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Academics: The West in the
Discourse of University Reform
Ay§e Oncu

Introduction
‘Academic reform* has remained a major political issue on the
national agenda in Turkey for over 60 years, since the inception of
the Republic in 1923. In a speech delivered in 1932 to the Turkish
Grand National Assembly, Re§it Galip, the Minister of Education at
the time, formulated the issue as follows:
In the eight years between 1923 and 1932, the gaze of the entire
Turkish elite has been turned towards the Dariilfunun... No other
national concern attracted as much attention as the Dariilfiinun
issue. No other institution received as much criticism. Yet despite
all this attention and criticism, the Istanbul Dariilfunun has failed
to show the anticipated betterment, progress or advancement.
There have been momentous economic and social reforms in the
country. Dariilfiinun has remained a noncomittal observer. There
were important new economic trends. Dariilfiinun appeared
unaware of these. There were radical changes in the legal system.
Dariilfiinun contented itself with merely including the new laws in
its instruction programme. There was the alphabet reform. There
was the new language movement. Dartilfiinun never heeded them.
A new understanding of history swept the entire country as a
national movement. It took three years of waiting and effort to
elicit Dariilfiinun’s interest. The Istanbul Dariilfiinun has become
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static; turned into itself; withdrawn from the external world in
complaisant isolation.1

The Istanbul Darulfunun, which was later restructured to become
the University of Istanbul in 1933, had at the time approximately
2500 students and roughly 120 teaching staff. Today, in 1991, there
are 29 universities in Turkey, with a total enrolment close to 600,000
and an academic staff of more than 30,000. The ‘plight of
universities’ (universite sorunu) continues to be a major public issue.
Throughout the intervening 60 years Turkish academics and
universities have remained in the political limelight - the focus of
much ‘attention and criticism’, to use Mr Galip’s phraseology alternately for perpetuating conservatism and orthodoxy, for
promoting radicalism and political ferment, or for maintaining
benign indifference.
My major aim in this chapter is to address the dilemmas of
Turkish academics, which transcend differences of faculty and
profession and inhere in their paradoxical relations with the State.
Paradoxical because, as ‘public servants’, Turkish academics have
been the embodiment of official State ideology, while
simultaneously trying to develop the critical vision to challenge it.
They have been the jealous guardians of the university’s selfgoverning autonomy against external political pressures, yet
reduced to quiescence in moments of political crisis, seeking and
accepting state intervention. They have sought to assert the role of
the university within the democratic system, yet resisted the
pressures for democratization from within, perpetuating the rule of
(full) professors. They have been important political and public
figures on the national arena, their advisory knowledge shaping
strategies of administration, government and other decision-making
powers, such as private enterprises. But they have been unable to
transcend the rigid immobility of self-preservation and escape the
constraints of continously reproducing the status-quo within the
universities themselves.
To highlight some of these dilemmas as they have become
crystallized and shifted over time, I will focus upon three principal
‘academic reform acts’ of the Republican period, and attempt to
1

Cited in llhan Tekeli, Toplumsal Donu^iim ve Egitim Tarihi Ozerine
Konupnalar (Ankara: TMMOB Yaymlan, 1980), p. 95.
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discuss the competing trends and opposing currents each act was
initially grounded in and subsequently served to generate. In so
doing I hope to be able to clarify how salient cleavages among
Turkish academics have been shaped and reshaped through State
action over time.
The discourse of ‘academic reform’ in Turkey has always been
couched in terms of educational policy issues: responsibilities of
universities in transmitting* technically exploitable knowledge,
ensuring equality of opportunity to all who desire to obtain a higher
education; giving greater importance to scientific research, creating
a more flexible and better coordinated institutional structure, and
the like. Its urgency has been dramatized in the popular mind
through graphic descriptions of student needs and demands for
scholarships, accommodation, recreational facilities, better libraries,
more books, greater dialogue between students and faculty,
participatory learning, and the like. But the implementation of
‘reform’ has always coincided with major political turning points in
republican history, and entailed dramatic, sweeping changes to
restructure the existing relations between academics, universities
and the State. Hence, each of the three academic reform acts in
question represents a redefinition of the role of the university at a
specific political juncture. They correspond, in terms of timing, to
broader shifts in parameters of public policy, entailing a reordering
of choices and priorities within a new configuration of domestic and
international forces.
I will first discuss the 1933 Istanbul University reform, trying to
outline the political and ideological controversies which brought
academic reform on the political agenda during the interwar period.
Next, I turn to the post-Second World War decades of populism and
the consolidation of universities’ corporate autonomy in the wide
ning political arena. Finally, I will examine the ‘internationalization’
of the 1980s, the concommitant depoliticization of Turkish universi
ties and the ensuing crisis among Turkish academics.
The differences in the political intent and substantive content of
these three reform acts notwithstanding, they share one crucial
common denominator: they have all been legitimized on the basis of
‘Western models’. In other words, the political choices have been
formulated (both among academics and also politicians) in the
technically neutral language of alternative ‘Western models’. Hence
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each reform act has been justified as an attempt to bring the
Turkish university up to the level of ‘Western’ counterparts; each
has been criticized and opposed as a major setback in so doing.
It is possible to talk about the significance of ‘Western models’
during various periods of ‘academic reform’ in Turkey in two
different senses. First, and self evident perhaps, is the West as a
source of direct influence, borrowing, and emulation. Depending
upon Turkey’s shifting political alignments, different Western
university models have been directly influential - beginning, during
the First World War, with the German model followed in the 1950s
by the American model. Such direct influence has been channelled
through students sent abroad, foreign academics invited to teach in
Turkish universities as well as selective adoption of institutional
arrangements from different countries. It is also possible to talk
about the critical significance of the ‘Western model’, as a symbolic
representation if you will, and as an inextricable component of the
vision of a Turkish university - as it is, as it could be and should be.
Hence the construction and reconstruction of an ideal Western-type
university (in the sociological meaning of the term) has been a
continuous part of the discourse of academic reform throughout the
Republican era. To the extent that such symbolic representations
also acquire a certain political aura (along the left-right, liberal
conservative spectrum) they have also served as the basis of
legitimization during periods of major institutional restructuring. In
this sense, alternative renderings of the Western university - as the
embodiment of academic freedoms, as scientific institutions in the
service of technical progress, as agents of community development,
as promoters of equal opportunity and a more open society, and the
like - have been selectively drawn upon by different vested interests
to both justify and legitimize change. Below, I will try to document
how each major attempt at academic reform in Republican Turkey
has simultaneously entailed a new, politically informed reconstruc
tion of what ‘Western universities’ are all about.

Istanbul Dariilfunun and the Nationalist Ethos: The
Interwar Decades
The closing down of the Istanbul Dariilfunun in 1933, and its re
creation under the name of Istanbul University, with roughly a third
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of its teaching cadres (including its former president ismail Hakki
Baltacioglu) dismissed in the process, constitutes the first major
academic reforming act of the Republican era in Turkey. Its timing
was significant because it coincided with a series of other changes in
the institutional realm, which served to reinforce the centralizing
tendencies of the single-party regime, and confirmed its
progressively authoritarian path through the 1930s. The onset of the
depression towards the end of the 1920s and the closure of the
economy had put the economic practice of etatism on the political
agenda. The active orientation of the state in the economic domain
was rapidly coupled with a defensive stance in the ideological and
political realm. In 1931, a new press law gave the government the
right to close newspapers and periodicals for publishing anything
that ‘conflicted with the general policies of the country*. New
legislation, restructuring labour and professional organizations as
well as the university, served to establish vertical controls over
previously autonomous organizations, and ensured ideological
conformity. In the process, the broader contours of an increasingly
authoritarian regime took shape.2
The University Act of 1933 coincided with the narrowing down of
the political arena in the 1930s. But it was not simply one among the
various pieces of legislation enacted during the same decade,
imposing centralized controls over previously autonomous
institutional domains. The Dariilfiinun was also of ideological
significance. At the time, it contained under its umbrella five
faculties - Medicine, Natural Sciences, Law, Literature and
Religious Studies. The last two faculties had been the arena for
opposing ideological currents from the inception of the institution in
1900, and after a period of dormancy in the 1920s, their curricula
once again became a source of controversy as the ideological tenets
of the regime became increasingly militant in their secularism and
puritan in their nationalism.3
2

3

For a succint account of the single-party decades, see Stephane Yerasimos,
The Monoparty Period’, in Irvin C Shick and Ertugrul Ahmet Tonak, eds.,
Turkey in Transition: New Perspectives (New York, NY: Oxford University
Press, 1987), pp. 66-100.
Mete Tuncay and Haldun Ozen, Tasfiyenin Eweliyati’, Tarih ve Toplunt,
no.10 (1984), pp. 222-36; Mete Tuncay and Haldun Ozmen, *1933
Tasfiyesinden Once Dariilfiinun', Yapit, no. 7 (1984), pp. 5-28.
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The distinctiveness of the Darulfunun among the series of
‘modern’, ‘secular’ schools (which were initially designed to furnish
the military-civilian bureaucratic cadres of the Ottoman government
ancb later inherited by the Turkish Republic), is often relegated to
the background in conventional accounts of Turkey’s continuous
quest for modernization and Westernization in the realm of higher
education. What distinguished the Darulfunun from the succession
of imperial vocational-technical colleges of the late nineteenth
century was its evolution as a centre of ‘ideas’ in the liberal and
humanistic tradition of contemporary Europe, and its grounding in
the study of languages, literature, history, philosophy and religion.4
Its establishment was politically controversial from the very
beginning, not because of opposition from the religious
establishment as might initially be surmised, but because a ‘secular’
centre of cultural studies brought the debates and differences
among the Ottoman intellectuals into the foreground. The original
reformism of Ottoman intellectuals reflected the internationalist
aspirations of their counterparts in Parisian intellectual circles and
their faith in social engineering. Before and during the First World
War, they were increasingly polarized into opposing ideological
currents of pan-Islamism and Turkish nationalism in the immediate
concern of salvaging the State. It was thus inevitable that a
Darulfunun built around the humanities - history, literature,
languages and religious studies - would be embedded in the reigning
political and ideological controversies of its day.
Abdulhamid II (1876-1909), whose conservatism had grown
progressively repressive over time, preferred to send students
abroad to European Universities for advanced study, rather than
endorse a Darulfunun in Istanbul. Hence secular institutions of

4

According to Osman Ergin, a noted historian and a graduate of Darulfunun,
the institution was originally meant to be a ‘Dariilulum* ([here] place of
learning in its widest sense) and not Darulfunun (place of natural sciences);
but owing to Abdulhamid H’s aversion to ‘thought provoking subjects’ such
as history or literature’ it was misnamed. Osman Ergin’s four-volume,
MaarifTarM (Istanbul: Osmanbey Matbaasi, 1942), pp. 997-1052, provides a
wealth of factual information on the Darulfunun. For a comprehensive
bibliography of sources on the Darulfunun, see Filiz Ko^ak, ‘Darulfunun:
Bir Yiiksek Ogretim Kurumunun Kurumsal Tarihi’, unpublished PhD

dissertation, Yddiz University, Istanbul, 1990.
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higher learning in the Imperial capital remained confined to
technical and vocational subjects, which were deemed ideologically
neutral and politically safe so long as these schools remained
replicas - in organization, curriculum or outlook - of their Western
counterparts. It was subjects such as history, literature or
philosophy which would open a Pandora’s box of alternative
interpretations at a time when the Ottoman Empire was already in
the process of being dismembered into nation-states. So, when the
Istanbul Darulfunun was finally inaugurated in 1900, towards the
end of Abdiilhamid IPs reign, inspectors from the Sublime Porte
(the bureaucracy) were sitting in classes to monitor the instructors
as well as students in all but mathematics courses.
With the deposition of Abdiilhamid II in 1909 and the Young
Turk accession to power the Ottoman capital underwent a genuine
period of liberalization and a freedom of political expression, which
resulted in a full spectrum of organizations and publications.
Ottomanists who envisaged equality and federation among the
various ethnic and religious groups, pan-Islamists whose ambitions
were centred upon the 300 million Muslims of the world united
under the Caliph; Turkish nationalists who had discovered Anatolia
and were cultivating the Muslim-Turkish element, various
secessionist groups, ranging from Hellenism in Asia Minor to a
greater Armenia in Eastern Anatolia; all flourished simultaneously
in the newly constructed public space. And the Darulfunun was
rapidly caught up in the prevailing political cross-currents.
Ismail Hakki Baltacioglu describes the Darulfunun during this
period as follows:

Among the teaching cadres of the old Dariilfiinun, there was no
uniformity, no unity of ideals or ideas, nor could there be,
because the majority of them were from heterogeneous
backgrounds and mentalities. Among them were bureaucrats
educated in the Civil Service School (Mekteb-i Miilkiye); teachers
trained in religious schools (medreses), graduates of foreign
schools as well as young men trained in Europe. This incongruity
in the realm of ideas was exacerbated by the heterogeneity of
occupational specializations. There were very few full time
teachers among the instructors. Most earned their living through
civil service or other occupations, and had little interest in the
institution ... . Under these circumstances, the Darulfunun
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became an experimental ground for all kinds of convictions,
methods and traditions ... . The institution became a strange
amalgamation of East and West, of the contemporary and the
medieval, instead of achieving a moral and spiritual unity ... .
Initiatives on the part of faculty members (to modernize and
refurbish the institution) served the political interests of the
government; recruitment of foreign instructors for the new chairs
was exclusively confined to Germany. The intention was to further
Turkish-German political relations ... . In this way a new and
foreign power emerged within the Dariilfunun ... . Until the
establishment of new chairs and the recruitment of German
instructors the Dartilfiinun was, for better or worse, a school;
served as a school ... . No matter how inconsistent, it had the
reckoning and logic of a school. But the programme of instruction
and discipline based upon this reckoning and logic disintegrated
with the institution of chairs. The Dariilfunun, which was a school
until then, was divided into independent and heterogeneous units
.... What was presented as specialization and progress was in fact
disintegration, because between the divided segments and powers
there was no organic interconnection, no agreement.5

Baltacioglu's criticism of the Dariilfunun as an ‘amalgam of
mentalities* is of course very much coloured by his own political and
ideological inclination towards the ‘Turkish-Islamic synthesis’. His
contemporary, Mehmet Ali Ayni, describes the same period in very
different terms:
The years 1913-19 were very fruitful for the Dartilfiinun. A new
curriculum, the recruitment of teachers from Europe, the
establishment of laboratories and libraries as well as the
acquisition of plenty of books in all languages, equipment,
exhibits and all manner of necessary furnishings were
accomplished during these years ... . The Ministry of Education,
in accordance with the political requirements of those days,
recruited a large number of teachers almost exclusively from
Germany. Of these, ten were for the Faculty of Literature; six for
the Faculty of Science and four for the Faculty of Law ... . Since

5

From a report prepared by Baltaaoglu in 1919 and reproduced in Ergin,
MaarifTarihi, Vol. IV, pp. 1015-23.

150

Turkey and the West

the new laboratories could not be accommodated in existing
locations, additional buildings were rented in different parts of
Istanbul and furnished at considerable expense.6
Both Baltacioglu and Ali Ayni were among the teaching staff of
the Darulfunun on the eve of the First World War. Their diverse
assessments of the same period reveal that pro- and anti-German
sentiments coincided with the various ideological and political cross
currents within the institution. They also describe, albeit from
different political vantage points, how the alliance of the Committee
for Union and Progress with Germany as a tactic for thwarting
British and French designs on the Arab provinces temporarily
forestalled the growing momentum for the dismemberment of the
Empire,7 and had direct and immediate consequences for the
Darulfunun. The evolution of the ‘German Model’, as it came to be
described among Turkish academics, took on its initial institutional
outlines during this period. It entailed faculties acting independently
and without any coordination among themselves, located in
different parts of the city. Professors often combined university
teaching with the exercise of their professions, the latter taking up
the greater part of their time.
The Allied occupation of Istanbul and the departure of German
professors in the immediate aftermath of the First World War
constituted an abrupt and dramatic rupture, followed by four years
of nationalist struggle during which Istanbul, the imperial capital of
the Ottoman Sultanate and Caliphate, was reduced to a shadow of
its former glory. The newly consolidated Ankara regime honoured
the Darulfunun by allocating to it the most imposing of the various
deserted imperial buildings of Istanbul - the former quarters of the
Ministry of War of the Ottoman Empire - by a special decree in
1923. Ismail Hakki Baltacioglu was appointed the rector in 1924.
During his rectorship between 1924-5, the institution was granted
formal autonomy from the Ministry of Education in Ankara and
6

7

Mehmet Ali Ayni, Darulfunun Tarihi (Istanbul: Yeni Matbaa, 1927), pp.
49-53, as reproduced in Latin alphabet in Ergin, Maarif Tarihi, Vol. IV, pp.
1012-13.
On the conflicting English, French and German designs for the Middle East
and the Committee for Union and Progress’s alliance with Germany, see
Qaglar Keyder, State and Class in Turkey. A Study in Capitalist Development
(London: Verso, 1987), pp. 49-69.
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had its own separate budget. The Imperial Medical College was
brought under its organizational umbrella as a new faculty. The
teaching staff of the Faculty of Natural Sciences was augmented
through new instructors recruited from France in 1926.8
But the two faculties which underwent the most immediate and
dramatic change in their curricula were the Faculty of Literature
(including philosophy, history, and geography as well as literature
and languages) and the Faculty of Religious Studies. In both
faculties, new courses were instituted, including the history of
Turkish literature, the history of Turkish Language, Turkish
religious history, the geography of Turkey as well as European,
Greek and Ottoman history, British and German literature,
psychology, sociology, and moral philosophy. These changes
represented a dramatic shift from the curriculum of the pre-First
World War Dariilfunun where the emphasis was almost exclusively
upon Arabic and Persian in languages, literature, and history. The
abolition in 1924 of the medreses, which had been important higher
institutions of religious learning in the Ottoman Empire, meant that
the Faculty of Religious Studies in the Dariilfunun was now the only
institution offering formal advanced training in Islamic studies. The
Faculty of Literature on the other hand, with Turkish and Turkey
writ large in the new course titles of all its chairs ranging from
history and geography to literature and languages, was symbolic of
the consolidation of the new republican regime around ethnic
nationalism.
The good will between the Istanbul Dariilfunun and the Ankara
Regime was short-lived, however. As the social and cultural
conflicts which remained dormant during the 1920s resurfaced in
the 1930s with the onset of the depression, the Dariilfunun was once
again caught up in the political controversies of its day. In the
discourse of educational reformers, it failed to live up to the
expectations of rapid Westernization and modernization. In the
language of politics, it failed to echo the official State ideology, and
fell into dissidence by default. By default, because its teaching staff
were divided among themselves and reduced to immobility rather
than actively promoting dissent against the Ankara regime. Given
the location of the Dariilfunun in Istanbul with its more

8

Also in 1926, a new Faculty of Law was established in Ankara.
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cosmopolitan cultural life and the liberal tendencies of its reviving
business circles, the pristine version of ethnic nationalism
emanating from Ankara received a lukewarm response. The
existence of a Faculty of Religious Studies inevitably collided with
the increasing militancy of Ankara’s secularism, making the
institution vulnerable to charges of obscurantist reactionism.
When university reform, that is the restructuring of the
Darulfunun, came on the political agenda in 1931, Albert Malche, a
Swiss-German professor, was commissioned by the Ministry of
Education to prepare a report/ His acute observations added up to a
picture of genuine academic inadequacy and intellectual sterility:

The Darulfunun has not produced any major original
contributors of scientific (ilmi) worth ... even the simplest
translations are accepted as theses ... the teaching staff consider
themselves responsible only for special hours of teaching.... They
are engaged in ‘outside pursuits’ (harici i§ler) ... the relationship
between students and the teaching staff remains confined to the
classroom, and the students are left without guidance and are
isolated the rest of the time ... original works (teli/af) and
publications are almost non-existent.9

What makes this description interesting, of course, is that it could
equally well apply to the majority of contemporary Turkish
universities. Furthermore, nearly all of the points Malche made
were covered by Baltacioglu in the comprehensive report he wrote
in 1919. Clearly, a ‘foreign observer’ was not needed to pinpoint
them. Hence the significance of the Malche report stemmed from
the political legitimacy it provided for state intervention.
With the hindsight of the 1980s, the paradoxical outcome of the
1933 university reform is striking. In revoking the Darulfiinun’s
privileged status of institutional and financial autonomy, it paved the
ground for the first major ideological purge of academics in
republican history, it was indicative of the regime’s increasingly
authoritarian practices; and it led the way for an increasingly
uniform cultural discourse wherein the vocabulary of protest lost its
legitimacy, to be replaced by the offical language of the State. Yet
9

See Albert Malche, 'Istanbul Universitesi Haklanda Rapor’, in Ernst Hirsch,
ed., Dunya tiniversileleri ve Tiirkiye’de Oniversitelerin Gelipnesi (Istanbul:
Ankara Universitesi Yayinlan, 1950), pp. 229-95.
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simultaneously the 1933 University Act became a major turningpoint in the creation of a fully-fledged university, one into which the
Dariilfiinun with its ‘amalgam of mentalities' was highly unlikely
ever to have evolved, in the absence of dramatic state action to
overhaul the institution in its entirety.
The academic success of the 1933 University Act was closely
bound to developments in Germany on the eve of Second World
War. The attempts of the Ministry of Education to recruit
academics from Europe to replace the teaching staff dismissed from
the Dariilfiinun coincided with Hitler’s ‘purification’ of German
universities from professors of Jewish origin and/or socialist or
social democratic political inclinations. Prominent professors from
established German universities came to Turkey, and remained
until the end of the war.
The simultaneous arrival of more than 30 German academics
introduced a level of scholarship and standards of excellence, which
remains unequalled to this day.10 Their formative influence shaped
Istanbul University as well as the scattered faculties in Ankara,
which later formed the nucleus of Ankara University. Both of these
larger and older universities, now referred to as ‘classical’ or
‘traditional’, bear the imprint of ‘the times of the German
professors’ in their institutional structures as well as the grooming
of their academic cadres.

Dilemmas of ‘Democracy’ and ‘Populism’: Post-Second
World War Decades
In the year 1959, a series of public events and civic ceremonies were
planned to commemorate the centennial of Miilkiye. Originally
established in 1858 as the Imperial Civil Service School of the
Ottoman Empire, Miilkiye had been moved to Ankara in 1935, and
was incorporated in 1950 into the University of Ankara as the
Political Science Faculty. Its prominence and influence as the
breeding ground for new generations of republican elite remained
unchallenged throughout. Among its alumni were the most
prominent figures of the republican official establishment. The

10

See Horst Widmann, Ataturk Oniversitesi Reformu (Istanbul: Istanbul
Universitesi Cerrahpa§a Tip Fakiiltesi Yayuu, 1981).
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ceremonial pomp surrounding the centennial celebrations was thus
commensurate with the current stature of the institution as well as
its historical legacy.
A richly detailed account of this ceremonial occasion is provided
by Professor Hilmi Yavuz in his memoirs. As the Dean of the
Faculty at the time, he offers us a rare glimpse of the incipient
political tensions surrounding the official rites. In describing the
major activities planned for • the centennial year celebrations,
Professor Yavuz provides the following list:
•
Centennial year anniversary stamps were issued;
•
Faculty of Political Science cigarettes and glasses were
manufactured;
•
US President Eisenhower was awarded an honorary doctorate;
•
Everyone who had ever taught at Miilkiye was invited to
Ankara to take part in an official ceremony scheduled for 4
December 1959;
•
40 or more books were published.11
The honorary doctorate for President Eisenhower proved to be the
controversial item on the list. Its presentation at the grand closing
ceremony in December of 1959 was greeted with charges of a last
minute fait accompli, for which Professor Yavuz was personally
criticized. He thus explains at length how the decision to honour
President Eisenhower was originally made by the Centennial
Committee and later approved by the Rector and the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. But when the decision came before the University
Senate opposition arose, and there were last minute attempts to
block the decision. The grand ceremony was beset with further
political uncertainties when Prime Minister Adnan Menderes
refused to acknowledge the invitation until the very last moment - a
clear testimony to the growing tension and disenchantment between
the incumbent Demokrat Party government and the academic
establishment. After much trepidation. Professor Yavuz tells us, the
Prime Minister did arrive and the ceremony proceeded as planned,
with both Menderes and Ismet inonii (the Opposition leader)
present.

11

Hilmi Yavuz, Arularim (Ankara: Miilkiyeliler Birligi Vakfi Yaymlan, 1985),
p.77.
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In the microcosm of this single ceremonial event, it is possible to
read the entire spectrum of changes ushered in by the post-Second
World War decades in Turkey. It also provides an intimation of
events to come. Two months later, on 5 February 1960, the daily
newspaper Zafer gave front page coverage to a proposed new act by
the incumbent Demokrat Party, to change the status of Miilkiyc
from a Faculty of Political Science into an institute of higher
learning directly attached to the Ministry of Education. The
university was immediately mobilized to block the decision; five
different commissions were set up to prepare reports in defence of
corporate autonomy. The issue was also picked up by the opposition
press, and became a major item on the national political agenda.
But it was through a military coup that the university’s selfgoverning autonomy against external political pressures was
brought under constitutional guarantees. Within six months of the
centennial, on 27 May 1960, the Menderes government was deposed
by the military. Professor Hilmi Yavuz himself became a member of
the new Constituent Assembly, formed under military auspices, to
write the 1961 Constitution.
The Struggle for a Role in the Democratic System

For Turkish academics and universities, electoral politics proved a
mixed blessing, bringing into the foreground new dilemmas and old
paradoxes in new guises. The First multi-party elections in 1945 were
immediately followed by a new University Act in 1946, granting
corporate autonomy to three institutions: Istanbul University,
Istanbul Technical University (formerly Higher Engineering School)
and the newly organized Ankara University, the last one
consolidating the various scattered faculties already in existence in
Ankara.12 Henceforth, these universities would be governed
through elected rectors, senates and executive boards, with a newly
created Inter-University Board to ensure coordination between
them.
12

Initially composed of Faculties of Law, Arts and Letters, Medicine and
Science. Later, in 1948, the Institute of Agriculture and Veterinary Sciences
was also incorporated as a faculty; in 1949 a new Faculty of Divinity
(flahiyat) was added; in 1950, The Civil Service School (Miilkiye) became the
Faculty of Political Science.
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The new University Act of 1946 was part of an effort to lend a
democratic face to the regime, and also a concession to the growing
liberal opposition. In the wider political arena, the end of the war
had brought into the foreground incipient tensions between various
wings of the incumbent single-party regime, which was never a
monolithic entity to begin with. The realignments in the
international order and the unfolding of the Marshall Plan for
Europe presented new potential opportunities, which the liberal
opposition was eager to sieze upon. Their growing disenchantment
with the Statist policies of the interwar decades threatened the
disintegration of the single party through internal conflicts. The
decision to hold elections in 1945 was thus a move directed towards
appeasing the liberal opposition and neutralizing it through a
demonstration of popular support.
Signalling the changing political mood in the country, under the
1946 University Act a group of social scientists were dismissed from
the Faculty of Arts and Letters of Ankara University for their
‘leftist’ inclinations.13 The event was important in underlining the
shifting focus of differences between Turkish academics in the
coming decades. The opposition of reactionary versus progressive
and the radical versus conservative forces was redefined during the
1950s and 1960s, in the language of ‘Left’ versus ‘Right’. The
vagueness in the ideological referents of these terms, and the sheer
number of incarnations of the ‘Right’ and in particular the ‘Left’
notwithstanding, they shaped the discourse of politics both inside
and outside the university in the ensuing three decades.
Academics and universities found themselves in ‘opposition’ soon
after the initial euphoria of economic and political liberalization,
that ushered the Menderes government into power in a landslide
victory in the 1950 general elections, began to evaporate.14
Throughout the 1930s and 1940s the universities had been firmly
moulded in the secularist, nationalist, statist ethos of the single
party regime, and were the embodiment of its bureaucratic
13
14

Including among them were Muzaffer §erif, Behice Boran, Pertev Naili
Boratav, and Niyazi Berkes.
Tank Zafer Tunaya provides a detailed account of the Demokrat Party
government's attempts to silence criticism from the university during the
1950-60 period. See Tank Zafer Tunaya, Siyasi Muesseseler ve Anayasa
Hukuku, 2nd edn (Istanbul: Sulhi Garan Matbaasi, 1969), pp. 165-7.
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centralism and the breeding grounds for its cadres. They were thus
an institutionalized part of political power. In the new political
equation of the 1950s, the military-civilian bureaucratic establish
ment found itself increasingly marginalized, losing ground in the
broader inflationary expansion of the economy, as the relative share
of state employees began to decline. Turkey’s new linkages to
international markets and the beginnings of US aid and credit lent
the ideological content of the decade a markedly different tenor. It
was no longer the prominent professors who acted as advisers and
shaped public policy, but the officials of Chambers of Commerce
whose influence prevailed in government circles and flowed through
party networks. Thus when the Menderes government’s inflationary
money and credit policies led to a major foreign currency crisis in
the latter half of the 1950s (amidst a crescendo of corruption
charges and a series of retaliative measures), the academic establis
hment joined the forces of opposition, tacitly endorsing, if not
actively promoting, the military coup of 1960.
The 1961 Constitution, to a great extent shaped by a group of
professors under the aegis of the military, instituted extensive
safeguards for individual liberties and democratic freedoms.1^ It
guaranteed the corporate identity and self-governing autonomy of
universities; yet it was preceded by the ousting from the universities
of 147 professors, many of whom were quite prominent.15
16 The
finale of the struggle to assert the universities’ role within the
democratic system thus ironically ended on a familiar note - a
political purge. And it was ultimately the dynamic of a military
intervention, which secured the universities’ privileged status of selfgoverning autonomy.
The academic establishment remained a significant voice in the
broader political arena throughout the 1960s and 1970s. Having laid
the foundations of self-governing autonomy against the external
political pressures, however, Turkish academics soon found them
15

16

It also reaffirmed the de jure (National Security Council) and de facto
(election of the President of the Republic from among the high ranking
military) presence of the military. For a detailed discussion of the 1961
Constitution and its contradictions, see Taha Parla, Demokrasi, Anayasalar,
Partiler ve Turkiye’nin Siyasal Rejimi (Istanbul: Onur Yayincvi, 1986).
See Re$at Kaynar, Untversiteye Darbe: 147’ler Milcadelesi, (Istanbul: Ismail

Akgiin Matbaasi, 1963).
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selves deep into a crisis of internal democracy. Over the next two
decades, increasing numbers of assistants on the lower rungs of the
rigid academic hierarchy began to join forces with the burgeoning
student movement in protest against ‘immobility and self-motivated
change’. The prestigious academic establishment, resistant to the
forces of democratization from within, was plunged into internal
strife and battled against itself.

Dilemmas of ‘Populism’
r

’Populism’, both in the electoral sense and also in terms of
extending substantial benefits to hitherto unincorporated groups
was a key component of Turkey’s drive for industrialization in the
post-Second World War decades. The inflationary expansion of the
economy, coupled with a commitment to an increased volume of
social expenditure from the government budget, ushered in a period
of expansion on the higher rungs of the educational ladder from the
1950s onwards.
In the populist discourse and inclusionary politics of the post-1950
era, education became enveloped in an ideology of universal
mobility and opportunity, an equalizer of social distinctions and the
route to individual success. The idea of modernization and
Westernization through education had its antecedents all the way
back in the nineteenth century. The missionary vision of the
Kemalist decades had been guided by a notion of education as an
instrument of secularization and modernization. Now, education
became coupled with the symbolism of achievement through
individual effort, offering unlimited possibilities of ascent to those
who tried. Thus in the post-1950 period education became a
distributive issue, a public good made available through party
channels. Schools, like roads, electricity, and governmental credits,
became the subject of clientistic politics, part of the benefits and
opportunities to be extended in return for electoral support. Thus
the drive for literacy and universal primary education shifted
towards secondary schooling from the 1950s onwards, increasing the
pressure of numbers upon the universities.
In the 1950s, four new universities were established, in addition to
the existing three. Two of these were the first attempts to extend
university education beyond the major metropolitan centres, and
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hence were located in Trabzon (Karadeniz Technical University,
1955) and in Erzurum (Ataturk University, 1957). The nucleus of
Ataturk University in eastern Anatolia was a Faculty of Agriculture
and Veterinary Sciences, born out of an American assistance
programme in the early 1950s for agricultural development, through
which a group of professors from the University of Nebraska
arrived. In an interview with the author in September 1990,
Professor Cahit Oncii, who at the time was a Docent (one rank
below [full] professor) at the Faculty of Agriculture of Ankara
University, describes the developments of this period as follows:
The Nebraska group first came to Ankara. But they soon
encountered resistance. They discovered that not much could be
done at Ankara University’s Faculty of Agriculture. So the
government and AID [the American aid agency] decided on a
new faculty specializing in animal husbandry and animal breeding
similar to the one in Nebraska. Erzurum was chosen because its
climate and soil were almost the same as Nebraska’s ... . Faculty
members from Ankara went to Erzurum for brief periods. But it
was visiting professors from Nebraska who formed the nucleus of
the teaching staff.... I myself went to Nebraska for three months.

It was thus US funding for the exchange of academics and student
scholarships which gave the initial momentum to Erzurum
University. In the case of Karadeniz Technical University located in
Trabzon, the teaching staff was mainly composed of professors
commuting from Istanbul. But in the absence of permanent cadres
of their own, both attempts to extend university education beyond
the major metropolitan centres remained emasculated. By contrast,
the two new metropolitian universities of the period, one in Izmir
(Ege University, 1955) and the second in Ankara (Middle East
Technical University, 1956) both took off very rapidly and quickly
flourished. The Middle East Technical University in Ankara was
directly patterned after the ‘American model’, with English as the
teaching language. It was governed by a state appointed board of
trustees, and administered in its daily affairs by American deans and
presidents until the appointment of a Turkish president in 1960.
Bolstered by visiting professorships and exchange programmes with
prominent US universities, the institution thrived outside the
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centralized budgetary accounting constraints, which surrounded
other state universities.17
The 1950s decade then was significant in ushering in a number of
new developments. It introduced the ‘American model’, next to the
‘German model’, within the university system and it marked the
beginnings of the drawn out attempts to extend university education
with its symbolism of upward mobility, towards the periphery of the
country. In addition, the initial public investments of the 1950s in
general secondary schooling and the ensuing pressure of numbers
on upper rungs of the educational ladder, brought issues of access
and equality of opportunity in university admissions onto the
political agenda. Henceforth, university admissions would remain a
major distributive and political issue, pitting the university
corporation against a succession of party governments.
For the academic establishment, the pressure of increasing
enrolments posed a series of dilemmas. On the one hand, the
annual admission quotas in the public university system became a
major source of political controversy. A nationwide, highly
competitive university examination system was instituted in the early
1960s, to align enrolment policies with the manpower requisites of
economic development, as defined by a newly established State
Planning Organization. This university placement examination,
matching students’ test scores with admission quotas of faculties in
their preference list, rapidly evolved into a system of elimination, as
the gap between numbers of applicants and admission quotas
progressively widened. University enrolments increased, but not
rapidly enough (Table 7.1).
The resistance of the state-financed university corporation to the
political pressure to accommodate the phenomenal growth in sheer
numbers was only one dimension of the distributive issue. A second
dimension was related to the abortive attempts to expand university
education beyond the three major metropolitan centres. A total of
ten new universities were established between 1971-80 outside these
metropolitan centres; but all of these institutions remained
‘university* in name only. Similar to the earlier attempts in the 1950s
17

The historical development of this university is outlined by C.H. Dodd, The
Middle East Technical University*, in C.H. Dodd, ed., Studies in University
Government and Administration (Ankara: Middle East Technical University
Faculty of Administrative Sciences, 1962).
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to expand higher education to the periphery, they remained
confined to one or two faculties, with enrolments ranging between
300 and 2 000 in 1980 (Table 7.2).
Table 7.1- Number ofApplicants and Placements in the Central
University Examinations, 1974-89

Years

Applicants

1974

229,906

37,271

16.2

1975

280504

68,498

24.4

1976

316,279

40,849

12.9

1977

357,426

36,639

10.2

1978

373,717

37,428

10.0

1979

434,095

40,622

9.3

1980

466,963

41374

8.9

1981

420,850

54,818

13.1

1982

408,573

72,983

17.8

1983

361,158

105,158

29.1

1984

436,175

148,766

34.1

1985

480,463

156,433

325

1986

503,520

165,856

32.9

1987

628,089

174,870

27.8

1988

693,391

188,652

27.2

1989

824,128

193,665*

235

Placements
Numbers
%

Source: OSYM (Centre for Selection and Placement of Students),
YOK (Board of Higher Education) Briefing, 16 April 1990, p.29.

(») Includes ‘Open University*
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While the powerful academic establishment remained impervious
in the face of external political pressures for expansion, it proved
much more vulnerable to mounting opposition from within its own
ranks. The university corporation was racked by growing dissent
among the vast cadres of teaching assistants at the bottom of the
rigid academic hierarchy, who rapidly joined forces with the
growing student movement in the latter half of the 1970s.
Since 1945, collegiate self-goVernment (with the exception of the
Middle East Technical University as mentioned above), based upon
a loose federation of faculties, each of which was collectively
managed through elected deans, councils and boards, had become
symbolic of the corporate autonomy of Turkish universities. The
faculties were in turn represented, on an equal basis, in the
university senate, and the rector was elected every two years, each
time from a different faculty. The growing scale and diversity of
faculties over time reinforced the centrifugal tendencies inherent in
this system of organization. The organic links between scattered
faculties, very weak to begin with, gradually disappeared. The
tenuous nature of the corporate administrative bodies made joint or
co-ordinated efforts between autonomous faculties practically
impossible. Particularly in the older and larger universities of
Ankara and Istanbul (whose combined student population
represented nearly two-thirds of total enrolments in the system by
the end of the 1960s) policy-making became increasingly
fragmented, as various elected bodies of the university corporation
were reduced to immobility through competing interests as they
compromised and mediated between opposing factions, but unable
to override them to generate change.18
The faculties, which became the real seats of power in this system,
were organized into ‘chairs’, corresponding to a special subject (for
instance, constitutional law, microbiology, and the like), and headed
by a (full) professor whose appointment was permanent, to be
terminated only by retirement or death. Thus, a young academic

18

For a detailed discussion, see Arif Payashoglu, The Older Turkish
Universities’, in Dodd, ed., Studies in University Government and
Administration, pp. 55-62, and also, Turk Devrim Ocaklan,
Oniversitelerimizin Yonedm Sorunlan, conference report (Istanbul, 25-26
November 1967).
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Table 7.2 - Universities and Student Enrolments, 1980-89

Universities

Date of Establishment

Student Enrolments

1980-81
Istanbul University
Istanbul Tech. University
Ankara University
Karadeniz Tech. University
Ege University
Ataturk University
Middle East Tech. University
Hacettepe University
Bogazigi University
Dide University
Anadolu University
Qukurova University
Cumhuriyet University
Inonii University
Firat University
Ondokuz Mayis University
Selguk University
Uludag University
Erdyes University
Akdeniz University
Dokuz Eylul University
Gazi University
Marmara University
Mimar Sinan University
Trakya University
Yildiz University
Yuziincii Yil University
Bilkent University
Gaziantep University

Academies and Others

YAYKUR

Total

1933
1944
1946
1955
1955
1957
1959
1967
1971
1973
1973
1973
1974
1975
1975
1975
1975
1975
1978
1982
1982
1982
1982
1982
1982
1982
1982
1986
1987

31,002
9526
19539
2558
15,015
5,991
11,711
9530

1988-89

2530
1364
331
1,488
304
356
970
409
1,460
1,911
392
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—

39373
15,476
36,903
12,497
17379
16,785
15,690
22500
6,910
7,916
16,110
12,051
5388
3315
5,789
6,920
15,440
18325
6566
8360
21,961
28,763
18,064
2,961
10,927
14573
2310
2309
1303

110,940

—

9,742

160,000

237369

553508

Source: YOK, 1981-Kasim 1988 Doneminde Yiiksek Egitimdeki
Geligmeler (Ankara: YOK, 1989), p. 37.
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went through all the stages of his career under the supervision and
sponsorship of the same professor - first as his assistant, then as his
doqent, and finally as a professor in his chair. In this selfperpetuating recruitment and seniority system, which had its
antecedents in the German model of the First World War, the
threshold of an academic career was being chosen as an assistant
from among graduating students of a particular chair. Further
training of assistants was essentially based upon an apprenticeship
system, which included performing a broad array of tasks ranging
from student supervision in laboratories to preparation of
bibliographies for senior members of the chair as well as reading
exam papers. The gradual climb was from assistant (upon receiving
a doctorate) to docent (contingent upon a minimum four year
period and the preparation of a thesis, ‘habilitation’), to professor
(conditional upon a waiting period of five years after do^entship and
assessment of scholarly qualifications by a jury of professors). This
rigid seniority system meant that the evaluation and recommenda
tions of the senior professor were indispensable throughout the
entire career of an academic, deference to his authority becomipg a
necessary if not sufficient condition for ascent. Collegiate selfgovernment thus stopped at the doorstep of the chair; faculties were
essentially run by senior professors who controlled the chairs.19
The challenge from within the university to this ‘oligarchy of (full)
professors’ from the mid-1960s onwards was closely bound to the
expanding cadre of permanent assistants. Permanent, because while
the growth in student enrolments and requirements of modern
research made a large group of research and teaching assistants
indispensable, their ascent in the academic hierarchy was blocked
by the limited number of positions on the upper rungs of the ladder.
In the academic year of 1966-67, for instance, assistants comprised
64 per cent of academic personnel in Turkish universities; of the
remainder 15.6 per cent were docents, and 20.4 per cent were
professors. The story behind these figures is not difficult to surmise.
At the uncontested apex of power stood a set of (full) professors,
whose participation in academic life was increasingly reduced by
lucrative outside demands upon their professional expertise as

19

See, for instance, Burhan Cahit Unal, ‘Universite Reformu ve Kiirsii
Sistemi’, Cumhuriyet (13 December 1970), p. 2.
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prominent doctors, lawyers, engineers and the like. Many tended to
delegate their teaching and research duties to their younger
colleagues, while maintaining all of their powers and privileges. At
the other end of the spectrum was a large cadre of assistants,
increasingly dissatisfied with their role as-permanent aides. The
limited number of docents in the system were more often than not
the survivors of a process of attrition whereby some of the brighter,
more talented assistants left in search of better prospects, leaving
behind those who, through lack of initiative and/or capabilities, but
very rarely through love of scholarship, were willing to wait out the
necessary number of years.
The beginnings of student activism towards the end of the 1960’s
decade thus found immediate resonance among the assistant
cadres,20 uniting them in protest against the degree-centred,
examination-orientated system, and joining them under the banner
of a democratization in universities. Their demands for major
academic reforms germinated and initially progressed along parallel
lines with the student movements in Europe, which were gaining
momentum at about the same time. In the Turkish case, however,
the terms for debate of the academic reform movement were
rapidly transposed onto a wider ideological plane as the Turkish
economy entered a major economic crisis, which led to the
politicization of all distributional problems. Ideological polarization
over distributional issues in the wider political arena gave .the
students and young academics new causes for mobilization but also
fragmented them into competing factions of the Left. When the
military intervened in 1971 to clamp down upon opposition from the
Left, the university reform movement was also aborted. The interim
government, set up by the military until new elections in 1973,
introduced piecemeal legislation under the title of ‘academic
reform’ which entailed palliative measures to neutralize student
opposition and placate the assistants. Seniority requirements for
do^ezitships were relaxed and new positions created. But in the next
decade, towards the latter half of the 1970s, universities were once
20

Assistants’ grievances made headlines in daily newspapers during a boycott
in 1969, for instance: Erdogan Moroglu, ‘Asistanlann Boykotu ve Universite
Reformu’, Cumhuriyet (7 March 1969); Nazif Kuyucuklu, ‘Asistanlann
Direni$i’, Cumhuriyet, (16 February 1969); Vehbi Goksel, ‘Asistan ve
Ogrendler Yonetime Katilmalidir’, Cumhuriyet (17 July 1969).
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again torn apart when a new economic-cum-political crisis threw
into sharp relief the acuteness of underlying social and economic
divisions generated by uneven growth Students and assistants took
to the streets again, joining forces with opposition from the Left.
Soon, the academic establishment found itself presented with a bill
for inciting ‘anarchy’ by a discontented public. Hence when the
military regime of 1980-3 (in the aftermath of the third military
takeover in three decades) introduced sweeping changes to
depoliticize the universities, eradicating the cherished self-governing
autonomy of academics, Turkish academia discovered that public
sentiment echoed the verdict of the military.
Having been publicly discredited for failing to set their own house
in order and bereft of political credibility, Turkish academics found
little public sympathy for the cause of academic freedom. In the new
political mood and public discourse of the 1980s Turkey, the
academic establishment was not only stripped of its former
autonomy and status, but also discovered that its downfall was
greeted with little more than indifference by a disgruntled society.
The public consensus was that the ‘university issue’ was too
important to be left to academics for a solution.

Contradiction of Economic Liberalization and Political
De-Mobilization: The 1980s
The solution of the military regime of 1980-83 for the ‘plight of
universities’ was the creation of an all powerful, centralized Board
of Higher Education (YOK). With ministerial functions, and
composed of high-level bureaucrats appointed by the government,
YOK was delegated the mission of overhauling the higher education
system in its entirety and granted constitutional status in 1983 to
safeguard its powers.
The dismantling of the universities’ corporate autonomy
proceeded concomitantly with the installation of centralized
controls, as YOK rapidly showed signs of becoming a Ministry of
Higher Education, symbolized by its imposing new headquarters in
Ankara and a growing bureaucratic apparatus, to maintain record
keeping and surveillance activities of all universities in the system.
Immediately after its establishment in 1981, YOK prepared
prototype organization charts, and developed detailed procedural
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regulations to ensure standardization. The ‘chair* of the classical
system were replaced by ‘departments’ whose curricula and systems
of examination as well as academic personnel pyramids were
centrally defined. A blanket uniformity was thus imposed upon a
higher education system which had grown in piecemeal fashion over
time and which included a diverse set of institutions, very different
in terms of age and size, and in the quality, level and type of training
they offered. Henceforth, there would no longer be a ‘German
Model’ versus an ‘American Model’; ‘universities’ as distinct from
‘fine arts academies’ or ‘vocational-technical colleges’; or different
academic programmes leading to the same diploma label in
provincial and metropolitan universities. All were enveloped within
a singular ‘YOK Model’, with identical departmental organization
and programmes. An integral part of this attempt at standardization
was a vertical chain of appointments, beginning with the
appointment of rectors and extending all the way down to
department heads. Thus all appointments to key administrative
positions within the university system were placed under the
jurisdiction of YOK. This meant that the locus of not only
administrative but also academic decision making shifted from
elected organs and collegiate consensus to appointed bodies and
administrative positions. All academic appointments and
promotions became contingent upon executive clearance and
approval by YOK.

Towards a ‘Depoliticized’ University

What the legislative blitz emanating from YOK did immediately
accomplish was two-fold. First was the appointment of an entirely
new cadre of rectors and deans with unprecedented executive
powers. This marginalized collegiate bodies and ensured that the
‘departments’ which replaced the all-powerful chairs of the previous
era had very little scope for autonomous decision-making. Coupled
with a series of statutory restrictions built into law under the title of
‘miscellaneous rules’, which specified prohibited activities for
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students and academic personnel,21 the university corporation was
literally dismantled and depoliticized.
Secondly, and perhaps with equally important political
implications, the YOK administration proceeded to increase
university admission quotas geometrically, doubling total
enrolments within the system in a span of five years (Table 7.3). Ten
new universities were created (Table 7.2). Also, an ‘open university*
was set up, with lectures broadcast on national television network,
which rapidly evolved into the largest single degree-granting
institution.
So long as university enrolments continued to increase, neither
the cause of academic freedoms nor warnings of ‘the declining
quality of education’ solicited public sympathy, even after electoral
politics was reinstalled in 1983 and the shadow of the military began
gradually to retreat into the background. Of all YOK policy
implementions, only one, the discharge of students upon successive
failures in the same examination, generated immediate interest in
political party circles. As large numbers of failing students were
dismissed for lack of performance at the end of each academic year,
the parliament periodically intervened to declare a general student
amnesty, enabling them to return.
Hence it was only towards the latter half of the 1980s, when the
initial spectacular growth of numbers could no longer be repeated,
and the mission of depoliticization was completed, that questions of
declining quality of education as well as dwindling research activity
came to the fore. Thus the ‘failures’ of YOK became more visible in
the public eye as well as government circles, increasingly pushing
the YOK administration into self-justification once its initial raison
d’etre and original source of authority (the military regime) became,
more or less, past history. But as its powers appeared to be
crumbling and its future status came into question in the political
panaroma of the 1990s the vision of a future without YOK found
Turkish academics divided as usual, with new divisions having come
to the fore.
21

Such prohibited activites range from participation in boycotts, sit-ins, or
‘any of those activites disturbing peace and order’, to establishment of
student associations, membership in political parties and their affiliated
organizations or membership in voluntary associations of any kind without
written permission from the rector.
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Table 7.3 - Percentage ofAge Group Enrolled in Universities

Years

Age Group

Number of

Per cent

(Age 19-22)

Students

Enrolled

1963-64

1880,000

77,281

4.1

1964-65

1940,000

84335

43

1965-66

2 040,000

97309

4.7

1966-67

2 150,000

108,632

5.0

1967-68

2 275,000

123,683

5.4

1968-69

2 366,000

140,000

5.9

1969-70

2482,000

147,175

5.9

1970-71

2 606,000

159,231

6.1

1971-72

2 739,000

159349

5.8

1972-73

2 880,000

167,918

5.8

1973-74

2 935,000

177381

6.0

1974-75

3 053,000

262302

8.6

1975-76

3 149,000

278,139

8.8

1976-77

3 231,000

314,961

9.7

1977-78

3 306,000

326,683

9.9

1979-80

3 713,000

270378

7.3

1980-81

3 808,000

237369

6.2

1981-82

3 882,000

240,403

6.2

1982-83

3 940,000

280339

7.1

1983-84

3 950,000

323375

8.2

1984-85

4 052,000

398,185

9.8

1985-86

4 151,000

449,414

10.8

1986-87

4 242,000

474,654

11.2

1987-88

4 319,000

481,600

11.2

Source: MEB (Ministry of Education), Cumhuriyet Doneminde Turk

Milli Egitim Sisteminde Geli§meler (Ankara: Milli Egitim Bakanligi,
1980), p. 208.

170

Turkey and the West

Winners, Losers and New Conflicts

The 1980s were a period of receding powers and status as well as
economic decline for Turkish academics as a whole. Having lost
their cherished corporate autonomy and deprived of their role in
the academic decision-making process in their own institutions, they
found themselves much reduced in status. Increasing enrolments
together with declining research activity and publications further
served to undermine their standing, transforming them from
academics to teachers. Last but not least, they suffered a dramatic
decline in their economic position as state employees. The broader
shift in Turkey’s trajectory of growth in the 1980s, based upon
expansion through exports of goods and imports of foreign capital,
simultaneously entailed major reductions in state subsidies, with all
the attendant consequences of worsening income distribution and
social polarization. Academics, together with all wage and salary
earners, have been major losers. Hence the decade of economic
‘liberalization’ has been one of steady poverty for Turkish
academics.
While the broader picture was one of the diminishing stature of
academics as a whole, there were also short-term beneficiaries of
YOK policies as well. For instance, one very important outcome of
the attempt to standardize and unify the higher education system
was the incorporation of a series of institutions formerly attached to
the Ministry of Education into the university system as faculties.
This meant that former teacher training colleges became Faculties
of Education; similarly various existing schools of business and
commerce (Iktisadi ve Ticari Bilimler Akademileri) were brought
under the umbrella of universities as distinct faculties. The teaching
cadres of these institutions immediately became eligible for
academic titles, and were rapidly promoted. This process
contributed to the devaluation of academic titles as a whole, but
with very important short-term benefits for a sizable group who
became, overnight, part of the academic establishment. The
academic cadres of provincial universities were also an important
beneficiary, albeit in a more roundabout way. The mandatory
rotation of academics from metropolitan universities towards the
periphery was coupled with a freeze in all promotions between
1981-6 in the larger universities. New positions were created in the
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provincial universities on the assumption that the opportunity for
promotion would attract ambitious young academics to move. The
scheme proved a dismal failure, and was discontinued since only a
very few moved. But the provincial universities found the
opportunity, the means and the encouragement rapidly to recruit
and promote their own locally based cadres. This exacerbated the
existing inequality between the metropolitan and provincial
universities in terms of the quality of their academic cadres, while
simultaneously opening the avenue of rapid promotion for a whole
new set of ‘docents' and ‘professors’, however dubious the merits of
the titles themselves might be.
Clearly then, there were winners as well as losers, the losers
being the academics in the prestigious metropolitan universities of
the former era. Among these, a small ‘internationalized set’ have
emerged, with working connections in universities around the
world, who have access to research funds from abroad, who can
keep up with the international literature and who publish in
scholarly journals of worldwide recognition. They managed to
survive the preceding years of depolitization by becoming integrated
into the international scene. Next to this small internationalized set
stand the overwhelming majority, starved of research funds, cut off
from access to good libraries, overburdened with teaching, and
engaged in the task of writing textbooks.
Its vocal critics and opponents notwithstanding, YOK had its own
allies, a constituency from within the ranks of the academics who
were its beneficiaries and hence supporters from the beginning.
Also, by its very existence over the past ten years, it generated a
constellation of vested interests among academics who, in one way
or another, learned to live with it, developing their own networks
within the interstices of its institutional edifice. Thus, in the
depoliticized universities of the 1980s, the pro- and anti-YOK
divisions came to encompass and articulate all forces of discontent
and opposition as well as status quo around it. All ideological
divisions of the former decades were collapsed, sharpened and
focused throughout the 1980s around the YOK issue, with
academics defining themselves and each other along a singular
continuum of pro- and anti-YOK forces.

172

Turfcey and the West

The University Reform on the Political Agenda of the
1990s
After having lived, breathed and talked about YOK for a whole
decade Turkish academics have greeted the prospect of its demise
in the 1990s with uncertainty and apprehension. Towards the end of
the 1980s, university reform once again arrived on the national
agenda, the public debate ■ centering upon three distinct but
interlinked political issues. As I pointed out earlier, the crescendo of
criticism emanating from the academic establishment of the
progressive decline in the quality of professional education and
dwindling of research activity in the universities met with little
public sympathy and found scant resonance in government circles so
long as the spectacular expansion of enrolments continued. By the
end of decade, with no new investment in human and material
resources in the public university system, the limits of further
expansion were reached. The intellectual and scientific poverty of
the academic establishment became visible by virtue of the
vacuum it left behind. In the words of Suleyman Demirel, the then
leader of the opposition True Path Party: ‘Look at the situation of
the country. There is silence in the universities. We have killed the
universities ... What can you expect from this university? Nothing
will come out of it.’22
It was clear that Turkey’s ‘leap forward into the twenty-first
century* (to borrow then Prime Minister Ozal’s favoured phrase in
describing the new economic growth model of the 1980s) had left
the universities behind. After nearly a decade of attempts to
internationalize the economy, by removing state-imposed barriers
to external markets and foreign capital, coupled with the
dismantling of domestic subsidies and trimming down state
expenditures, the proponents of Turkey’s experiment with
‘liberalization’ found themselves encumbered by a monolithic, vast,
publicly financed university system noteworthy for its monotonous
parochialism and insularity from global developments.
The need for excellence - particularly in scientific and
technological fields - was clear. The question of how it was to be
financed brought into the foreground the issue of privatization in
higher education. The linkage between the two issues was taken up
22

Cumhuriyet (2 April 1988).
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by the Turkish Industrialists’ and Businessmen’s Association
(TUSiAD), which prepared a special report on education. To quote
them: To ensure the necessary structural adjustment for scientific
and technological development, universities should cease to depend
upon public funding, and must be given the opportunity to develop
into decentralized enterprises based upon public and private
funding.’23
The TUSIAD report signalled that big business, for the first time
in republican history, was concerned with higher education and
perhaps, predictably, equated ‘excellence’ with ‘privatization’. But
the initial signs of impending change in this direction had already
reached the academic establishment through the newspapers. In the
first months of 1988, the largest dailies reported a series of
announcements by Adnan Kahveci, a prominent figure among the
technocratic cadres of the governing Motherland Party (MP):
Kahveci said the following in relation to changes in YOK: ‘The
new system will encourage people to work and produce. YOK will
essentially be transformed into a supervisory institution to ensure
minimum standards. The university structure will be remodelled
to resemble the former status of the Middle East Technical
University. We have not yet decided upon the role of local
governments in the administration of universities.’24

According to Adnan Kahveci, who is working on a new higher
education act to be submitted to the National Assembly,
reorganization will aim at: increasing productivity, encouraging
research, establishing boards of trustees, creating centres of
excellence, providing increased resources, and encouraging
student participation in administration.25
The reaction of the academic establishment was immediate and
vehement. The MP government was clearly oblivious to the
demands of academics. For the Turkish academic community, the
sine qua non of excellence was academic freedom and collegiate
self-government. Neither appeared to be on the political agenda of
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the government. Some of the views academics offered were as
follows:
It is misleading to search for a new model for Turkish
universities. At this point in time, there is no need to abolish
YOK, provided its current powers are curtailed and modified so
that it becomes a coordinating and supervising body ... We, the
academics and university circles, have the experience to develop
our own model ... based upon the fundamental principles of
scientific, administrative, and financial autonomy.26
r

The multi-faceted university issue must be taken up by the
universities themselves, in an objective and scientific manner.
Boards of trustees will only create chaos.27
The statements above clarify the academic community’s platform
for change - restoration of corporate status and self-governing
autonomy for the universities. But they do not convey the
vehemence of the reaction and its ideological underpinnings. In the
collective memory and wisdom of Turkish academics, major reform
acts have always been associated with shifting winds of political and
ideological change. And this time, the proposed changes pointed in
ominous directions. They threatened to undermine what constitutes
the most fundamental tenet of all; the secularist foundations of the
system. The emotionally charged tenor of the following quotation is
revealing:

The coming years will bring a serious danger ... universities
owned by private foundations. We already have two examples.
Bilkent University is financed by 13 firms established by Ihsan
Dogramaci himself. Bezm-i Alem is the second. Others will soon
follow. Bezm-i Alem is being administered by a board of trustees
headed by one of the prominent figures in the Turkish-Islamic
synthesis movement, Professor §aban Karata§. The other
members of the board are people of similar inclinations. The
Head of the Foundation, Eymen Topbag is on the board of
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[Saudian] Al-Baraka Finance. A university administered by these
two people will groom students according to religious precepts.
The public should have no doubts on this ... . The trend is
ominous. On the one hand, state universities are being
deliberately undermined; on the other, institutions based upon
fundamentalist religious orders are being tolerated. Universities
must be reorganized. In this reorganization, there is no room for
private institutions of higher learning.28

The reaction of the academic community thus stems from the
perceived spectre of Islam, lurking behind the official discourse of
privatization. The increasing power wielded by Islamic movements
in the 1980s has led to the ringing of alarm bells among wide
sections of the educated urban elite in Turkey, but first and
foremost among academics.
The 1933 Darulfiinun reform aimed to cleanse the university from
the hold of backward looking religious elements, and succeeded in
orienting universities towards a rationalism and positivism that was
associated with the modern industrial nations of the West.
Thereafter, Turkish universities became the embodiment of the
Republic’s modernization and secularization. And Turkish
academics, despite the variety of internal divisions and ideological
polarities which served to fragment them in the past, remained
militant in their secularism.
The redefinition of the limits of ideological contest in Turkish
politics throughout the 1980s, with a much diminished Left and an
increasingly strong religious Right, brought Islam back into the very
heartland of the university for the first time since 1933. Islam
became undeniably visible in all spheres of the Turkish polity, but
primarily among the student body in the universities, symbolized
through the clothing of female students. The so-called ‘headscarf
problem’ was the focal issue around which the secularist academic
establishment became mobilized to stem the growing momentum of
a political movement among the students in the latter half of the
1980s. Hence Turkish academics now perceive any and all scenarios
for the future of universities in terms of containment of Islam.
Alternative visions for the Turkish university of the 1990s, as
28
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embodied in the search for ‘new models’, are simultaneously
formulated which make different provisions for Islam as a critical
variable.
In the broader process of negotiation and compromise with Islam
in Turkish politics, Turkish academics find themselves, once again,
in opposition, as they close ranks in defence of Kemalist principles
of secularism. It appears that they will once again bear the brunt of
remaining ‘unheeding’, as Mr Re§it Galip put it 1932, ‘of the new
understanding that sweeps the country as a national movement’.
Postscript
On 5 April 1991 major dailies in Turkey reported that a new
university Reform Act had been accepted in the National Assembly,
and pending the approval of the President, would soon be published
in the official gazette. The new law makes provisions for the
foundation of universities based upon public-private funding. It
grants a selected number of universities ‘special status’ to be
governed by boards of trustees appointed by the President, and
foresees the establishment of a new set - ‘higher institutes of
technology*. The rest of the universities in the system will continue
under the supervision of YOK as before. Thus 1991 promises to be
yet another turning point in the careers of Turkish academics,
shaped and measured not so much by scholarly accomplishments or
professional achievements, as by shifts in the national political
agenda for reform.

12

Small Worlds and Grand Projects
Ay§e Oncii
The chapters in this volume have focused on the worlds of the
Turkish elite, small worlds perhaps, but strategically important.
Collectively and singly, in a variety of social terrains, the Turkish
elite have been the articulators of a grand political project Westernization - which has indelibly marked the path of modern
Turkish history. For nearly a century, ‘Western-ness’ has served
both as a frame of reference and also as an image of the future for
generations of the Turkish elite, coupled and identified with
progress and development. Westernization and development have
thus been envisioned as two sides of the same coin, inseparable
from one another and to be pursued with single-minded ardour.
Westernization, with its multiple dimensions, has been the self
designated mission of the Turkish elite. The successes and failures
of the project have been a continous source of auto-criticism and
debate. But amidst sharp conflicts over ways and means, there has
always been the continuity of a profound emotional commitment to
the legitimacy of the grand project itself. Or so it seems with the
hindsight of the present decade.
The 1980s were significant in that a complex interplay of global
and domestic social forces combined to challenge and undermine
the Turkish elite’s certainty of vision. They have reluctantly
discovered, with varying degrees of self consciousness, that the
assumed solidity of the initial model, the blueprint of the European
nation-state itself, has been dissolving.
Extensive comment on global changes is surely unnecessary. We
know that over the past 20 years, an extensive restructuring and an
accelerated internationalization of local economies have been taking
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place throughout the world economy. A hyperbolic vocabulary has
developed aimed al capturing and defining new forms and patterns
assumed to be emerging. The catch-phrases are familiar- ‘Post
Industrial Society*, a ‘New International Economic Order’, ‘Global
Capitalism’, ‘Deindustrialization’, the ‘Information Society*, and so
on. They point to changes that increased the importance of world
regions as the new growth points of the global economy, and
simultaneously generated a deep crisis in local economies pursuing
inward-orientated national development projects. We have already
witnessed the collapse of state-sponsored, nationalist development
projects in a variety of underdeveloped and socialist countries.
The refraction of these changes in the Turkish economy towards
the end of the 1970s was a major economic crisis which precluded
conventional adaptations, and engendered attempts at deconstruc
tion and reconstitution. The new economic model of the 1980s has
been described in the political vocabulary of its proponents, through
such phrases as ‘liberalization’, ‘de-bureacratization’, ‘privatization’,
‘dismantling of state controls’, and ‘export-orientated growth’. It has
been criticized for falling dramatically short of its intended aims,
while simultaneously worsening income distribution and
exacerbating social and political polarization. What is significant is
that the terms of the debate itself signify a major change in the
discourse and horizons of the Turkish elite. Regardless of how
blurred the outlines of a new vision may be, the conceptualization of
the nation-state as the locus of economic development would seem
to be crumbling. ‘Internationalism’ has now become the keyword.
Bound up with global economic changes, but distinct in its
political and cultural reverberations, has been the impending
prospect of a European Community (EC). For the Turkish elite,
Westernization as a grand project was always based upon the
European nation-state. Now, as Europeans search for a common
cultural identity above and beyond their distinct nationalisms and
seek new ways of linking fraternity and power, they have begun to
question the basic morphology of the nation-state as a concrete
formation. In other words, the accepted isomorphism between the
territorial reach of states and distinct nationalisms as forms of
consciousness, which has dominated much of European thinking
since the Enlightenment, has come under scrutiny. Europeans are
discovering that the cluster of political entities which sprung up in
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the Western hemisphere from the mid-eighteenth century onwards,
all of which self-consciously defined themselves as nations and
provided the first real models for states elsewhere, was but a recent
phenomenon. It now appears that the parcelling of Europe into
modern nation-states was a phenomenon which spanned merely two
centuries in the long history of Western civilization. As Europeans
write the specific origins of their nationalisms in the search for new
solidarities the Turkish elite are discovering that the very basis of
their claim to Western-ness, of being a member in the family of
modern European nation-states, is sliding from under them.
What has served to spark off a much wider debate, of course, are
two specific issues - Islam and Kurdish sub-nationalism - both of
which came to the foreground in the 1980s concomitantly with the
consolidation of the EC. Their advent on the political agenda as a
major bone of contention in Turkey's eligibility for European-ness,
has opened a Pandora’s Box of previously accepted truths for the
Turkish elite.
Indeed, ethnicity and religion were issues of cultural identity
which plagued Ottoman intellectuals of the nineteenth century. They
have since then been gradually erased from the historiographical
consciousness of subsequent generations of Turkish elite, by the
very success of the nation-building project. Turkey was the first
among early twentieth century concrete formations of a nation
state. It was modelled after a distillation of earlier European
experience, which was subsequently reproduced in the post-Second
World War wave of ex-colonial states. It was a genuine revolution in
the sense of positing a new ‘projected order’ based on republican
institutions of popular sovereignty, common citizenship, language
and ancestry, against the dynastic ‘old order’ of the multilingual,
multiethnic Umma of Islam. Its success was contingent upon
policies which reinforced Turkish national consciousness and
identity, as distinct from a wider, all inclusive dar-ul Islam (the
House of Islam) or the narrower allegiances of tribe and local
community. All the policy levers and symbols of its official
nationalism - the adoption of vernacular Turkish as the official
language of the state, state-controlled compulsory primary
education using a Romanized alphabet as opposed to Arabic
orthography, official rewriting of national history, the rediscovery
and putting together of folkloric music, dances and epic poetry
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together with publication of vernacular grammars and dictionaries,
commemorative ceremonies and civic holidays in memory of
military exploits replete with repeated chanting of the national
anthem, flag-waving, and so on - were a distillation from the
experience of its precursors in history, the European nation-states,
and became modular in the subsequent post-Second World War
wave of ex-colonial nation-states.
The contemporary Turkish elite, whose consciousness has been
moulded by the very profound legitimacy of the grand project, in
the name of which their forebears launched a successful revolution,
are now being forced to reconsider some of its axiomatic truths.
They find the interconnected logic of their own mission dissolving,
as Europeans deliberately and self-consciously attempt to
deconstruct the nation-state which has hitherto been the
embodiment of their modernity, and as the latter reach back into
history to seek and redefine the parameters of their civilization. In
the process, the Turkish elite have discovered that their long pursuit
of secularism and universalism in the name of enlightenment and
modernity, has been re-defined, almost overnight, as the oppression
and internal colonialism of Islam and of the Kurdish people. At the
beginning of the 1990s, when the Islamist movement’s bid for state
power coincided with the momentum of Kurdish sub-nationalism
the Turkish elite found themselves plunged into a crisis of moral
uncertainty as some of the most fundamental premises of the grand
Westernization project came under debate.
This volume is a collective attempt to come to grips with the new
terms of the debate on Turkey’s quest for Western-ness and
Westernization - a problem that is both very old and also very new
in the light of the 1980s. Its point of departure is the multiple worlds
of the Turkish elite in which the idea and ideal of ‘the West’ has
been constructed and reconstructed. The authors have set out to
study the different ways in which alternative images and
representations of ‘the West’ have been interlinked with competing
visions of what Turkish society is and should be. In choosing to
study ‘the West’ through the eyes of the Turkish elite, they have all
implicitly or explicitly sought to dissect the visions of earlier
generations and tried to discern the modalities of change.
What then can we say by way of conclusion, when we return to
the point of departure - the Turkish elite vis-^-vis their grand

262

Turkey and the West

project of the twentieth century? Each of the preceding chapters
focuses upon a distinct sub-set of the elite, with different social
locations in the broader panorama and power constellations of
Turkish society. Consequently, the ongoing reappraisal and
reassessment of Westernization as a political project is articulated
around different key issues in each arena. Among journalists, §ahin
Alpay tells us, questions about the freedom of the press (bound by
State control and censorship on the one hand, and increasing capital
concentration and oligarchic trends in the publishing world on the
other), have formed the backdrop against which issues of Turkey’s
entry into the EC have been debated. Ali Karaosmanoglu points out
that among officers, the internationalization of the defence industry
and joint ventures with foreign and domestic capital in the 1980s
have had significant implications in terms of their self-designated
mission as custodians of Turkish democracy. Binnaz Toprak deals
with a small but strategically very important group of Islamist
intellectuals who are the prime critics (as well as products) of
Westernization as a grand project. Their very success in reaching
wide audiences appears to reside in the ability to couch their
Islamist vision in the secularized discourse of vernacular Turkish
and romanized print-language. Metin Heper and liter Turan both
delve into the ‘civilizing mission of earlier’ generations of
bureaucrats and politicians, and investigate their self-conception as
educators of the public through bilingual first-hand observation of
Western society and politics. In the era of instant visual
communication, when ‘the West’ is daily being projected into the
living rooms of Turkish families it would appear that the memoirs
of retired bureaucrats have become items of curiousity. As Turan
perceptively concludes, the credentials and grooming of the
contemporary politician have undergone a dramatic self
redefinition; lengthy sojourns at European educational institutions
as a precondition of entry into the craft of statementship have
already been relegated to a nostalgic past.
An attempt to review the rich insights of individual authors in a
short conclusion is obviously impossible and would, in any case,
entail the risk of misconstruing their particular emphases in the
search for neat endings. Indeed, the various authors reveal that,
amidst the search for new visions, the Turkish elite are increasingly
divided among themselves. What seems to have emerged, in
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encountering the new uncertainties of the coming decade, is a new
willingness to compromise and to accommodate, and perhaps a
mellowing of earlier missionary ardour, both offensive and
defensive. This may be the best prelude to the task of reconciling
order and freedom, which Heper has cogently outlined in his
introduction to this volume, and which remains at the heart of the
current debate on Turkey’s eligibility and credentials for European
ness.

