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Turkish democracy for a very long time was this 
delicate balance of powers between democratic 
forces and the army. 

In Turkey’s case, the major challenges during the 
transition to multi-party democracy were the emer-
gence of authoritarianism and political polarisation. 
Authoritarianism manifested itself in the willingness of 
the ruling party to capture the state institutions with a 
slew of partisan appointments, eliminate dissent and 
increase pressure on the opposition. The first military 
coup in 1960 was ostensibly staged to stop this drift 
towards further authoritarianism. The panacea was a 
new constitution and new electoral laws, which intro-
duced the principle of proportional representation as 
a measure against this kind of over accumulation of 
political power.

A major shortcoming of democratic practice in Turkey 
has been the lack of a consensus driven political cul-
ture. As a result, parliamentary politics have tended to 
become increasingly polarised. The degree of polari-
sation attained such a level in the late 1970s that the 

whole democratic system of governance became dys-
functional, inviting yet another military intervention. 

It is clear that both of these military interventions could 
have been prevented by more mature democratic in-
stitutions. The fundamental lesson from the Turkish 
experience is, therefore, that the sustainability of 
democracy depends largely on the quality of demo-
cratic institutions. The focus in Arab countries should 
therefore be on the consolidation of these institutions. 
There is no time to lose if democratic transition is to 
succeed. Establishing effective political parties, inde-
pendent judiciaries, bipartisan election boards, unhin-
dered media and functional parliaments should be the 
key objectives. It was only after consolidating these 
institutions that Turkey was able to shed itself of the in-
fluence of the military. For that, Turkish society had to 
develop confidence in the institutions’ ability to protect 
a pluralistic democratic order from its potential detrac-
tors, including political Islamists. It will therefore only 
be after consolidating essential democratic institutions 
that Arab countries will learn to successfully combine 
Islam, democracy and modernity.
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