TURKEY’S ROLE 2010 AND BEYOND – CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

By 

Prof. Emre Kongar

The Turkish-American Community was very fortunate to attend a talk by Prof. Emre Kongar Saturday, September 12, 2009 at the University of Chicago. Prof. Kongar reminded us of Turkey’s delicate balance and made very valuable suggestions on what we should do as Turks, and as civilized people belonging to a world society.  With Prof. Kongar’s permission we are posting a summary of the talk on our website.  Please pass it on to everyone you know with hopes that we can improve our living conditions, maintain peace and leave a healthy future for our children.
Prof. Kongar started by summarizing the dynamics of the societies that has brought us to today.  He classified three globalizations.

The Agricultural Revolution: When people moved from hunting and gathering type lifestyle to an agricultural based lifestyle the societies underwent drastic changes.  Land became important to wealth.  It became attractive to hold land, conquer land and protect land.  It also became necessary to build an organization that would manage the workers and manage an army to protect and to invade and maintain benefits for a ruling class. Religion became an organized source of power a common identity. Societies were grouped under Jews, Christians, Muslims etc.
Industrial Revolution:  The grouping of societies shifted from a religion base to a nationality base.  Religion was strong but nationality became stronger. Form of state, ideology, administration, social classes changed.  Bourgeois and worker classes emerged.
IT Revolution: Besides ideology and social systems human rights and democracy became important concepts.
Turkey is culturally, socially and politically a continuation of the Ottomans who had a feudal, agricultural and a religious empire.  The Ottoman Empire had missed the industrial revolution, had gotten steadily weaker until it totally collapsed after WWI.  This collapse was not only militarily but was also agriculturally, administratively and economically.  The modern Turkish state was born after this collapse and at first was very weak. In the history of the world it was the first, last and only society that from 1923 to 1945, in about 22 years or in one generation, went through all three revolutions at the same time.  The society went from rural agricultural to urban industrial modern; from Islamic and agricultural to a secular and balanced society.  But as all three globalizations existed side by side this very rapid change also brought problems.
There was almost no international backing to these changes.  Russia helped militarily during the independence war and Britain manipulated the international arena to have Turkey as a buffer between Russia and the oil fields in the Middle East.  

After WWII a new era started and the cold war began.  The world seemed to be divided between USA and the Soviet Union.  Both made demands on their partners for military commitments and land requests.  Turkey sided with USA.  All social democratic ideas were suppressed.  Writers, thinkers were prosecuted; human rights and democratic rights were violated.  In return USA suppressed land demands on Anatolia.  After the collapse of the Soviet Union oppression ended but so did the US protection.
Meanwhile Samuel Huntington, a student of Toynbee and others desperately wanted Ataturk’s system to fail because they were claiming changes of such proportions could not succeed. Turkey’s war of independence was the only war fought against Western Powers for Western values.
The Present Time: 

Turkey today has vast natural resources, a young population, a foundation to raise well educated, well balanced people.  This would mean a strong country with a strong influence around the world.  A strong vibrant democracy is against the interest of countries that are ruled by monarchy. A tolerant secular society where women have equal rights a threat to governments of countries where women and large sections of societies are suppressed.  A strong economy and internal mineral resources will prevent exploitation.  Therefore there is a very long list of interest groups that wants to prevent Turkey from continuing on its development path.  Plans to disrupt this progress will show up as nationalistic claims, guidance by foreigners, inject guilt, prevent education, and use religion that by-passes the principles that are outlined in the Quran.
What will happen to our borders, democracy, economy, society under this pressure?
As for nationalistic moves, every Turk must remember that “We are not born Turkish, but become Turkish”. Religion, color, ethnic origin can not be basis of arguments or demands for a privileged status. If our neighbors are making nationalistic claims then we must respond with an equivalent degree of nationalism. Our goal should be to live in the administrative borders, governed by a common law and democratically elected officials. 

Prof. Kongar said that “We will decide on our future! Our future depends on how we react as citizens. Citizens and the government must conduct themselves within the guidelines of human rights and democracy. A democracy where the right of opposition is respected and protected. The survival of a society depends on a strong foundation of professional morals.  Professional morals, honesty, hard work must be adhered to and vigorously defended by every citizen. We must oppose collectively against groups that are acting immoral and outside human rights, democracy principles and freedoms. 
