Therefore, 
Yön treated the state as a fetish and expected a revolutionary movement from 
the representatives of the state, the civilian and military bureaucracy.14

In a moment of disillusionment with the socialist movement Kıvılcımlı 
poured contempt on Yön, the TİP and finally the NDR movements in 
1970–1 with a bombardment of pamphlets, booklets and articles.15 He partic-
ularly ridiculed the NDR movement, using biting language full of irony and 
mockery. He criticized the NDR for becoming a ‘petty-bourgeois declassed 
intelligentsia movement’ devoid of a working-class base and without a crucial 
integration with the working class.16 He made fun of all the sectarian lines 
springing from the NDR and especially the Maoist lines. He neither appreci-
ated Mao Tse-Tung’s thinking about politics (and he had always been pro-
Soviet) nor did he believe that his version of NDR was in tune with the 
realities of modern Turkey.17 He argued that there was nothing original in 
Mao Tse-Tung’s ideology. He explained that China had waged a liberation war 
just like any other country and Mao Tse-Tung was the product of his times.

Importantly Kıvılcımlı emphasized that the Maoist version of NDR was 
not an appropriate movement for Turkey as it had ignored the capitalist devel-
opment in Turkey. Maoists could not realize that Turkey was not China of the 
1950s – a semi-colonial, semi-feudal country. Instead, finance capital ruled 
Turkey and the impact of imperialism was qualitatively different from that in 
the colonial countries. To compare Turkey with China was to confuse contem-
porary Turkey with the Ottoman empire of fifty years ago.18

He proposed reorganization of the proletarian party and a Marxist-
Leninist road for the transition into socialism through working-class socialism 
rather than youth guerrillas.19 Though he was sympathetic to the militants of 
Dev-Genç he criticized their road, describing it as another sickness of the 
petty bourgeoisie. He considered that even the initiator of the strategy, Régis 
Debray, had accepted that the rural guerrilla was invalid. He also believed that 
the urban guerrilla was a wrong path as it had no contact with the working 
class, and repeated that a guerrilla organization and armed struggle alone 
could not maintain integrity with the working class without a Leninist party. 
He actually claimed that ‘salon socialists’ were exploiting the enthusiasm of 
the young and that there was a CIA set-up. He later claimed in his memoirs, 
written on his sick-bed while in exile, that he was the first person to be assas-
sinated by the CIA as he was trying to prevent the youth from starting an 
armed struggle.20
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In a nutshell, Kıvılcımlı criticized all the leftist currents for not being 
appropriate to Marxist revolutionary ideology and related strategy. He was 
correct in most of his criticisms. However, he himself was not consistent in 
his political thinking and actions, especially in his attitude towards the role of 
the army. Moreover, he was a rather eccentric figure who could not organize 
socialists or the working class himself. He generally tried to influence all move-
ments, and especially the TİP, to pull it towards a working-class party. Then 
he tried to unite the movements, announcing the criteria for unity.21 When he 
despaired he turned back to criticism, publishing his own journal, Sosyalist, for 
the second time towards the end of the decade. He criticized the sectarian atti-
tude of the leftists particularly for not being united under one party, likening 
them to a ‘headless camel’.22 He observed that the current movements were 
heading towards a non-Marxist and non-Leninist path, and he warned against 
the involvement of the CIA in this chaotic situation.

He had to flee the country after the 12 March military intervention as he 
was suspected of conspiring within the armed forces and of involvement with 
naval officers after the intervention.

The following sections will deal with the ideas of Kıvılcımlı on the political 
role of the army and the sources of his ideas, which have been the guiding 
lights of Kıvılcımlı followers for many decades. Even though Kıvılcımlı was 
also influenced by Kemalism, his views on the army were based on a historical 
study of the tribal Turkic cultures and the transformation into an Ottoman 
state. He also regarded Kemalism as a derivative of this tradition of the Turkish 
army dating back to the barbarian age of the Turks.

3â•‡ Kıvılcımlı’s political thinking about the army
3.1â•‡ Historical Work: the communal Geist and the revolutionary  

army tradition
Kıvılcımlı devoted much of his work to the study of history, and his main 
work was Tarih Tezi [Historical Work]. Kıvılcımlı argued that every country 
had an original way of making social revolutions.23 The object of almost all 
of Kıvılcımlı’s work was to uncover what was unique to Turkish society’s way 
of making revolutions. His motivation for studying Turkish history was to 
discover the laws of development and, surprisingly, to see why Turkey could 
not transform from the Ottoman empire.24 He was inspired by the anthropol-
ogist Lewis H. Morgan and by Friedrich Engels, especially by their category of 
‘barbarism versus civilization’.25

Kıvılcımlı used original terminology for describing revolutions, differenti-
ating between what he termed historical and social revolutions.26 According to 
him historical revolutions were more observable in antiquity (in pre-capitalist 
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societies), where a civilization was completely destroyed because its internal 
antagonisms could not otherwise be resolved.27 Social revolutions, however, 
changed the class hegemony, keeping the civilization intact. Kıvılcımlı held 
that in Turkey both revolutions were combined. The Ottoman empire was 
destroyed, which was a historical revolution, and a bourgeois revolution was 
carried out simultaneously. He defined this double revolution as a hybrid revo-
lution. According to Kıvılcımlı a combination of ancient and modern revolu-
tions led to a misunderstanding of the nature of the revolution.28

Kıvılcımlı concluded that the originality of the Turkish social revolution 
was the role played, and to be played in the future, by youth, and especially 
the army.29 Kıvılcımlı pointed out that in other countries armies did not have 
such a central revolutionary role, but in Turkey making revolutions was the 
tradition of the army. Kıvılcımlı based this tradition on the historical develop-
ment of Turkey, in the way the state was founded – in the Ottoman case – and 
the nation-state was founded in the case of the Turkish Republic. This tradi-
tion, however, dated from the remote past of Turkish society, which Kıvılcımlı 
described as the ‘Horasan Erlik and Dirlik Order’. He considered the Turkic 
tribes to be barbarians and regarded them as having a superior culture to that 
of the civilized cultures, as they were early communists, a community of egali-
tarian people devoid of class differences.30

According to Kıvılcımlı, ‘İlb’s and ‘Horasan Erleri’ were the ghazis fighting 
for the common good.31 All people in the Turkic tribes carried arms. Kıvılcımlı 
praised this feature of these societies, which he considered a form of egalitari-
anism.32 Ghazis fought for the conquest of the Byzantine lands or the ‘Red 
Apple’. It was these ghazis who built the first Ottoman state as ‘men in arms’. 
In other words, the Turkish tribal armies founded the Ottoman state. Kıvılcımlı 
emphasized that the army formed Ottoman society, and as all people carried 
weapons and participated in warfare, the Ottomans were an army nation.33 For 
that reason, Kıvılcımlı claimed that the state actually meant the armed men 
in the Ottoman state.34 The Ottoman state was founded by its army, which 
was the defining feature of the Ottoman reality.35 The military democracy 
of the primitive commune formed the base on which both the army and the 
state were built and this was the most original characteristic of the Ottoman 
empire. Kıvılcımlı defined this as ‘our Ottoman tradition’, and as a result of 
this tradition, the army in Turkey was an autonomous entity, almost a state 
within a state.36

Kıvılcımlı reminded his readers that the state expressed as a concrete 
and abstract entity was an organization with armed men and prisons.37 The 
Ottoman state still protected the tradition of these tribal armies, even though 
the system had become corrupted over time. The primitive communal lifestyle 
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was transferred to Turkish and Ottoman practice as the state ownership of 
land. According to Kıvılcımlı, the ‘Geist’ of the material basis of the Ottoman 
history was communal land ownership.38 The Ottomans had almost carried 
out a land reform and distributed the land owned by the rich in the antique 
period to the common people in a socialist manner.39 The communal lifestyle 
could also be observed in the collective labour [imece] tradition of Turkish 
folk and the Bektashi sect. Interestingly, Kıvılcımlı praised the Koran and 
early Muslim scholars for acknowledging communal ownership, as God was 
the only possessor of things.40

Kıvılcımlı believed that the army and youth still protected these traditions, 
as well as the idealism of the first Turkish folk, which was to sacrifice oneself 
for the sake of others. He referred to these traditions as nationalism, which had 
been created as the nation evolved over hundreds of years. In other words, the 
nation was permanent while the state was transitional. Therefore, Kıvılcımlı 
constructed his views on the political role of the army on the notion of nation-
alism instead of statism, which he claimed had been used by Yön.41 He defined 
nationalism as a historical tradition dating from the remote Asian tribal past 
of Turkey. However, this differentiation of the nation from the state was not 
very logical, as the state, according to Kıvılcımlı’s analysis, had taken over the 
national character.

As the army had founded the Ottoman state, it was the army again which 
had carried out the bourgeois revolution. The indigenous-nationalist bour-
geoisie or the Anatolian bourgeoisie as Kıvılcımlı called it, which was supposed 
to carry out the bourgeois revolution, was weak, but also cowardly and dishon-
oured. They were ready to break up the country.42 It was the armed forces who 
had instructed the bourgeoisie to protect the country and the nation, but with 
the victory in the Independence War the army naturally took control over this 
bourgeoisie. He explained that in Turkey the young and the army, though they 
were not classes, played special revolutionary roles, as there was no productive 
power, i.e. the bourgeoisie, to carry out a bourgeois revolution. In the absence 
of a revolutionary bourgeoisie the two revolutions – historical and social – 
had to be carried out at the same time by the youth, that is, the Young Turks, 
and the army.43 Kıvılcımlı referred to the Turkish army as the striking force of 
the country. He explained that: ‘As a result of this original law of the develop-
ment and history of revolutions the Turkish army represented essential revo-
lutionary tradition and customs.’44

According to Kıvılcımlı, the fact that the army had been the striking power 
in social revolutions (even though it was not a social class) was one of the 
most important and original realities transferred from Ottoman customs to 
Turkey. Strikingly, Kıvılcımlı pointed out that the originality was so influential 
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that the army still always formed the striking power of social revolutions in 
Near Eastern countries which had previously been part of the domain of 
the Ottomans: Iraq, Egypt, Syria, the Sudan and Libya. The armed forces of 
other countries, on the other hand, did not have such an attribute as they had 
become a blind tool of the bourgeoisie and thus became reactionary.45

Kıvılcımlı compared and contrasted Western historical development with 
that of the Ottoman-Turkish empire and he cited France as a perfect example 
of the bourgeois revolution and mastery over the armed forces. The Western 
European bourgeoisie had used the antagonisms among the feudal lords to 
eliminate each other. The bourgeoisie had come to power by using the force 
of the working class and the peasantry to eliminate ancient powers and build 
a bourgeois state.46 In this respect, drawing on de Gaulle’s statement that in 
France ‘the army did not start revolutions’, Kıvılcımlı reversed the statement 
and claimed that in Turkish history ‘almost all revolutions were carried out by 
the army!’.47

Kıvılcımlı regarded the Turkish army as revolutionary and idealist; 
however, he argued that the idealism of the army was not based on the first 
Kuvayı Milliye tradition but rather in the very remote past of Turkic tribes. 
He claimed that there were two social characteristics and attitudes that were 
unique to the Turkish people. The first of these was the Young Turk tradition, 
which was a reformist movement in the Ottoman empire in the nineteenth 
century consisting mainly of military officers and intellectuals.48 He explained 
that this tradition had become a trademark for revolutionary nationalists 
anywhere. The second characteristic was fighting liberation wars. Kıvılcımlı 
stated that the first major anti-imperialist victory was achieved by the army 
and intellectual Turkish youth who had fought in a Young Turk tradition, and 
he considered that the Young Turk mentality and attitude inherited from the 
remote history of primitive communal traditions played an essential role in 
this. That was exactly the reason why the Turkish Liberation war was acclaimed 
internationally.49

Kıvılcımlı, then, expected the armed forces to play a revolutionary role on 
account of their idealist nationalist characteristics, dating back to the early 
tribal armies. The idea that such a quality had remained unchanged through 
the centuries, even though the material basis of the Ottoman empire and 
Turkey had changed significantly, was an idealist (not materialist) and meta-
physical point of view. While Kıvılcımlı criticized the Yön circle for having 
glorified the state, Kıvılcımlı then did exactly the same for the nation and the 
army and considered these somehow autonomous from and unrelated to socio-
economic relations and historical changes. In this sense, he was inconsistent as 
it was actually Kıvılcımlı himself who criticized such a point of view. He had 
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criticized those who considered the military-civil intelligentsia of Turkey still 
to be under the hegemony of the state ideology, or as he called it ‘devletlu 
philosophy’, which was based on the foundation period of the Ottoman 
empire and its socio-economic structures six hundred years earlier. Under the 
Ottoman land system the state had established itself in the person of the sultan 
as an above-the-classes entity. The same system had continued during the 
republican era, but the pashas could not perceive the change in the state. Even 
though the first Ottoman state was based on the tribal patterns of the early 
ghazis, the system had collapsed in the last three to four hundred years. The 
usurer-trader classes, then comprador (Levantine) finance capital and finally 
local finance capital had in turn become the ruling classes.50 The people of 
Turkey, therefore, had been currently subject to bloody class conflicts, which 
was not realized by the pashas.

Unlike the NDR movements Kıvılcımlı actually perceived Turkey as a 
basically capitalist country even though it was dominated by the imperialist 
powers and pre-capitalist classes were still retained. That was probably one of 
the major differences in his approach and the main contribution by Kıvılcımlı 
to understanding the economic development of Turkey. Kıvılcımlı argued that 
the Ottoman empire had started to change around the sixteenth century and 
that a merchant capitalist class had started to gain dominance as a result of 
this transformation. Turkey was a capitalist country from the end of the nine-
teenth century onwards, and this capitalism was monopolist, or in other words 
finance capital. His view of finance capital followed the Leninist position on 
the integration of industrial capital and finance capital which had taken place 
in developed countries.51 However, Kıvılcımlı observed monopoly capital in 
Turkey as early as the nineteenth century, making use of the law of uneven 
and combined development. It was mainly in these terms that Kıvılcımlı 
actually criticized the NDR movements, as he viewed Turkey as a capitalist 
country open to a working-class struggle. He actually argued that monopoly 
capital exploited the whole nation in Turkey, and that the capitalists were not 
comprador but national bourgeois. 

However, at the same time Kıvılcımlı also advocated a ‘Second Kuvayı 
Milliye’, a single front against imperialism as the current revolutionary stage. 
This did not make any sense at all, but Kıvılcımlı considered NDR or the 
struggle for national liberation as the correct revolutionary stage for Turkey as 
an underdeveloped country. Even though he was a Leninist in understanding 
socio-economic relations (such as the uneven and combined development 
law) when it came to political strategy he was actually loyal to the Stalinist 
doctrine becuse of its adoption by Soviet-orientated communists. He was loyal 
to the Stalinist conception of the correct revolutionary stage and strategies 
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for different countries based on their development level. Kıvılcımlı was, then, 
being schematist and loyal to the Soviet position, even though he had observed 
different relations of production in Turkey. This, however, unfortunately made 
his analysis of the concrete conditions of Turkey and his political statements, 
supposed to be the outcome of the analyses, inconsistent.

Another contradictory element in his analyses was his ideas on the ruling 
class in Turkey. Kıvılcımlı perceived the hegemony of finance capital, espe-
cially after the liberation war, but the relation between the capitalist classes 
and the bureaucracy, including the military, was not clear in his analyses. 
As mentioned above, on the one hand he complained about the pashas not 
considering the socio-economic changes but on the other hand he explained 
that the bourgeois revolution was carried out under the leadership of the army 
as the bourgeois was weak. The conflict stemmed from his distinguishing the 
‘productive’ bourgeoisie from ‘finance capital’. Actually, he had perceived a 
sort of class conflict with these capitalist classes.52 I presume that he meant 
that the productive bourgeoisie was the industrialists and the second Kuvayı 
Milliye movement was basically against the finance capital.

To sum up the discussion, Kıvılcımlı recognized a relationship between 
the socio-economic and ideological structures, but did not necessarily see 
a simultaneous determinist change in each. However, he did not develop 
these points and he was inconsistent in relating both change and continuity 
in the Ottoman state to the Turkish Republic without clarifying such ideas. 
Apparently, he perceived the military-civil intelligentsia as being beyond the 
class conflicts and expected them to play a leadership role in the anti-imperi-
alist struggle by being conscious of the class struggle in the past centuries. Thus, 
Kıvılcımlı expected the military-civil intelligentsia to play a revolutionary role 
on account of a nationalist tradition evolved from the idealist egalitarian early 
Turkic tribes, or what he termed the military democracy of the ghazis, the 
Geist of primitive communism.

3.2â•‡ The problematic relation between the army and the bourgeoisie in 
republican Turkey

The relation between the army and the ruling class of finance capital was not 
made clear in Kıvılcımlı’s writings. He pointed out, for example, that the 
comprador bourgeoisie came to power with the onset of the republic, but the 
internal striking power that brought this class to power, helped by foreign 
agents of international finance capital, was the army. The weakness of the bour-
geoisie allowed the army to dominate it, yet at the same time Kıvılcımlı argued 
that the ‘Turks of Turkey’ were realists, hence they believed that whoever 
possessed the guns ruled.53 However, the armed forces tried to restore normal 
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relations and therefore delegated power to the civilians to attain a Western 
level of civilization. Kıvılcımlı was not fond of such ideas and he argued that 
Turkey did not need to follow the Western attitude as Turkey was unique.54

Kıvılcımlı regarded the transition into a bourgeois regime as untimely, 
believing that capitalism was in the death-throes of its imperialist stage. There was 
no way for the bourgeoisie which had outlived its historical role and especially 
its comprador stratum to seize power in a semi-colonial country.55 In Turkey, the 
state had been governed first by comprador, then by indigenous finance capital 
under an alliance of usurer-trader hagi-ağas [tefeci-bezirgan hacı ağalar].

Despite the aforementioned change in the class hegemony over the state, 
Kıvılcımlı claimed that the army had continued to rule the state as the 
possessor of arms. The armed forces did not believe in a Western-type parlia-
mentary democracy, as in the West the bourgeoisie was indigenous and, there-
fore, had protected their nation and the land and came to power deservedly. 
Kıvılcımlı claimed that it was for this reason that the bourgeois army recog-
nized its master.

Interestingly, Kıvılcımlı delegated to the army the duty of filling the social 
gap created by the absence of the bourgeoisie.56 According to Kıvılcımlı, 
Mustafa Kemal knew that only through capital could Turkey attain the level 
of civilized countries. However, Mustafa Kemal had also seen that without the 
army comprador capital would turn the country into a colony, hence he took 
control.57 Imperialism and capitalism were condemned in the first parliament; 
however, the order building capital mechanism was founded through the 
army. When it had become necessary to establish a parliament to force people 
towards capital all army officers had then changed their military clothes for 
civilian ones and become members of parliament, and carried on acting as they 
wanted while in disguise. Kıvılcımlı held that the parliamentary road was used 
by members of the army to realize the goals of capital, and it was as if the 
parliament were formed only by former military officers. He made this point 
very clearly, stating that the army sat in parliament. Despite this, parliament 
appeared to be civilian in order not to annoy the ‘lords of capital’. Kıvılcımlı 
explained that in time the ‘pashas’ could integrate with the capitalist class. 
He cited the example of Ismet Pasha, who bought land and had then made a 
fortune of millions of liras. He concluded that in Turkey the bureaucrat bour-
geoisie replaced or fulfilled the function of the entrepreneur industrial bour-
geoisie of the West. He considered the pashas who had become ‘bourgeoisified’ 
metaphorically as commoners spoiling their own nests. Unfortunately, he did 
not tackle this issue, which showed different class formations and class–state 
relations in Turkey, in detail. The weakness of the bourgeoisie, and therefore 
only limited class conflicts, made such a system run. However, finance capital 
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enriched under CHP rule had rebelled against the single-party democracy and 
tried to push the army out of parliament.

Kıvılcımlı though claimed that it was impossible for parliamentary rule to 
survive in Turkey, saying that parliamentary democracy was the ‘apple candy 
finance capital allowed commoners to suck’.58 In an imperialist metropolis 
finance capital exported its capital through an imperialist system and used 
a small portion of the extra profits it obtained to share with and silence (or 
deceive) the working class and petty bourgeoisie. These classes could have a 
high standard of living thanks to the extra profits of imperialism and hence 
be deceived into playing the parliamentary game, but there was no such possi-
bility in Turkey, which depended on American subsidies to protect the parlia-
mentary rule. As the subsidies were not enough to maintain the system the 
army rebelled and lifted the ban on socialism. According to Kıvılcımlı, because 
of the lack of extra profits, the system could only continue to work by making 
excessive and ill-gotten profits and playing the card of the extreme ideologies – 
those of ultra-Islamism and nationalism (fascism). Kıvılcımlı, then, viewed the 
parliamentary regime in the same way as Avcıoğlu, as both claimed that under 
a dependent country the system could function only by resorting to extreme 
right-wing ideologies to oppress the people.

Kıvılcımlı drew attention to the world hegemony of finance capital, and to 
American imperialism collaborating with the internal finance capital to colonize 
Turkey. He remarked that none of the countries of the world were ruled by their 
own nation.59 Capitalist rule was in the hands of the English in the nineteenth 
century and in those of the Americans in the twentieth century. The US had 
become the landlord of international finance capital by its tripartite rule of money, 
agents and the army.60 He argued that there were only two options for dealing with 
this power: either to accept being a colony or to fight a liberation war.

Kıvılcımlı emphasized in this respect that it was only the army youth who 
did not believe in the lie of parliamentarism.61 He advocated uniting the 
youth, the army and the working class to bring down the regime and achieve 
national liberation. He regarded the working class as the endless source of 
consciousness and power. The hunt for votes by the finance capital, usurer-
traders and big landowners could be eradicated by an alliance of these forces. 
National liberation and the desired level of civilization could then also be 
achieved by this united force. According to Kıvılcımlı, then, the first problem 
of the current day was to convince the army of this reality. He repeated that the 
most dependable support for the army with a tradition of revolution was the 
working class and the labouring masses.

In this respect, Kıvılcımlı ridiculed the debate in the mid-60s about the 
revolutionary stages, SR versus NDR, in his writings.62 He warned the TİP 
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that in the history of Turkey the ruling classes were always the usurer-traders 
and pashas, beys, effendis or what he termed the state classes. He considered 
that the offspring of these two classes, the Young Turks, had carried out several 
modernization movements for a transition from a constitutional monarchy to 
the foundation of the republic.

Kıvılcımlı actually aligned the general Marxist notions of the armed 
alongside his views on the Turkish army, which conflicted with each other. 
Kıvılcımlı, for example, believed in the Leninist notion of the army as an 
instrument to protect the bourgeois state. In this respect, he pointed out that 
the state could only survive by the guardianship of swords and arms. As a class 
(comprador) finance capital ruled Turkey together with a few local gentry 
and vestiges of feudal ağas and Turkey was a bourgeois democracy exploiting 
millions of Turkish people.63 He emphasized that class societies could survive 
only by the protection of the armed forces. This was the case for democratic as 
well as dictator-run and totalitarian states, and it was actually only the image, 
or the form of rule, that was different between these regimes. In a bourgeois 
democracy the arms were concealed (‘put in the shade’) whereas they would 
be exposed in open fascism.

Following this line of thought, Kıvılcımlı also argued that until the foun-
dation of the republic, finance capital had ruled the Turkish economy and 
politics together with foreign companies and banks and with the support of 
the armed forces. After the republic had been formed finance capital ruled 
together with local or national firms and companies but again relying on the 
armed forces. Kıvılcımlı acknowledged this fact as a historical rule: ‘Turkey 
would follow the orbit of those who possessed the guns.’ Turkey was a 
sultanate when the sultan had control of the armed forces, but when the 
sultan became a captive and the armed forces were in the hands of the pashas 
in Anatolia and the first Grand National Assembly of Turkey government 
was formed then the state became a republic. The army looked down on the 
finance capital that depended on foreign infidels, so the army intervened. 
Even though he thought otherwise his explanation did not make the reality 
as clear as he had assumed. The relation between the finance capital and the 
armed forces could not be understood clearly and fully from the explana-
tions given by Kıvılcımlı.

Kıvılcımlı had also emphasized in his seminars to the Dev-Genç followers 
that the military-civilian bureaucratic group was not a social class but one of 
the strata within the petty bourgeoisie.64 In modern societies there were only 
two classes – finance capital, which was the hegemonic class, and the prole-
tariat – and he argued that in a modern society the state could stand only 
by depending on one of these main social classes. Therefore, even though the 
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military-civilian bureaucracy had taken power they had had to delegate power 
to one of these. As Kıvılcımlı put it, the military-civilian bureaucracy had had 
to choose which social class to hand power to.65 According to him, the finance 
capital class had cleverly found a way to seize power from those who had 
brought about 27 May. In Kıvılcımlı’s view the military-civilian bureaucracy 
actually felt deceived by the profiteers and regretted their action, but they had 
done so as they had no notion of depending on a social class.

Kıvılcımlı emphasized that under these conditions to expect the 
civilian-military intelligentsia bureaucracy to bring about socialism would 
be to indulge in fantasy. Transition to socialism could only be under the 
leadership of the proletariat where the proletariat would also be the main 
force.66

However, Kıvılcımlı believed in the potential of military-civilian ideal-
ists and the sacrifice of the Turkish youth, by which he also meant the Young 
Turks. They would save Turkey from colonialism just as in the first liberation 
war. Kıvılcımlı advocated that the Turkish nation form a people’s front [halk 
cephesi] from the youth, army and justice personnel, leaving all the rest of 
the people only a single option of resorting to a reactionary junta. Kıvılcımlı 
believed that in such a case the ruling classes could transfer from the protec-
tion of the Turkish armed forces, which they detested, to the protection of the 
American armed forces.67

According to Kıvılcımlı, the US was threatening Turkey with staging a reac-
tionary coup like the one that had taken place in Greece. He reminded his 
readers that when Menderes had dared to visit Moscow a coup was staged in 
Turkey. In this respect he differed from the main leftist discourse in pointing 
to the US involvement in the 1960 coup as being due to the relations of 
Menderes with the Soviet Union.68

Kıvılcımlı remarked that the so-called ‘Bloody Sunday’ on 16 February 
1969 (the crackdown against the anti-imperialist forces) was staged by the 
imperialist US. He added that Türkeş, and the commandos of Turkey, were 
produced by the régisseurs in the Pentagon, the CIA and Wall Street.

Kıvılcımlı, then, interpreted socio-political developments in Turkey not 
through an internal class struggle or at least conflicts with a social class base, 
but as a struggle between the imperialist powers, together with their internal 
collaborators, and the popular nationalist powers for liberation. According to 
Kıvılcımlı, after the war of liberation the hegemony passed from the comprador 
bourgeoisie to the local finance capital,69 which monopolized power and in 
these terms stood against other groups within the bourgeoisie. He believed 
that finance capital was the main hegemonic (and brutal) class and even the 
rest of the bourgeois classes aspired for democracy.
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4â•‡ Kıvılcımlı’s approach to the military interventions 
of 1960 and 1971

There was a certain consistency in Kıvılcımlı’s reactions to the military inter-
ventions on 27 May 1960 and a decade later on 12 March 1971, in line with 
his views on the political role of the army in Turkey. To begin with, just one 
day after the coup on 27 May 1960, Kıvılcımlı sent a congratulatory telegram 
[selamlama telgrafı] to the Committee of National Unity (CNU). He ended 
this telegram with what is probably one of the most amazing statements ever 
to have been expressed by a Marxist, saying: ‘Congratulations on the Second 
Kuvayı Milliye. Let God not detain you from the real democracy.’70

A week later Kıvılcımlı supported his earlier congratulatory note with a 
support letter sent to the NUC on behalf of the Vatan Party. Then he wrote 
two letters of recommendation to the NUC on 7 July and 24 August. He 
proposed that the NUC should not abdicate from power, but instead should 
establish a party and carry out a version of the reform programme that he had 
presented in the Vatan Party.

It was actually very naive, of course, even to imagine that NUC officers 
would listen to a convicted communist. Kıvılcımlı was, at most, just being 
optimistic about the sudden changes and the reform discourse expressed in 
the memorandum put out by the young officers. A new constitution was to 
be prepared. He could have imagined, or felt the duty to convey his opinion, 
that young Turkish officers might follow the road of neighbouring armies. 
The Iraqi and Egyptian officers, who had taken power a few years earlier, had 
nationalized their industries, built closer relations with the Soviet Union and 
threatened Western imperialism. In his second letter, he especially emphasized 
the advantageous trade conditions if close relations with the Soviet Union 
were to be developed. He suggested to officers in the NUC that they should 
actually stay in power, although through a party, and take the same direction 
as those Middle Eastern countries.

Commenting on the 27 May intervention, Kıvılcımlı argued that the theft 
by a handful of finance capitalists had provoked so much reaction that it could 
only be contained by the ‘dam’ of the armed forces. However, there was a small 
crack, a handful of junior officers, which led to the flood of the masses. The 
power of 27 May rested in this power of the people.71

Kıvılcımlı had hailed the intervention on 12 March with the same excite-
ment, as shown in his memorable headline in the Sosyalist newspaper declaring 
that ‘the army shot up its sword!’.72 He added that the army was going to seize 
power eventually, and decided to watch the turn of events. He did not, however, 
think that this was a reformist or a leftist intervention, claiming that the army 
could choose a reactionary or a revolutionary road, but he was optimistic. 
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Even though it seemed nonsensical that the army could make a choice in a 
capitalist country, Kıvılcımlı perceived a conflict between the high-ranking 
officers (army fossils) and the young officers (Young Turk army) revolting 
against the present system. Therefore, he might have assumed that there would 
be a political struggle between these two groups resulting in a final settlement. 
Kıvılcımlı also had personal links with military students and officers of the 
naval base who were following the leadership of Kıvılcımlı and Sarp Kuray.
Suat Şükrü Kundakçı says that as he was not very close to Kıvılcımlı towards 
the end of the 1960s (as he lived in Ankara) he did not know about these rela-
tions with the military officers.73

Kıvılcımlı reiterated that he was against the democratic principle that the 
armed forces must stay out of politics. He argued that both the army and 
the state servants must be involved with politics, otherwise they would be 
inhuman, the outcastes of society. He asked why millions of soldiers and state 
servants would carry out the orders of finance capital and usurer-traders as if 
they were a machine? He perceived a hidden agenda, and claimed that the 
aim was to make the intellectual class alien to the people and society, and as a 
result exploit the people for the sake of the rulers. He regarded this as the game 
of the class war, even claiming that finance capital had a conscious policy of 
selecting educated commoners for the army or the state bureaucracy personnel 
so that they would be left out of politics. Kıvılcımlı further claimed that 
while the foreign hegemony of finance capital had been eliminated by Kuvayı 
Milliye the local finance capital had taken over. He argued that this stratum 
wanted the army not to deal with politics, but in the meantime handed the 
army over to NATO and the US commander-in-chief. Kıvılcımlı reiterated, 
however, that the army did not bow down to the US, as unlike the Western 
armies consisting of officers originating from the aristocracy or bourgeoisie 
the Turkish army consisted of commoners. In these terms, Kıvılcımlı criticized 
leftists, or as he called them clever Marxists, who advocated that the army must 
not be involved with politics, which according to him was a reactionary idea.

Kıvılcımlı examined the text of the memorandum and drew particular 
attention to the ‘Mustafa Kemal formula’ in the message. Apparently, like 
most leftist movements or organizations, Kıvılcımlı also believed the reformist 
and Atatürkist rhetoric of the memorandum and as a result was optimistic. 
He reiterated, however, that there were currently only two possible roads: one 
was the road of decaying imperialist capitalism and the other that of civilized 
socialism.

Kıvılcımlı followed the developments after the intervention carefully, and he 
was also much more alert to politics within the army itself. When it became 
obvious that the right wing had ascended to power, he remarked that the 
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memorandum had been drafted in order to prevent the revolutionary wing of 
the army from taking action.74 He implicitly accused General Batur of having 
acted as an agent within the 9 March junta known as the Madanoğlu junta. 
According to Kıvılcımlı, Batur had acted as the leader of the revolutionary wing, 
but instead had made recordings of the secret meetings of the junta and spied on 
it. Kıvılcımlı believed that this was a set-up, just as in the Talat Aydemir case. The 
aim was to install agitators to push the revolutionary army youth into actions 
that they were not yet ready for, and then to establish the identity of revolu-
tionary officers and eliminate them. Interestingly, Kıvılcımlı described such 
actions first by using the concept of sinful, with its religious overtones,75 and 
second as dangerous. The armed forces had a duty to protect the constitution as 
enjoined by their internal regulations. Provocations would, however, diminish 
the credibility of the constitutional role of the army.76 Clearly Kıvılcımlı adhered 
to the idea of the armed forces as the guardian of the constitution, but pointed 
out the two separate ideological groups within the army, reactionary and revolu-
tionary. He did not clarify his thinking on this point, however. The units in the 
army influenced by Kıvılcımlı were imprisoned and were discharged from the 
forces following the 12 March intervention.

5â•‡ Conclusion
Kıvılcımlı did not oppose the intervention of the military into politics; on the 
contrary, according to him this was natural and preferable to the rule of finance 
capital. He ended his political life in Turkey expecting the Young Turks, the 
civilian and military youth, to carry out the national liberation struggle against 
American imperialism and its internal collaborators. He assigned a revolu-
tionary role to the army based largely on the national tradition of Turkey, in 
which the armed forces were egalitarian, idealist, revolutionary fighters against 
the infidel, which was currently the US presence.

Kıvılcımlı differed from all other leftist movements by attributing the essen-
tial revolutionary character of the Turkish army to early Turkic tribal armies 
rather than to a modernization in the nineteenth century. However, the army 
was divided into revolutionary and reactionary wings on account of changes in 
the socio-economic and political structure and the influence of imperialism, 
which as a consequence caused the high-ranking officers to become bour-
geoisie. This stratum was alienated from its social origins, as the officers were 
commoners which was not the case in Western countries. However, the low-
ranking officers were still imbued with the nationalist-revolutionary Young 
Turk tradition. Kıvılcımlı interpreted the 12 March intervention as a plot 
carried out by the high-ranking officers to cleanse the revolutionary officers 
and thus prevent any revolutionary uprising.
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Kıvılcımlı perceived a tension between the general theoretical positions of 
Marxism and the specific, concrete conditions of Turkey as far as the army 
was concerned. He based the qualities of the modern Turkish army on its far-
distant past, which had created a humanitarian Turkish army. Moreover, the 
military corps of the Turkish armed forces consisted of commoners rather 
than the aristocratic or bourgeois classes. Kıvılcımlı also thought that each 
country had its own specific characteristics and it was essential to examine 
these in order to see what the precise revolutionary line of that country was. 
Kıvılcımlı’s main importance lay in this dedication to, not necessarily his 
success in, producing an original work for the Turkish revolution which could 
also contribute to Marxist literature in general. Kıvılcımlı was the only leftist 
actor who had attempted to make such a contribution.

Kıvılcımlı attributed a revolutionary essence to the armed forces because of 
the Geist of military democracy, the main idea of his historical work. However, 
he also described the army (within the bureaucracy) as a determining force 
and almost a ruling class in the Ottoman empire. How the army would keep its 
egalitarian communal Geist when in the meantime it acted as a ‘devletlu’ among 
the ruling class cannot really be deduced from his explanation. Kıvılcımlı tried 
to understand the specificity of Turkey through its different stages of develop-
ment in contrast to both Asian states (such as China) and Western ones (such 
as France). However, he discovered a national character in the role in the army 
had played and would play in the future. In this sense, he was among the leftist 
groups which designated a special place to the role of the army, or at least a 
section within the army. He was in the meantime one of the strongest advo-
cates of a working-class party to lead the national liberation struggle.

As mentioned in the previous chapters the oppression of the Kurdish 
people, especially their mistreatment at the hands of the gendarmes or the 
commandos, was one of the main causes for the leftist movements (espe-
cially Dev-Genç followers) to doubt the role of the army within the demo-
cratic liberation struggle. Kıvılcımlı was actually a pioneer within the radical 
left when he pointed at the oppression of the Kurdish people and judged the 
attitude of the Kemalist regime to the Kurdish people in the 1930s, and in 
this was against the position of the TKP at the time.77 He also considered 
the Kurdish people not as a feudal society but as a tribal one which had an 
essentially revolutionary character, as they were still protecting their egali-
tarian communal relations. However, in the 1960s he disregarded the Kurdish 
problem and chose not to speak about it.78 He also criticized the leftists, espe-
cially Dev-Genç followers, for speaking about the ‘peoples of Turkey’ as he 
thought it would lead to provocation,79 and as far as we can infer from his 
personal writings retained this point of view after 12 March as well.
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Even though he was sympathetic to their pain, Kıvılcımlı ridiculed the 
young revolutionaries who engaged in armed propaganda, and thought they 
were imitating the cowboys they had watched on American movies.80 He also 
pointed to his warning not to raise the Kurdish problem, as this would agitate 
the army.81 He believed that the young militants were being used as a tool by 
finance capital to oppress the working-class movement, thus provoking the 
army and unleashing it on the young revolutionaries, so that this meant that 
the army was also being used by finance capital.82 In a departure from his 
earlier views, Kıvılcımlı completed his political life by implicitly choosing the 
side of the army in its struggle against the Kurdish people, when earlier he had 
demanded silence in order not to provoke the army.83 This was a tactical move, 
then, and perhaps a realistic one also, but it did mean that Kıvılcımlı believed 
more in the potential of the army – at least at the end of the 1960s – than in 
other forces.



9

CONCLUSION

1â•‡ Introduction
In the previous chapters I have shown why and how the radical leftist move-
ments in Turkey included the military in their political projections, particu-
larly in the period 1960–71, in some cases to the extent of establishing outright 
co-operation through conspiracies. The influence of policies that depended 
on the intervention of the military was exceptionally powerful, especially as 
a consequence of the military intervention of 27 May 1960. The anti-imperi-
alist and progressive regimes under the leadership of military officers in neigh-
bouring countries in the Middle East supported the arguments put forward 
that it would be possible to have an anti-capitalist transition carried out by 
the army and backed by civilian support. The new Soviet policy of backing the 
national liberation movements in the Third World and suggesting that it was 
possible to bypass the capitalist stage and move towards socialism under the 
leadership of a national bourgeoisie or the army was regarded as the theoret-
ical basis of these new ways of changing the system. Adherence to the Stalinist 
thesis of a two-stage revolution and its pragmatism and the internalization of 
the ideology of Kemalism through the TKP tradition beginning in the early 
stages of the republic contributed to the adoption of a theory towards conver-
sion into a socialist regime through a non-capitalist development model initi-
ated by a military intervention. This influence manifested itself theoretically 
through the debates on the agency of revolution and revolutionary strategy 
while in practice it turned into the formation of conspiracies and ways of 
seeking co-operation with the juntas that were being prepared in the military.

The most important question to be answered in this present work is whether 
the perspective on the political role of the army enables us to understand the 
nature of the Turkish left, its development, and its eventual weakening. I 
believe that it does. The work shows that one of the main questions throughout 
the vital decade of the 1960s was the political role of the army, especially its 
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situation in a revolutionary movement. The study of this question, however, 
shows the weakness of the Turkish radical left both in its political thinking and 
organizational prowess. Even though the leftist movements saw a window of 
opportunity in the direct intervention of the army in politics and politiciza-
tion of the military corps they could neither understand what this signified 
nor take the initiative to establish a strong and independent revolutionary 
movement. They were also unable to establish suitable organizations to react 
to the new developments in politics and socio-economics, the opening of the 
system to socialist ideas and the sharpening of the class conflict. Especially 
important was the distance of these lines from the working-class movement 
or more concretely from the workers themselves, who were supposed to be the 
agents of socialist revolution.

The 1970s inherited these failures of the socialist movement, the inability of 
the left to organize independently and to produce a coherent theory of revolu-
tion. Socialism gained mass momentum and popularity and it was stronger 
in terms of its relation with the masses, but it was vulnerable as the quality 
of the political-ideological debate was very low.1 Though political and ideo-
logical discussions were much stronger in the 1960s, as the previous chapters 
have shown, almost no party was able to put forward satisfactory and uncon-
ventional ways of thinking to change the current status quo. The debates and 
discussions failed to produce revolutionary ideals and organizations appro-
priate to the conditions of Turkey. As a result, the 1960s have been remem-
bered mostly in terms of the mass actions, the protests, strikes, demonstrations, 
boycotts and invasions, as well as the feelings of solidarity, rebellion, rage and 
hope, rather than for their ideas and a strong revolutionary movement that 
was transferred to the 1970s.

The weakness of the left despite the mass movements was mostly a result 
of its endemic splintering. The main reasons for the first division within the 
left during the 1960s, into the TİP on the one hand and the Belli move-
ment and Yön circle on the other, were disagreements about the political 
role of the army. The role of the army was also one of the main points of 
divergence later on in Dev-Genç. It was one of the most important causes 
of the splintering of the left (along with mistrust among the leftists) and 
its inability to organize the revolutionary or working class and the leading 
socialist intellectuals.

A brief summary and discussion of the leftist movements’ approach to the 
political role of the military is given in this concluding chapter in order to 
provide a more general and comprehensive understanding of the question and 
to help in evaluating the development of leftist thinking and political attitudes 
in the period 1960–71.
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2â•‡ The armed forces as the guardian of the republic
The most striking aspect of the problem of the political role of the army is 
perhaps that all of the movements examined in this work consented to the 
guiding and guarding role being allotted to the armed forces. The military 
intervention on 27 May 1960 was not perceived as usurping power, but rather 
as the armed forces using the guardian role ascribed to them by the internal 
situation. The legitimacy of the armed forces participating in and control-
ling politics by using the threat of force was assented to by the radical leftist 
movements including the TİP. The leftists assented to the ethos of the military 
officers as public servants who were dedicated to protecting national interests, 
the secular and modern state and even socio-political liberties. The interven-
tion was seen as justified because the civil rulers were perceived as the usurpers 
of power and unfit to rule, and in particular they were perceived as being 
against modernization, the Kemalist revolution and national interests. Almost 
every leader of the movements examined welcomed the 27 May military inter-
vention, and intellectuals within the Yön–Devrim circle participated in the 
preparation for a new economic and political order under the command of a 
military cabinet. Kıvılcımlı sent a congratulatory message and offered advice 
to the new leaders of the military junta, and Aybar and Boran also wrote 
similar letters of advice.

The 27 May military intervention received the approval of all the groups as 
it was viewed as having ended the dictatorial and reactionary rule of the DP, 
which was regarded as collaborating with the imperialist powers and ending 
the social, political and economic independence of Turkey. Despite the bour-
geois character of the new constitution the newer libertarian attitude towards 
trade unions and political movements was interpreted in terms of the closeness 
of the military elite to the people and in terms of supporting general national 
interests rather than the self-interest of the ruling alliance.

Almost all the movements examined assented to the guardian role of the army 
and supported the intervention because of particular social, ideological/political 
and historical views of the Turkish armed forces: socially, as the officer corps was 
recruited from the lower and middle classes and so was regarded as representing 
the common people rather than the ruling classes; ideologically/politically, as the 
military officers were Kemalist, nationalist (hence anti-imperialist), secularist 
and modernist; historically, as the army was regarded as being progressive. The 
armed forces were endowed with the role of guardian of the republic as they 
had founded the republic and carried out modernization reforms from the nine-
teenth century onwards, particularly in the early republican period. The leftist 
movements considered the Turkish armed forces to have been a major force in 
politics throughout the Ottoman empire and the early republican period, with 
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a comeback in 1960, as shown by the intervention. In other words, it was not a 
question of military versus non-military involvement in politics, but the form of 
the involvement that was under discussion.

3â•‡ Revolution through a coup or by means of a united national front
The leftist movements, however, differed in their attitude towards another coup 
and the possibility of transforming Turkey through military initiatives. The 
Yön and Devrim circles in particular supported the extension of the 27 May 
‘revolution’ by another left-inclined intervention. The Yön circle regarded the 
education of what they defined as the intermediary layers, the military-civilian 
intelligentsia or vigorous forces, as its main objective, presenting them with an 
economic and political programme so as to reach the goal of the development 
of civilization in a social justice system. The Yön leadership saw capitalism and 
parliamentary democracy as systems linking Turkey directly to imperialist 
states and, therefore, hampering the development of Turkey. In a similar vein, 
Devrim advocated, and tried to prepare, another military intervention for a 
Third World Marxist agenda, to attain industrialization, development and 
independence. According to the Yön–Devrim circle, this was in essence the 
same as the goals of Kemalism, but in the current age real Kemalism could 
only be the adoption of a non-capitalist road. Yön, and even more so Devrim, 
advocated that the Kemalist, modernist, secularist and social welfare statist 
framework of the revolution must be extended by a more authoritarian regime 
ruled by a body of civilian and military leaders who were competent to carry 
out radical reforms in the socio-economic substructure. Such a regime would 
be populist as it was to work for people, and presumably with people, to attain an 
internationally set development-industrialization-social justice model.

The Yön–Devrim circle believed that socialism was in the distant future, as 
the working class and the peasantry were immature and politically unconscious. 
In order to generate consciousness, the alliance of the reactionary powers that 
had established its economic and ideological hegemony over the masses must 
first be broken by the military-civilian intelligentsia, who were conscious of 
the situation. For this reason, Avcıoğlu and his followers tried to incorporate 
those officers who were inclined to the left to sweep away the power of the 
comprador bourgeois and pre-capitalist classes, and above all the dependence 
of the country on the US. Military intervention would provide the shortest 
route to socialism in contrast to the long path of organizing the working class 
and generating consciousness. They explained in these terms that the shortest 
route to socialism in Turkey was through Kemalism.

The Yön–Devrim circle was influenced by the model of the neighbouring 
countries in the Middle East, such as the ‘Free Officers’ in Egypt and the Ba’ath 
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regimes in Syria and Iraq. Nasser’s Egypt was especially influential in the poli-
cies for conversion to socialism. Land and agricultural reform, statist centrali-
zation, nationalization of resources and industries, in fact the minimum 
programme of national democratic revolution, were on their agenda.

Socialism was a distant objective for defenders of NDR, and could be 
considered after NDR had been achieved. Belli explained that there was no 
short route to socialism as Turkey had to first pass through both capitalist and 
nationalist stages. In other words, Turkey should first become an independent 
nation with a national bourgeoisie, instead of a collaborator bourgeoisie, 
by eliminating feudal remnants. This should be complemented by building 
capitalism to prepare the conditions for socialist revolution. In this line of 
reasoning, the revolutionary forces were the forces which would stand for the 
elimination of feudalism and establishment of an independent democratic 
state. Apart from the feudal forces and collaborator, or comprador, bourgeois, 
all other forces were to join together for this struggle.

The alliance with the Kemalists was almost the most important guarantee 
of the success of the national liberation movement, as is clear from discussions 
with the TİP and through the writings of NDR leaders. The NDR line differed 
from Yön as Yön was a Marxist interpretation of Kemalism, or a Kemalist 
interpretation of Marxism. The agent of the revolution differed slightly, as Yön 
expected a military coup d’état whereas the NDR line advocated a national 
front struggle, even though the success of the ‘national front’ was to be deter-
mined mainly by the military officers and a military intervention could give a 
start to a national liberation struggle.

In the case of the NDR circle, relations with the Kemalists, and in this sense 
the army, were not a matter of organic unity but took the form of an alli-
ance within a single national front. As the NDR leadership was formed by 
the communists who were previously involved with the TKP, they considered 
themselves, as proletarian revolutionaries, to be in alliance with the Kemalists. 
However, they had neither a social base nor an independent organization. 
Their ideas did not differ significantly from those of the Kemalists at the time, 
at least where they remained within the limits of the constitution. They actu-
ally regarded this as a tactical move, as they did not want to scare military 
officers away from the national liberation movement.

However, neither the goals to be achieved nor the reconstruction of Kemalist 
history, the social classes and their positions differed significantly from the 
views of the Yön–Devrim circle. NDR followers based their strategy on the 
underdevelopment of capitalism in Turkey and related to that the immatu-
rity of the proletariat. They also aimed to end ties with imperialism in order 
to remove obstacles for the full development of productive forces. The idea 
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that the imperialist powers were preventing Turkey from becoming a nation, a 
developed capitalist state with democracy, was also present in NDR ideology. 
The concern was again for the nation, national liberation and salvation, rather 
than ending class exploitation. Actually, NDR adherents had first developed 
their ideas in the pages of Yön so this is not surprising. The working class had 
neither an autonomous organization, that is, a revolutionary party, to lead the 
revolutionary movement nor was it consciously developed. Actually, the NDR 
movement represented bourgeois reformism rather than a revolutionary line, 
especially when taking into account the conditions then prevailing in Turkey.

The NDR line represented by the Belli group did not support a military 
intervention directly; however, the group lacked initiative and did not carry 
out the actions necessary to bring a revolutionary force, or, as they defined 
themselves, proletarian revolutionaries, to power. Actually, they emphasized 
that in the current political conflict power would not be shifted to the prole-
tariat but (as they implied) to the military-civil intelligentsia. Even though the 
NDR movement did not defend the coup directly as did Devrim, the logical 
outcome of their political thinking and actions did not point to a different 
solution, a solution which would welcome a military intervention.

The groups who separated from Belli actually did do so as they wanted to 
take the initiative, unlike the older generation. However, the political thinking 
which motivated their actions also resulted from much the same problems as 
they were basically dominated by the same NDR ideology. The NDR strategy 
in general was based on undervaluation of the social, economic and cultural 
development of Turkey and overvaluation of its dependence on the West. All 
the NDR movements since as early as 1960 undervalued the level of capitalist 
development in Turkey and the growing dynamic working-class activity and 
were not in tune with the realities of Turkey. Even if there were some vestiges 
of feudalism and some foreign influence, Turkey hardly required a national 
liberation war of the type undergone by the colonial countries of Asia, the 
Middle East and South America. Just as Turkey was not in the same condition 
as the China or Cuba of 1949–50, neither was it like the Egypt of the early 
1950s, where the despotic regime of King Faruq held power. 

It was also questionable whether Turkey was an oppressed nation like 
other Third World countries. Turkey had never been a colony; instead it was 
built on the remnants of a huge empire. Even though Turkey had some sort 
of master–client relationship with the US during the 1960s, the relation – 
though hierarchical – was built on mutual benefits, largely on account of the 
geopolitical importance of Turkey. The poverty of Turkey, as compared to 
Western countries, could be explained mainly by internal dynamics or at least 
by a more in-depth understanding of capitalist development and the impact of 
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imperialism than that held by the leftists at the time. Imperialism was under-
stood, however, in quite superficial terms, and to regard Turkey as an oppressed 
nation in need of a national liberation war was not very realistic.

The popular war or guerrilla war strategy was a consequence of turning 
the anti-imperialism discourse into a national liberation goal. As Turkey 
was under national oppression the young militants believed that it would 
not be very difficult to lead people to rebel against the imperialist or foreign 
oppressor. The majority of people were perceived to be suffering feudal repres-
sion, which was directly linked to imperialist oppression, so they were seen as 
liable to be provoked by armed propaganda tactics, and the army would not 
stand against a national liberation movement. The NDR ideology led to two 
wrong assumptions that resulted in a rapid failure of the guerrilla struggle – 
that the people would quickly join an NDR movement, and that the army, or 
at least a majority of the army, would not stand against it. While adherence 
to the NDR strategy for the older generation resulted in not taking an initia-
tive and postponing political work among the working class, for the younger 
generation it resulted in taking untimely action when neither the material and 
logistical conditions for guerrilla warfare nor mass support were ready. Most 
peasants had suffered from poverty but not oppression by feudal powers; this 
was more the case in the Kurdish-populated eastern regions. Nor did people 
come across foreign powers, ‘foreign oppressors’, in their daily lives to give rise 
to nationalist feelings as in the first liberation war.

4â•‡ The anti-imperialist alliance: a problematic relationship
A revolutionary programme to be carried out mainly through the initiative of 
the army, or the co-operation of Kemalists and socialists in which Kemalist 
officers were decisive, was generally regarded as the NDR strategy. A bour-
geois democratic revolution as a revolutionary stage had always been advo-
cated by the left in Turkey, except for the TİP, and in the 1960s it was generally 
termed ‘NDR’. This strategy did not actually fit the realities of Turkey, and the 
strategy itself was also problematic. It was advocated by the Comintern for 
Eastern nations, but in the first place, the Comintern had little knowledge 
of/or interest in non-Western states, and in the second, the main goal was to 
serve the interests of the USSR.

The Communist International (Comintern) was established in Moscow in 
1919 and co-ordinated the activities of communist parties worldwide. However, 
located in the only socialist country at that time, it was under the domination 
of the Russian Communist Party. The Comintern was a Eurocentric organiza-
tion with many recruits coming from Western countries and expected a prole-
tarian revolution to occur all over Europe. The Comintern stated in its First 
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Congress that the liberation of colonies depended on proletarian revolution in 
the main European countries.2 However, this idea was criticized by the Eastern 
delegates, and at the Second Congress in 1920 the liberation movement of the 
colonial people was delegated to an independent movement which did not 
necessarily depend on the Western proletarian revolution,3 but the Comintern 
still failed to pay much attention to the problems of the liberation struggle. 
In this and the following congresses communists were to form alliances with 
the national liberation movements, although the proletarian movement was 
to keep its independence.4 Comintern advocated a united front between 
communists and Eastern nationalists against Western imperialism. Despite 
the warnings of Eastern delegates, such as the Indian communist M.N. Roy 
at the Fifth Congress, the alliance with the national bourgeoisie became the 
priority of the Soviet Union under Stalin’s leadership, particularly so as to 
safeguard the Soviet Union in the East during the Chinese liberation move-
ment.5 The alliance strategy turned out to be fatal for Chinese communists, 
who were defeated by the Chinese bourgeoisie. The Chinese communists had 
actually carried out orders given by the Comintern.6 Meanwhile, communist 
Arab parties followed the instructions of the Comintern and in order to align 
with the bourgeoisie the communist movement supported the military coup 
of 1936 in Iraq.7

In the early 1920s the Soviet government moved to rapprochement as 
they pursued common interests against the Western powers in the region. 
However, there were dilemmas in this relationship as a bourgeois national 
movement against imperialists could turn against local communists. The aid 
given to Mustafa Kemal was seen as problematic in this sense, as the Kemalist 
leadership had assassinated Mustafa Suphi and other leading communists.8 
The Soviet Union, however, completely ignored this as a result of its prioriti-
zation of foreign policy. The Soviet aid, and the Comintern’s declaration that 
Turkey’s Independence War was an anti-imperialist war, were the factors that 
dominated the TKP’s attitude towards the Kemalist regime.

After the assassination of Mustafa Suphi, the Şefik Hüsnü leadership mostly 
remained loyal to Moscow, and the interests of the communist movement in 
Turkey were subordinated to the foreign policy of the Soviet Union. The TKP 
had become Stalinized when Şefik Hüsnü rose to become the leader of the 
party. Şefik Hüsnü supported the bourgeois Kemalist regime as an anti-impe-
rialist and progressive movement that would achieve a bourgeois democratic 
revolution. The Comintern classified the strategies and the stages for each 
country according to its current historical stage in 1928 and this was adopted 
by the TKP under Şefik Hüsnü. In this classification, Turkey was defined as 
semi-feudal and semi-dependent, and a bourgeois democratic revolution was, 
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therefore, advocated and this policy did not change, even in the 1960s. The 
TKP under Şefik Hüsnü preferred to remain as an opposition group and only 
criticized the Kemalist regime from time to time; however, it completely lost 
the perspective of a socialist revolution.

In the 1960s these groups, especially that of Belli, shared the same perspec-
tive on the past, and it was thought that it was largely thanks to the false percep-
tion of the Comintern that the period between 1920 and 1923 was recognized 
as an anti-imperialist war.9 The leftist circles loyal to the Şefik Hüsnü tradition, 
Belli’s NDR, the TKP foreign bureau and the PDA advocated the same linear, 
reformist programme of NDR, as Turkey was still semi-feudal and semi-de-
pendent. At least a section of the army, even if not all of it, which was loyal 
to the Kemalist tradition would be regarded as one of the most important 
constituents of the current NDR.

The Belli circle, for example, reconstructed late Ottoman history and espe-
cially republican history and defined revolutionary and contra-revolutionary 
periods on the basis of this reconstruction. According to this, Kemalism was 
an anti-imperialist movement and the early Kemalist regime up to the 1950s 
was a national democratic revolutionary period. This was a revolution charac-
terized by ending the hegemony of the comprador bourgeoisie and the feudal 
state.10 The Kemalist leadership represented the petty bourgeoisie not the 
bourgeoisie, therefore the revolution was not a bourgeois revolution. Erdost 
argued, for example, that the Kemalist revolution depended on the petty 
bourgeoisie, the working class and the peasantry.11 In terms of ideology it was 
represented by petty-bourgeois radicals, and both THKO and THKP-C also 
considered the Kemalist revolution to represent petty-bourgeois radicalism. 
The bourgeois character of the state and the army was neglected on account 
of this reading of the Kemalist, period which was regarded as a successful 
national liberation struggle and a semi-successful national democratic revo-
lution. National democratic revolution, however, was not achieved mainly 
because of the decisions (or indecisiveness) of the petty-bourgeois radicals, the 
Kemalists, who had carried out the NDR.12

5â•‡ The revised Soviet theory and its impact on the Turkish left
Around the year 1956 Soviet analysts called for a fundamental reappraisal of 
communist theoretical positions regarding the national liberation question 
and especially the Middle Eastern movements. The Moscow Communist 
Parties’ Conference in 1960 called for the developing countries to strive for 
national democracy. This meant fighting against imperialism but also rejecting 
dictatorial and despotic methods of government; the people must enjoy broad 
democratic rights and liberties, such as establishing political parties and social 
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organizations and participation in governance. Non-capitalist development 
was recommended as the best way to abolish age-long backwardness and 
improve living standards, and agrarian reform and other democratic social 
changes were advocated. In a speech at the congress Khrushchev stressed the 
close relationship between the national liberation movement and socialism.13 

National democracy was regarded as a transitional stage to socialism. The theo-
retical pronouncements of the conference (attended by eighty-one communist 
parties, those from North African and Middle East countries in particular) 
reiterated the doctrine of peaceful coexistence between socialist and capitalist 
states. Importantly, neutralism and peaceful roads to national liberation and 
socialism were recognized as legitimate options for Third World nations. The 
progressive role of a broad national front in the struggle for national libera-
tion was emphasized. Moreover, it was declared that independent states in 
the Third World which were antagonistic to Western imperialism could 
progress to socialism along the non-capitalist road without passing through 
a capitalist stage. The programme adopted by the Twenty-Second Congress 
of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (1961) reiterated the progres-
sive nature of the national liberation movement in general and declared that 
Marxist-Leninists differentiated between the nationalism of the oppressed 
nations, which was historically justifiable, and that of the oppressing nations.

It is apparent that most leftist lines of the 1960s were influenced by the new 
Soviet doctrine for a different path of transition to a socialist regime in the 
Third World nations. The new Soviet position and the developments in the 
Middle East coincided with the 27 May military coup which deposed the pro-
American government, and, therefore, the new theories seemed incompat-
ible with the developments in Turkish politics. As explained in the previous 
chapters, the point of view put forward in Devrim on national democracy – 
development through a non-capitalist road – was derived from the new Soviet 
theorization, even though Avcıoğlu and the other major actors did not have 
an organic relation with Moscow. However, it must have been obvious to the 
group that Soviet support was essential, even to remain impartial after the 
seizure of power by the national revolutionaries. Kemalism, as understood 
by the circle, was entirely in tune with the new Soviet position for the Third 
World countries. Moreover, as mentioned in Chapter 4, the revolutionary 
discourse of Devrim was perfectly in tune with the pronouncements made in 
the Twenty-Second Congress of the CPSU. Devrim used similar terminology, 
such as ‘nationalist revolutionaries’ or ‘national democracy’, and moreover 
introduced the ‘Soviet view’ as a series of articles in the newspaper. I speculate 
that the adherents of Devrim knew that without some sort of support from 
the Soviet Union there was no chance for a revolutionary junta to remain in 
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power and carry out the industrial development project. The attempts of the 
Yön circle to influence the politics of the TİP and the harsh criticisms made of 
the TİP can also be seen as part of the same thinking. Avcıoğlu was probably 
trying to convince not only the TİP but also the USSR (through the commu-
nists in the party) to back up a military junta to pave the way for a new transi-
tory regime.

The case of the TKP external bureau, on the other hand, is also interesting. 
The TKP had initially condemned the military intervention of 27 May, but 
this was retracted in the conference in 1962, immediately after the Twenty-
Second Congress of the CPSU.

The previous chapters have explained at length how the TİP leadership 
was alone among the internal leftist movements in adhering to parliamen-
tary democracy. The TİP had consented to the guardian role of the army and 
regarded the 27 May intervention as legitimate as a result of this conceptuali-
zation. The party did not differ from other leftist movements in its perception 
of the army as revolutionary, modernist, progressive and truly democratic. The 
TİP was also indebted to the 27 May intervention, as it resulted in the ban on 
socialist parties being lifted and protected civil rights. However, the involve-
ment of the military in politics ended – or should have ended – as far as the 
TİP was concerned with the guardianship role. The party believed that as it 
was legal to organize the working class and as the democratic system was open 
to socialism – not proletarian dictatorship but mild socialism – it was the duty 
of civilians to work under parliamentary democracy to carry out the extension 
of the 27 May revolution through legal parties and civil organizations such as 
the TİP.

As mentioned in Chapter 5, the TİP had acted from the premise that 
Turkey had for the most part completed its bourgeois revolution and ensured 
the working of democracy through the intervention of the young officers in 
1960. As long as the new constitution and the parliamentary system were 
protected, the newly rising working class and impoverished masses could push 
for radical reforms, as promised in the party programme. The TİP regarded 
democracy as also defending the interests of the labouring classes. Common 
people could participate directly in governance, and therefore democracy was 
not just a play staged to deceive the masses and protect the status quo, as other 
leftist currents believed.

Interestingly, however, the TİP and other leftists groups advocated a socio-
economic reform programme which was similar to that proposed for Third 
World countries by the CPSU. Importantly, the party had also advocated a non-
capitalist road to development in its party programme. The TİP was naturally 
not a party tied to Moscow; however, the party programme was prepared after 
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appointing Aybar, who had been close to the TKP in the 1950s as chair of the 
party, and the other main administrators of the party, Behice Boran, Sadun 
Aren and Nihat Sargın, were also formerly TKP members. As the TKP had 
always direct links to the CPSU it is not difficult to assume that these leaders 
were aware of the change of position and discourse of the CPSU towards Third 
World countries. The party programme, especially the non-capitalist develop-
ment road, shows at the very least some sort of influence. Moreover, the affirma-
tion of peaceful roads to socialism and the emphasis on broadening democratic 
rights and liberties were the new propositions for Third World countries made 
by the CPSU in 1962. The Soviet Union, though, changed its position towards 
new states that were governed by an authoritarian military clique, criticizing 
Egypt, for example, for mistreatment of communists and the working class, and 
so-called despotic regimes were also condemned by the Soviet leadership. In this 
respect the TİP was more in tune with the new changes in the Soviet Union.

This supports the view of Ömer Laçiner, who suggested that the TİP’s SR 
strategy and adherence to parliamentary democracy was not due to a princi-
pled objection to the coups but actually due to the Soviet Union’s decision.14 

According to Laçiner, TİP leadership, except Aybar, acknowledged that the 
Soviet Union had a pact with the USA after World War II which determined 
that Turkey would fall within the hegemony of the USA. They either knew or 
were warned by the Soviet Union not to challenge the détente and, therefore, 
they did not support a military intervention.

As Laçiner has also argued and as mentioned above, the TİP really did not 
take up a position against the military interventions as a matter of political 
principle. However, it was against the raison d’être of the party itself, as it was a 
legal party, to support another coup over which it would also have no control. 
Even though administrators who were TKP members could have been warned 
by the Soviet Union, I do not believe that this was the only reason behind the 
party’s rejection of short-cuts. Aybar had stood for libertarian socialism from 
1945 onwards and, therefore, he could not but oppose strategies favouring 
military intervention towards a socialist transformation. That was probably 
why Laçiner excluded Aybar from this group. Boran had actually drawn atten-
tion to more practical problems regarding military rule and in that sense it was 
more reasonable to assume that she had reservations about the practicality of 
the strategy. Moreover, she considered that the project did not fit the condi-
tions in Turkey, which was a politically and economically mature nation, at 
least when compared to the new Middle Eastern or African nations.

Actually all other movements initially had ideas of establishing a political party 
or influencing and even dominating the TİP, but only when such plans failed 
did they resort to revolutionary strategies and the policies of intrigue politics, 
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which basically meant preparing a junta or provoking one. Belli and Kıvılcımlı as 
TKP convicts were banned by law from establishing or joining a political party. 
However, as mentioned before both had initially tried to influence the party 
and even join it. The Yön circle had also planned to establish a party but finally 
gave up. The same people attended the Second Congress of the TİP in order 
to have an impact on it. The main difference among the leftist movements was 
not between reformist and revolutionary lines but in being open to different 
tactics, especially under restraint or when opportunities were presented. The 
Yön–Devrim, Kıvılcımlı and NDR lines actually saw less opportunity in legal 
activities and comparably more in a new military intervention, especially after 
the victory of the AP in the 1965 general election, to realize basically the same 
linear, evolutionary set of socio-economic changes as aimed for by the TİP. The 
lack of a class struggle discourse in these movements led to the adoption of strat-
egies directly or indirectly favouring the intervention of the army.

The different paths taken by the leftist movements in the 1960s, including 
the NDR movement led by Belli, were in tune with the new Soviet propositions 
regarding the socialist struggle in the Third World. These international develop-
ments coincided with the internal political developments, with 27 May and the 
new constitution. They had prepared the ground for the legal struggle on the 
one hand, and on the other hand for the extreme expectations that were built 
around a military intervention. Apparently all the movements, though without 
a direct relation to the CPSU, were influenced by the Soviet theory. This was a 
deviation from Marxism-Leninism in both acknowledging peaceful methods to 
transition and the vanguard of the non-communist forces. However, it was well 
suited to the leftist Stalinist tradition of Turkey, which also aimed to co-operate 
with the Kemalists, and for the left Kemalists such as İlhan Selçuk and Doğan 
Avcıoğlu it was an opportunity to unite with the socialists for radical change. 
On the other hand it was an opportunity for the TİP to make a fresh start to 
redeem the TKP past, which had on numerous occasions failed to organize and 
sustain a continuous impact on Turkish politics.

6â•‡ Divergence in the Turkish left: SR strategy and the revolutionary 
leadership problem

The TİP’s programme, which was intended to be carried out using democratic 
methods and under the present democratic system without the involvement of 
the army, was represented by the SR strategy. This was an aberration in Turkish 
leftist history, as the revolutionary phase for Turkey had always been deter-
mined as a democratic revolution under Stalinist influence as a result of its 
TKP heritage. However, the SR strategy was actually directed against those 
advocating change through a military coup. The TİP rejected this and claimed 
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that socialism had to be built from below by the active participation of all 
labouring classes. Therefore, the revolutionary stage discussion, NDR versus 
SR, was actually a discussion on revolutionary agency and the role of the mili-
tary in politics. In other words, the difference was in the methods of achieving 
power, or the strategy, and in the actual conduct of socialist policy rather than 
in the substance of the socialist movement.

There have been debates on why the TİP had actually advocated the SR 
strategy. Yalçın Küçük, for example, argued that the NDR strategy in Turkey 
was a response to the TİP’s sudden shift to the SR strategy.15 I agree with 
Metin Çulhaoğlu on this issue, who has claimed the contrary: the SR was 
only a response to NDR to emphasize the leadership of the working class and 
other labouring classes in a transition to socialism.16 This claim appears to be 
supported by the fact that Mihri Belli (using the pen name Mehmet Doğu) 
and Doğan Avcıoğlu had made their arguments explicit in Yön as early as 1962, 
and the TİP’s early programme was actually no different from the minimum 
programme of NDR. However, the TİP had reacted to short-cut defenders 
as early as 1962, and it was only after the rise of NDR rhetoric that the party 
started to voice its strategy as SR. The difference was actually in the agent and 
the tactics, and the TİP also did not claim to bring about a socialist revolu-
tion right away and build a socialist system at once. The party only advocated 
sweeping away the vestiges of the feudal system and ending ties with imperi-
alist countries, in particular by withdrawing from NATO.

Another argument used to explain the TİP’s SR strategy is that the TİP 
only advocated SR out of rivalry with Belli, who had been locked in a leader-
ship battle with Zeki Baştımar for the control of the TKP. Baştımar was close 
to some of the TİP leaders, especially Aybar, Boran and Sargın. Some writers 
interpret the dispute mainly as power rivalry within the TKP in its broader 
sense. I believe that there is a grain of truth in this emphasis on the dispute, as 
apparently TİP leaders (such as Aybar, Boran or Nihat Sargın) were trying to 
avoid the party being engulfed by Belli adherents.17 Aybar had also mentioned 
the danger of the old guard destroying the party from within. However, the 
strategy was not exclusively advocated in order to combat the NDR move-
ment of Belli. Boran had stood against the short-cut road to socialism before 
Belli was around. Moreover, the TKP at that time, the mid-sixties, advocated 
NDR not SR. Therefore, one can assume that the TİP’s insistence on SR as 
the agency of the people to build socialism was not simply to defeat the rivalry 
stemming from the history of the TKP.

The TİP demanded a larger share of power for the working class, the 
labourers and the peasantry. It seems that the party was eager to make a 
fresh start for the leftist movement in Turkey by relinquishing the TKP past, 
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even though prominent actors had previously been involved with the TKP. 
According to Nihat Sargın, in this sense the TİP had an unofficial pact with 
the external bureau of the TKP to remain independent and its main goals 
were different from those of other movements.18 The TİP intended to broaden 
democratic rights and freedoms by increasing the direct participation of people 
in governance. The TİP’s strategy was also parallel to the Soviet Union’s shift 
to a doctrine of peaceful coexistence, and it was a reformist line rather than a 
revolutionary one.

However, as outlined in Chapter 5, the party was torn internally along different 
lines – the more libertarian socialist, even Western social democrat, line (of Aybar 
and associates) and the more conventional Stalinist line (of Aren–Boran and asso-
ciates). The party was not indifferent to relations with the Soviets, as the problem 
had turned into an open crisis after the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. 
It is apparent from Aybar’s reaction that he had recognized the reaction in the 
party caused by his condemnation of the invasion. According to Nihat Sargın, 
Aybar had actually interpreted the reaction in the party by those close to TKP as a 
‘Moscow coup’ as he had misunderstood them.19

The SR strategy actually conflicted with the party focusing its attention 
on the peasantry and with Aybar’s plan to broaden the party by extending it 
to each and every village. Aren–Boran on the other hand believed in inten-
sification of the party by educating the working class and narrowing down 
the membership to a more orthodox socialist group. It is apparent that the 
party actually had problems with the SR strategy but not the legal demo-
cratic methods for transformation. However, the party was far from able to 
convince socialists outside the party on the road to be followed, especially the 
younger generation. This was perhaps logical as the party could only attract 
about 3 per cent of the votes, and its strength was no match for that of the 
anti-revolutionary alliance. The party also was not very democratic, especially 
with regard to critical views or opposition in the party, and could not empa-
thize with the needs and requirements of university students and so alien-
ated them. The party did not look very convincing, especially to the young 
people of Turkey. Yet the existence of a legal workers’ party brought about an 
increase in awareness, as people had become conscious of their problems when 
the party publicized them in the media. The trade union work which empha-
sized the interests of the workers and the workers’ movements, strikes and even 
attempts at self-organization in a remote town in Anatolia in the late 1960s 
show the impact of the TİP. It is almost certain that in time social democracy 
could have achieved a certain momentum in Turkey if a military intervention 
which was instigated largely on the basis of radical activities in the army had 
not interrupted these developments.
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7â•‡ Final remarks: the army, the state and capitalist relations
The problem of the political role of the army stemmed especially from the 
atypical bourgeois revolution that Turkey had experienced according to the 
Marxist understanding of the term ‘bourgeois revolution’.20 A form of demo-
cratic revolution, termed a ‘national democratic revolution’, was observed 
during the transition to a republican regime. However, the absence of a strong 
or national bourgeoisie and the absence of land reform, which thus protected 
the feudal form of relations in the land system, led to the idea that the revolu-
tion was not a complete or typical bourgeois revolution as characterized in 
Marxist literature. This led to confusion over the character of the state and, 
related to that, the role of the army, particularly as the left viewed the military 
officers as forming the main leadership of the national liberation movement.

Actually, all groups had recognized the establishment of state capitalism 
when the republic was formed. This was one of the most important charac-
teristics of Turkey and its atypical bourgeois revolution and led to confusion, 
which could easily be overcome by not remaining superficially loyal to the 
texts or to the opinions from Moscow but instead closely examining the socio-
economic conditions and development of Turkey. However, the existence 
of capitalism and the relation between the state bureaucratic bourgeoisie as 
some leftists saw it and the bourgeoisie could not be resolved. In the end most 
leftists had included involvement of the army in their political views with the 
assumption that it did not represent the bourgeoisie. This was mainly because 
the radical leftist currents at the time only vaguely considered the army as an 
instrument, function or organization of the state, and when they did define 
it as such the state and the army were generally regarded as being above and 
beyond class relations. This was peculiar to Turkey, as it was assumed that it 
did not have a powerful bourgeoisie to rule over the state.

The military officers, on the other hand, were considered petty bourgeois 
as they were mostly recruited from the common people. This meant that they 
could then have any ideology – ultra right or left – as the petty bourgeois 
tended to swing in their ideological inclinations. It was the consciousness or the 
circumstances which determined the ideology and political attitude of the mili-
tary officers. Yet as they represented the nation they were assumed to protect 
the interests of the nation, not just in military terms but also in economics and 
politics, and in this sense were also anti-imperialist. Moreover, the army was 
endowed with the national-state ideology, which was Kemalism. Kemalism with 
its principles of nationalism, reformism, secularism, étatisme and populism was 
reconcilable with the goals and motivations of national democratic revolution.

There was a logical flaw in this argument as the state was equated with the 
nation. Kemalism was in this sense not recognized as the bourgeois ideology 
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of the Turkish nation-state but was instead a radical petty-bourgeois ideology 
and therefore a revolutionary and quasi-leftist ideology. This major misap-
prehension was at the root of the leftist expectations of the army, which was 
assumed not to support the interests of the bourgeoisie.

The confusion can be demonstrated particularly by studying the discourse 
on the bureaucrat bourgeoisie in terms of class definitions and relations, which 
mainly referred to the armed forces. Belli, Kıvılcımlı and the TKP had defined 
the ruling military cadre as bureaucrat bourgeoisie, as the power aligned with 
the bourgeoisie on account of the application of state capitalism. However, 
they did not consider the consequences of this for class alignments and rela-
tions. Whether as a bureaucrat bourgeoisie or not, the armed forces are an 
essential part of the ‘relations of productions’ (in Marxist terms) under any 
system. The armed forces do not exist entirely independently of the socio-
economic structure of any regime, let alone a bourgeois regime. The mili-
tary depends on state revenues and generally consumes about 20 per cent of 
central state budgets. The armed forces in Turkey, as noted by Divitçioğlu 
and Küçükömer for example, had founded OYAK, the financial-industrial 
complex belonging to the armed forces in 1962. Under these circumstances it 
was obvious that the army was part of the bourgeoisie and unavoidably so in a 
capitalist regime. However, the relation of the armed forces to capitalism was 
not explained, and most strikingly the leftists, apart from a small clique within 
the TİP, did not reflect on the foundation of OYAK, nor about the fact that 
its foundation also resulted in the growth of a group with economic interest 
in the army and caused stratification among the low- and high-ranking officers 
and non-commissioned officers.

The major failure in the assessment of the armed forces, then, was in the 
recognition of class relations – the relations to the mode of production. It was 
not possible to see whether the Turkish armed forces were anti-bourgeois or 
anti-capitalist. Being anti-imperialist, nationalist or progressive does not neces-
sarily mean being anti-capitalist, and, moreover, being anti-capitalist does not 
turn directly into being socialist. One can be fascist and still be anti-capitalist, 
for example. In contrast to the dominant idea of the radical leftists, the armed 
forces hardly had an anti-capitalist tradition, let alone a socialist one, and as a 
result the idea of a military intervention followed by an evolutionary transfor-
mation trajectory into a socialist regime was very problematic.

In fact most of the circles had different and contradictory perceptions of 
the attitudes of the military officers and tried to understand this by making 
categorizations within bureaucracy. These categorizations were, however, 
schematic and were again based on the idea that Kemalism represented anti-
imperialist revolutionary ideology. Anti-imperialism was only meaningful 
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in Marxist thinking because of its relation with capitalism; however, the 
programme of democratic revolution drawn up by the majority of the leftist move-
ments was essentially a capitalist programme. It was argued that eliminating the 
relationship with the US would impose a socialist system directly. Such an 
idea contradicted the idea that socialism was essentially a political organiza-
tion established by conscious actions rather than being imposed from external 
conditions.

The work of the radical leftists which aligned the armed forces into their 
revolutionary strategies posed serious questions on their views of the state 
and class relations. The conceptualization was also internally contradictory. 
The Leninist view that perceived the state as an instrument of the dominant 
class stood alongside views that regarded the state and its security force, the 
military, as an autonomous arbiter of power. The radical leftists did not try to 
develop new formulations to understand this reality and the relation of the 
army to power and the state, instead retaining the Leninist theory. However, 
they claimed that its specific history and class content meant that the Turkish 
army was different. The autonomy, hegemony and impartiality of the military 
were based on its historical tradition and ideological power mainly because 
of its nation-building agency, which the military shared with the civil intel-
ligentsia. In these terms, radical leftists had actually internalized Kemalist 
ideology and their ideas on the Turkish army were a derivative of this.

However, the classification of the military with the civil intelligentsia was 
very problematic. First, it did not explain how the military actually derived 
its autonomy, and second, such an approach disregarded the fact that mili-
tary officers are major or predominant political actors by virtue of their actual 
or threatened use of force, something they do not share with civilians. This 
leads to problematic assumptions when referring to governance by both of the 
actors together. Civilians can be replaced, but officers cannot without resorting 
to extreme measures of violence, and military coups by their nature generally 
result in oppression and violence towards civilians.

Overall, the leftists lost the opportunity to become a strong ideological force 
in Turkey as the left could not produce an alternative to the state/national/
bourgeois ideology of Turkey. It only challenged the parliamentary system or 
the bourgeois governments in power, and in the meantime internalized the 
modernist/positivist Kemalist ideology and retreated from socialist revolu-
tion. A revolutionary ideology in the basic sense had necessitated creating 
an alternative social culture and political codes. The problem with the leftist 
movement was that its Marxist education was mainly derived from Stalinism, 
which had, like Kemalism, a strong positivist, pragmatic, nationalistic and 
authoritarian character in its political thinking.
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The ‘putschism’ of the Devrim circle was one of the classic tactics of political 
opponents to remedy political problems that had existed in Turkey for centu-
ries. The resort to revolutionary violence to silence opponents and the milita-
rized strategy adopted by the younger generation were also similar to the lack 
of tolerance and resort to violence in the face of opposition shown by the ruling 
classes, as well as being a symptom of the highly militaristic Turkish culture. In 
this respect the revolutionaries were unable to differ in their mentality, social 
behaviour and political thought from the national ideology of Turkey and the 
national culture. This made it easier for the general public to identify with the 
revolutionaries to some extent, but at the same time the movement was overall 
devoid of revolutionary substance and remained either a bourgeois reformism 
or a form of rebellion. There were no socialist movements based on the working 
class or with an alternative form or idea of how society should be structured. It 
might be too much to expect a movement in its infancy to transcend the socio-
political culture that its members were born into. Moreover, the success of the 
Kemalist revolution, which has managed to extend its ideological influence and 
to a large section of society, seems to have blocked the rise of the socialist-com-
munist movement as a separate pathway representing ideas of how to change 
society to end exploitation and liberate people.

The 1960s ended with the radical leftist movements in trauma. The discourse 
of the radical left on the military has generally been associated with its depend-
ency on Kemalism. In this respect the 1970s have been regarded as marking a 
break from this. The impact of the workers’ revolt on 15–16 June 1970 and 
the suppression of this revolt by the military forces, the rising Kurdish socialist 
movement and consequently the questioning of the position of the state and 
the political role of the armed forces were the initial reasons leading to suspi-
cion of the role of the army. However, the major blow came with 12 March, 
of course, when almost all the leaders of the young revolutionaries were anni-
hilated and working-class organizations suppressed. Although leftists resorted 
to different methods, tactics and strategy in the 1970s, all social democratic, 
socialist, leftist and revolutionary movements were destroyed in the military 
intervention of 1980. Despite 12 March 1971 and 12 September 1980, some 
leftist circles in Turkey still claim the military in Turkey have a political role, 
especially in safeguarding the republic against Islamic movements. The role of 
the military in politics in today’s Turkey is still a matter of very vital debate, 
especially in light of such recent developments as the ‘Ergenekon’ trials, where 
military officers and others have been brought to trial for establishing juntas 
to force the government out of power. Most socialist organizations have not 
backed military intervention under any circumstance, but despite past events 
there are still some groups which are ambivalent.
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were no relations with the TKP or with the USSR. However, according to him 
there was ideological loyalty to the USSR, as at the time ‘all Marxist socialist 
parties had a common strategy’ and Soviet-type socialism was hegemonic. Aren, 
Puslu Camın Arkasından, pp. 107–8. 
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