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Regime Change in the Aegean after the Second World War:
Reconsidering the Foreign Influence
Yaprak Gürsoy

The “third wave” of democratization stimulated scholarly interest on how and to what
extent international factors influence regime transitions.1 Past research focused on domestic
causes of democratization and granted foreign actors only “an indirect and usually marginal
role.”2 However, current studies started to direct their attention on the impact of Western
actors on regime change and their policies of democracy promotion.3 Writing in 1992, one of
the most prominent scholars of democratization, Larry Diamand, noted that “we stand at an
extraordinary moment in history, a time of unprecedented movement to democracy.” 4 The end
of communism left democracy uncontested, increasing the numbers of transitions in the
post-1990 era. This trend was followed by Bush administration’s pledge to promote
democracy and the European Union’s positive role in stabilizing democracy in several East
European nations. As a result of these developments, the growing literature on the external
influences of regime change has focused primarily on the post-Cold War cases of
democratization.
However, important conclusions can be drawn by studying earlier regime transitions.
In the Cold War era, the American government confronted a “dilemma when engaging with
friendly dictators in its battle against communism.”5 Similarly, after the September 11 attacks,
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the US government chose to cooperate with friendly tyrants, such as Saudi Arabia, rather than
encouraging democratic transitions in authoritarian allies. Indeed, “democracy promotion has
never achieved the status of principal foreign policy interest…, official rhetoric to the
contrary notwithstanding.”6 This contradiction in the contemporary world has also led some
states, such as Russia, Uzbekistan, Belarus, China, Nepal, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia, and
Venezuela, to denounce American democracy assistance as infringement of sovereignty.7
Thus, American influence on democratic transitions produced mixed results after the collapse
of communism, similar to the Cold War era. For this reason, studying earlier cases can
highlight how democracy promotion works and why it sometimes fails.
This paper studies two cases of regime change after the Second World War. One case,
Turkey, made a transition to democracy in 1950. The other case, Greece, became authoritarian
after a military coup led by a group of colonels in 1967. This comparison is important even
though democracy in Turkey saw at least three military coups since 19508 and Greece’s
authoritarianism collapsed in 1974. According to the conventional view held by the Greek
sources, the United States was involved in the establishment of the 1967 Greek junta and
helped sustain it. Similarly, the existing literature on the 1950 Turkish transition to democracy
holds that one of the determinants of democratization was the desire to become part of the
Western alliance. Thus, ironically, the new world order set out by the US at the end of the
Second World War is seen as the cause of diametrically opposite regimes in two neighboring
countries belonging to the same alliance. In Greece it is seen responsible from an authoritarian
regime whereas in Turkey it is believed to be the cause of democracy.
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What was then the real effect of US foreign policy in the Greek and Turkish regimes?
How much role did foreign factors play in the Turkish democratization and Greek military
intervention during these the Cold War years? In this paper, I argue that even though domestic
dynamics played crucial roles in these cases, external influences also affected the outcomes.
External factors changed the calculations of the elites and the cost-benefit analysis of the
domestic actors. Especially critical in this regard was the impact of foreign factors on the
power and role of the military in Greek and Turkish societies.
In Greece, the end of the Second World War and German occupation brought about a
costly Civil War between leftist and rightist forces. The right-wing Athens government and
the military won the war with considerable British and American support. American
assistance continued after Greece became an ally of the West in the Cold War. However, the
Hellenic Armed Forces received the bulk of this aid, strengthening the military relative to the
rest of society. This kind of empowerment of the military decreased the costs of repression
when the colonels staged their coup in 1967. On the other hand, the experience of the Greek
Civil War, the Cold War context, and American indoctrination against communism gave the
impression to the colonels that the leftist forces were increasingly threatening the Greek
sociopolitical system. This perception that the left must be contained increased the benefits
associated with intervention. Thus, for the colonels, the benefits of establishing an
authoritarian regime started to exceed its costs.9
In the Turkish case, contrary to Greece, international factors facilitated the transition
to democracy. By 1950, the benefits of sustaining the authoritarian regime had already
decreased due to a number of domestic factors, such as the repression of threatening forces by
the Republican People’s Party (RPP), the moderate nature of the opposition, and the
9
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persuasion of the authoritarian rulers that they could win the elections in a competitive
system. Rather than altering the benefits of authoritarianism, what the international dynamics
changed in Turkey was the costs of sustaining the regime. Mobilization for the Second World
War revealed the weaknesses of the Turkish Armed Forces. This led lower ranking officers to
oppose the rule of the Republican People’s Party (RPP) and shift their support to the newly
established Democratic Party. Since the power of RPP relied partly on the military, the costs
of repressing the Democrats and sustaining the authoritarian regime increased when the armed
forces lost their cohesiveness. At the same time, the threat posed by Turkey’s northern
neighbor, Soviet Union, necessitated an alliance with the Western bloc. The Republican
leaders believed that it would be difficult to convince the American government that
authoritarian Turkey was an ally unless there was a transition to democracy. Thus, the costs of
sustaining the single-party regime increased due to the Second World War and the Cold War
international context.10 Coupled with the belief that the benefits of single-party rule had
diminished, the Republican elites made a transition to democracy.

International Influences on the Costs and Benefits of Military Intervention in Greece

On 21 April 1967, a group of middle ranking officers forcefully intervened in Greek
politics and established an authoritarian regime that lasted until 1974. There is a strong belief
among the Greeks that the 1967 intervention was staged by the United States. The claims of
Andreas Papandreou and leftist politicians have perpetuated the notion that especially the CIA
was directly involved in the insurgency.11 According to this argument, the United States
needed a location for its Sixth Fleet in Greece. The intervention became a necessity in order to
10
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achieve this goal since the democratically elected Center Union government threatened to
severe Greece’s ties with the USA. It is clear that during these Cold War years, CIA officers
and American embassy personnel had contact with Greek politicians, military officers, and
even the colonels before their intervention (since some of them worked at the Greek
Intelligence Agency). It is quite possible that they exerted influence and their opinions were
taken into consideration before political actions that could have an impact on the NATO
alliance were decided. There is also no doubt that the colonels calculated how the Americans
would react to a military intervention.
However, there is no evidence to suggest that the Americans initiated the authoritarian
regime.12 Indeed, the first reaction of the American government to the insurgency was to
officially oppose it, declare the hope that there would be a return to democracy, discontinue
sending heavy weapons, and officially suspend diplomatic relations after the King’s failed
coup on 13 December 1967. However, these gestures were symbolic, rather than substantive,
since at the time the USA could not afford to lose an important ally at the vicinity of the
USSR and the Middle East. Later, even these gestures were dropped, heavy weapon supplies
were resumed, the administration rebuilt its close ties with Greece, and the Sixth Fleet started
operating from Greek territory. But, members of the US Congress and the Senate continued to
be critical of the regime, and the attitudes of the administration were not always consistent.
For instance, the suspension of heavy weapon supplies was reintroduced at the beginning of
Nixon’s term. Additionally, some European countries, especially the Scandinavian ones,
demanded Greece to be ousted from NATO.13 Thus, there was no unified American and
12
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NATO policy towards the colonels even when military aid continued and close ties were
forged between the USA and the Greek colonels. It seems far fetched to think that the
Americans controlled the colonels to the point of making them intervene in Greek democracy.
This type of argument directs attention away from the real cause of the authoritarian regime
and makes it more difficult to assess the true impact of American involvement.
The following pages will attempt to examine American influence on Greek
authoritarianism and how external factors interacted with domestic variables. First, the effects
of external military assistance on the costs of intervention will be analyzed. In the second
section, the influence of the Cold War on the perceived benefits of establishing an
authoritarian regime will be examined.

Civil War Legacy, Military Assistance and Costs of Intervention:
One of the main external influences on the transition to authoritarian regime in Greece
was American military aid and training, which created strong and autonomous armed forces.
The colonels staged a coup in April 1967 using the equipment, skills, and contingency plans
gained during the Civil War years and the Cold War environment afterwards. Years of
American and NATO aid kept the military relatively more powerful than the opposition
groups. This lowered the costs of intervention for the colonels, who controlled the resources
of the armed forces. Military aid continued after the transition to authoritarianism, this time
helping the colonels to sustain their regime.
During the Second World War, most of Greece’s territories were occupied by the Axis
powers of Germany, Italy, and Bulgaria.14 The King, part of the military organization, and the
Nadir of Greek Democracy,” in Daniel Pipes and Adam Garfinkle eds., Friendly Tyrants: An American
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14
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government of the country fled to Cairo. In mainland Greece, most of the country was
controlled by the newly established resistance organization, the National Liberation Front
(EAM), and its military arm, National Popular Liberation Army (ELAS). Both organizations
were led by the communists.15 After the Axis powers withdrew from Greece, the official
Hellenic government returned to Athens. The first conflict occurred between EAM/ELAS and
the government in December 1944 when the leftists attacked Athens, following mass
demonstrations and a general strike organized by the Communist Party. The British troops
located in Athens repulsed the communists, forcing them to sign a truce in February 1945 and
to disband.16 However, after the agreement, the military, police, and anti-communist gangs
continued to attack the communists. These assaults were allowed by the government in
Athens and the British. As repression continued, the Communist Party reorganized its
activists, causing Greece to lapse into guerilla warfare and Civil War.17 In the subsequent four
years, Greece was divided between the communists, represented by the Democratic Army of
Greece (DSE), and the right-wing.
The Civil War concluded with right-wing victory thanks to several external factors.
First, the communists in Greece did not receive aid from the USSR because of the
Percentages Agreement of October 1944. According to this agreement between Russia and
Britain, while Greece was left to British influence, Romania and Bulgaria was conceded to the
USSR. Keeping its word, the Soviet Union did not provide support to the DSE. After 1949
Yugoslav aid to the Greek rebel forces was also cut. As a result, the leftists could not find
necessary supplies against the rightists. The right-wing government forces, on the other hand,
were financed and trained by Western powers. In 1947, the Truman Doctrine promised
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military aid and economic assistance to Greece along with Turkey. After this American
commitment, Greece came under the influence of the USA more than Britain. Thanks to this
external help, the government forces were able to crush the communists.18
American assistance partially took the form of civilian aid, which allowed the rightwing government to provide welfare benefits, agricultural credits, and increase state
employment opportunities. These measures improved the popularity of the right-wing relative
to the leftist forces. Most of the communist soldiers lacked proper food, clothing, and
weapons. They terrorized the population under their control to receive supplies and to
forcefully recruit members. These measures reduced the popularity of the DSE while
American aid increased the support gathered by the Athens government.19
The second type of American assistance was direct military aid and training. During
the Civil War, the Hellenic Armed Forces received $353.6 million worth of assistance,
approximately 160,000 “small arms weapons” and 4,000 “mortar and artillery pieces” from
the USA.

20

Foreign aid granted the much needed weapons to fight the war and it also

provided for the expansion of the army from around 98,000 soldiers at the end of 1946 to
120,000 officers in 1947. At the end of the Civil War, 150,000 officers served in the army
alone, as opposed to at most 15,000 DSE forces.
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British were responsible for training the new recruits in the military. Later, the United States
took the initiative. After October 1947, the Greek military received tactical advice on how to
conduct the war from the joint US military advisory and planning group. Americans also sat
in the Supreme Council of National Defense meetings. 22 During these crucial years, British
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and later American involvement made it possible for the right-wing to win the war, and also
secured an assertively anti-communist military equipped with new tactics on how to fight
internal enemies.
After the Civil War, Greece became a secure ally of the West. In 1952, Greece became
member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Within this framework, Greece
started to receive arms supplies and officer training in the USA or in other NATO countries.
The amount of aid the armed forces obtained was disproportional vis-à-vis the assistance
other societal groups received. Between 1944 and 1962, the military alone got $1,600.5
million worth of aid while the whole non-military aid totaled to $1,918.3 million and $224.2
million of loans. Moreover, even though after 1956, economic assistance rapidly declined,
“military aid… continued to flow as part of the Mutual Security Agreement under the Truman
Doctrine and as part of NATO obligations.”23
This type of disproportional assistance continued after the Greek colonels intervened
in 1967. Between 1950 and 1969, a total of 11,229 military officers received training in the
USA. Under the same military assistance program, close to 2,000 students received training in
overseas NATO installations. Given that there were 11,000 officers in the Greek armed forces
after the Cold War, these trainings covered a significant faction of the officers. In NATO
schools military officers were taught not only warfare, strategy and military technology, but
also political science, sociology, economics, and psychology.24 In 1970, “there were some
3,000 US military and Defense Department employees stationed in Greece compared to just
210 US government employees who were not attached to America’s military interests.” 25
Since no other social group received this much systematic training from a foreign power,
23
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“United States policies have contributed to the hypertrophy of the Greek military
establishment compared to the relative atrophy of political structures such as political parties,
trade unions, and other pressure groups.”26
In terms of arms supplies, Greece received 941 million dollars worth of weapons from
mostly the USA, but also from France and Germany between 1964 and 1973.27 Even though
the USA cut heavy weapon supplies at first in order to show its disapproval of the
authoritarian regime, it continued providing light weapons. These weapons were actually
easier to use against internal opponents, and thus, the US policy did not shift the domestic
balance of power significantly.28 Aid poured into the Greek military causing it to become
stronger and more autonomous.
A clear indicator of the salience of American influence in keeping the military
stronger than the rest of the society before and after the authoritarian regime was how the
insurgent colonels took over the government. On the day of the coup, only a handful of
middle-ranking officers used a NATO plan entitled Prometheus which was designed to be
used only in case of a communist takeover or war with a communist country. The plan
sketched how communists and other suspects could be quickly arrested and how airfields,
radio, and communications installations could be seized. No real mobilization of the military
was necessary for the plan to work properly. Enough tanks in Athens could take hold of
crucial spots. Since Brigadier General Pattakos, among the three leaders of the junta, was in
charge of armored training, he provided all the tanks in Athens to the insurgency. Then,
Lieutenant General Gregorios Spantidakes was convinced to announce to the army units all
over Greece that the plan Prometheus was in force.29 Spantidakes was one of the chiefs of
staff, and as a result, his pronouncement gave the image that the hierarchy of the military was
26
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taking action. Because under Prometheus all military units knew what they were required to
do, the insurgency succeeded in only a few hours. Indeed, the colonels only controlled tanks,
the military police, and military schools in Athens.30 Without Prometheus, the mutiny might
have never succeeded since the colonels would be obligated to mobilize other key military
units. In order for each unit to know what they must do in advance, a bigger plan with more
participants would have been necessary. However, the colonels did not enjoy overwhelming
support within the military. Thus, there was a good chance for the mutiny to falter without
Prometheus and without NATO training which made the plan readily available to the
insurgents.
In summary, American military aid and assistance starting from the beginning of the
Civil War and continuing during the authoritarian regime, kept the costs of intervening and
sustaining military rule low for the colonels. The insurgents took over the government using a
plan provided by NATO and the weapons Western powers granted since the Second World
War. Such assistance and training was understandable in the Cold War context. However, aid
went disproportionately to the armed forces, keeping the military autonomous and stronger
than democratic forces. This imbalance decreased the costs of repression for the authoritarian
rulers.
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Perceived Threat of Communism and Benefits of Intervention:
The second type of external influence was the Cold War context, which (coupled with
Western military training and the legacy of the Civil War) caused the colonels and the rightwing in Greece to perceive the Center Union as a leftist threat. This factor was not the only
reason that caused the colonels to intervene;31 but it was one of the main motivations. At least,
the communist threat became a justification for military rule and a rhetoric that the colonels
used to legitimize their hold on power.
After the Civil War, right-wing political parties and especially the National Radical
Union (NRU) dominated Greek politics. This situation changed in 1961 when a group of
parties from moderate right to the socialists united under the banner of the Center Union party
(CU), headed by Georgios Papandreou. In the 1961 elections, the party won 33.7 percent of
the votes and became the main opposition party. Two years later, the party gathered 42.1
percent of the votes and won more seats in the parliament than the NRU. In 1964, more than
half of the electorate chose the CU, effectively ending the superiority of the right-wing in
Greek politics.32
Ideologically the CU was not an extreme leftist party. According to Papandreou, the
primary goal of the party was to decrease the votes of the communist United Democratic Left
(UDL) and participate in democracy with the other “nationally-minded” party, the National
Radical Union.33 However, left-wing factions existed within the CU. For instance, among the
parties that formed the CU, the Democratic Union of Elias Tsirimokos had its roots in the
United Democratic Left and there were claims that 30 deputies were elected to the parliament
31
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with communist support.34 Similarly, some of the parties that made up the Center Union
(including the Liberal Party) had previously cooperated with the United Democratic Left in an
electoral coalition and won close to 49 percent of the votes in the 1956 elections.35
The leftist faction within the Center Union gained strength especially after Georgios
Papandreou’s son, Andreas, joined the party to serve in the 1964 government as a minister.
Andreas Papandreou’s policies resembled the political objectives of the United Democratic
Left, which acted as the representative of the Communist Party in exile. The UDL advocated
the return of the Communist Party to Greece, separation of Greece from American sphere of
influence, abandoning NATO membership, removal of foreign military bases in Greece, and
the abolition of certificates of anti-communism for employment in the public sector. 36
Andreas agreed with most of the demands of the UDL. He was especially vocal in criticizing
Greece’s alliance with the USA and its membership in NATO.

37

The right-wing military

officers interpreted this rhetoric as communistic and fatal for Greece’s membership to the
Western coalition. Additionally, Andreas Papandreou’s anti-NATO and anti-American
policies jeopardized foreign budgetary support for the military by threatening to end Greece’s
alliance that had benefited the armed forces in terms of aid, training, and equipment.
Since the military in Greece, along with the monarchy, was seen as the bastion of
right-wing against an internal communist threat, Andreas Papandreou’s direct attacks against
the military were also interpreted as leftist challenges. First, Papandreou was accused of being
involved in a leftist coup, called Aspida. Andreas repeatedly refused the allegations.38
However, the conspiracy was uncovered by the intelligence agency, and thus, the regular
officers in the military did not have enough information on the validity of the accusations. It is
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safe to assume that some of them genuinely believed that Papandreou tried to stage a leftist
coup using the military.
Second, the Center Union called for the democratization of the armed forces, which
meant the curtailment of the military’s prerogatives and especially its autonomy from civilian
rule. Andreas Papandreou asserted that the military “will not be permitted to point its sword at
the throat of Greek democracy” and declared that
the armed forces are made to serve the national interests…. When, as it will, the Center
Union returns to power with wide popular support, it will limit the political role of the
army… Military officers who dare to question the national character and purposes of
the popularly elected government will have no future and no place in the Greek army.
Officers of the Greek army will not be allowed to engage in politics. They will be
required to serve the public interests in a professional way under civilian control with
overall policy.39

Similarly, the CU demanded to abolish the right of the military to vote in the national
elections. The votes of the military officers had favored the right-wing and had the power to
determine who would win the elections. Thus, it was an important military prerogative and
safeguard against the left, which the CU was insistent on eliminating.40
Interviews conducted with 100 military officers from various ranks in the army during
the winter of 1968 and 1969 by George Kourvetaris suggest that the coup-makers intervened
and the interviewed officers supported the intervention mainly because they perceived a
communist threat. Respondents argued that the politicians were unable put down and
safeguard the country against the leftist danger because of their personal quarrels and their
deficiency to comprehend the social situation. Several reasons were given to justify the
subsistence of communist threat, most important ones being the policies of the Center Union
39
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and Andreas Papandreou. The officers referred to the increasing number of demonstrations in
support of the Center Union as repetition of the events leading to the Civil War of the 1940s.
As one officer explained:
We fought the communists in Korea; we defeated them… in Greece. Yet I was stunned
to see them again on the sidewalks of Athens. The national danger from communist
subversion was seen when Athens was transformed into an arena of mobocracy…
[V]iolent demonstrations which had as their objective chaos and the destruction of
Greece rather than the economic improvement of the working classes. The same events
repeated as they had in the period of 1944 to 1949. We had no choice but to intervene.41

In a recent interview, one of the leading coup-makers, Stylianos Pattakos, reiterated that the
communist threat and the dangers that emanated from the Center Union were the main
reasons for their intervention.42
The question of whether there was a real communist threat or not prior to 1967 coup is
still one of the most debated aspects of the 1967 coup. Given that the Center Union leadership
was not communist, it does not seem that there was a real leftist threat. However, it must be
acknowledged that the legacy of the Civil War and the external environment brought about
exaggerated claims by the colonels and the right-wing that the CU was dangerous. As
Zaharopoulos argues,
Such fears and beliefs were being daily reinforced by the right-wing press, sections of
the which kept insisting virtually up until the outbreak of the April coup, that Greece
was on the threshold of another December (1944) uprising. Many officers –because of
the civil war experience and their own deep anti-communist convictions- uncritically
accepted these irresponsible press warnings. In other words, the threat of communism
was perceived as salient. As is well known, perception of a threat is as potent a factor
contributing to behavior as the actual existence of such a threat.43

In summary, the legacy of the Greek Civil War, which caused the armed forces to face
leftist insurgents after the Axis occupation, and the Cold War mentality, which conceived
communism as a great danger, resulted in the belief that Greece was about to face another
leftist insurgency. The calculations of the colonels changed, making them believe that the
41
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benefits of intervention were higher than the costs. Years of military aid lowered the costs of
suppressing the opposition and staging a coup. At the same time, establishing an authoritarian
regime seemed beneficial since it would “clean” the political system from the leftists.

International Influence on the Costs of Authoritarianism in Turkey

International influences during and after the Second World War triggered a transition
to democracy in Turkey. The Republican People’s Party (RPP) was in power after the
collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the declaration of the Republic in 1923. The transition to
democracy started in 1946 when an opposition party, the Democratic Party, was established.
The same year the first direct national elections were held. The RPP won the 1946 elections
but the Democrats also gained seats in the parliament. The rule of the RPP ended with the
1950 elections, which brought to power the Democrats.
External factors contributed to this transition by altering the cost – benefit analysis of
the top leadership of the Republican People’s Party (RPP). First, war-time difficulties and
policies of the RPP caused the alliance that sustained the regime to crumble, and thereby,
increased the costs of maintaining single-party rule. During the 1930s, the landed elites and
the business community supported authoritarianism because the RPP sustained economic
stability, provided a fruitful business environment, and protected private property. However,
in the 1940s, this changed: the well-being and security of the economic elites were under
attack due to unfavorable policies enacted during the Second World War. The preferences of
the military also changed. Whereas during the initial years of the Republic, the military was
unified and supportive of the RPP, in the 1940s, the military was split and the lower ranking
officers were in opposition to the party in government. The mutinies in the military left the
government weak and in no position to successfully repress the opposition. The second
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influence of international factors was to persuade the top leadership of RPP and especially
president Ismet Inonu that transition to democracy was necessary to secure Turkey’s alliance
with the West. According to Inonu, the collapse of fascist regimes in Europe after the war and
the threat the Soviet Union posed to Turkey required the end of single-party rule in Turkey.
Thus, the costs of authoritarianism increased not only due to war-time policies of the RPP but
also due to the external context. The following pages will examine these effects of the
international factors respectively.

Policies during the Second World War and Increasing Costs
Even though Turkey did not enter the Second World War, the policies of the RPP
during the war were the main reason for the breaking up of the RPP-economic elite alliance.
The first war-time economic policy of the government was the law of national defense, which
increased the control of the state on economic activities. In addition to the provisions that
created grievances among the lower classes (see below), the law also threatened the
businessmen by permitting the state to arrange production and allowing it to confiscate private
enterprises.44
Despite this potential danger, however, until 1942, the government did not disturb the
activities of the business community. On the contrary, it spurred commercial activities. The
economic policy of the state was aimed at supplying necessary substances to the big cities and
to the mobilized military. For this purpose, the state bought agricultural products at cheap
prices and rationed some of them (such as bread) in the cities, while sold others (such as
cotton) at market prices to generate revenue for the military. But such controls proved to be
difficult: as the state could not manage rationing properly, it intensified war-time scarcity and
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caused on average 250 percent inflation.45 Since individuals were allowed to continue buying
and selling the same products the state attempted to control, the result was the creation of a
huge black-market and the accumulation of wealth by merchants who could stock scarce
produce. Business flourished at record rate: for instance, during the war, 1,982 new
companies were registered to the Istanbul Chamber of Commerce and, in Izmir, the number of
big enterprises increased from 9 to 41.46
Because the tax system was ineffective in transferring the profits of these merchants to
the state, the government decided to initiate a one-time-only wealth levy. Even though the
levy was supposed to be applied to the business community in general, in practice, the
Christian and Jewish minorities of Istanbul were the ones heavily taxed. 2,057 businessmen
were taken into camps because they could not pay their obligations. More than half of these
were sent to the east for forced labor and 21 died there.47 In addition, in 1944, the state used
the law on national defense to confiscate the machineries of some of the factories in Istanbul
and Eskisehir.48 Even though the wealth levy did not affect the Muslim bourgeoisie and the
confiscations were not widespread, they demonstrated to the businessmen that their alliance
with the state was not solid and that the RPP politicians could threaten their well-being and
security.
The business community was not the only elite group that reached the same
conclusion at the end of the war: the landowning elite, too, was threatened by the policies of
the state. In 1944, the government initiated the ten percent agricultural produce tax in order to
increase revenue for war mobilization, and in June 1945, it enacted the land reform law in
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order to satisfy the antagonistic peasants (see below).49 The latter law meant the total
elimination of the landowning class because it envisioned distributing lands larger than 500
hectares (or if that is not sufficient larger than 200 hectares) to landless peasants or peasants
who lacked sufficient land. The notorious article 17 of the law stated that, in densely
populated areas, lands equal or less than 20 hectares would be nationalized and the minimum
land a peasant could hold would be 5 hectares.50
The landlords in the parliament fiercely opposed the new law. Following their
dissent, Celal Bayar (the ex-prime minister close to the business community), Adnan
Menderes (a large landowner), Fuad Koprulu, and Refik Koraltan submitted a proposal that
demanded the liberalization of the regime. Five months later, the latter three were expelled
and Bayar resigned from the party. On 7 January 1946, the four formed the Democratic Party
(DP) with the direct participation of the landowners and financial support from the business
elites.51 In January 1947, a group of merchants from Istanbul founded the Istanbul
Commercial Association despite the opposition of the state-controlled Istanbul Chamber of
Commerce. Even though, according to the law in force, professional associations were
prohibited, the new association started to publish an economic journal and held an economic
congress. In its publications and other activities, the association gave support to the
Democratic Party and criticized the policies of the RPP.52 Similarly, among the 250
candidates of the DP in the 1946 elections, 41 were landowners and 39 were businessmen.53
The opposition the RPP faced from the economic elites increased the costs of
sustaining the regime. During the 1920s and 1930s, the military was the main repressive
organ of the state. Such military cooperation was again needed if the RPP decided to suppress
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the Democratic Party. However, in the 1940s, the Second World War also caused grievances
among the military officers. First, the military mobilization for the war revealed the
backwardness of the Turkish army. Military equipment was old and necessary supplies were
insufficient, causing soldiers to starve and to get transferred within the country without
motorized vehicles (and even barefoot). Second, the lower ranking officers complained about
their promotion possibilities. The hierarchy of the military was kept so much intact that the
members of the board of high commanders chosen for the Second World War were the same
generals who fought the War of Independence after the First World War. Worsening the
situation still, a number of laws were enacted in the 1940s, which made it possible for high
ranking officers to continue their services in the military while lengthening the promotions of
the lower ranking soldiers. Accordingly, even though some of the commanders and the Chief
of the General Staff Fevzi Cakmak were retired after 22 years, their subsequent replacements
were about the same age and seniority. Mobilization for the Second World War revealed these
handicaps of the armed forces, causing resentments.
Finally, the autonomy and powers of the armed forces were curtailed partly in order
to centralize the decision-making during the war and direct the military’s attention to the
external threat. In 1940, the authority to execute the decisions of the martial law commanders
was transferred from the military to the police forces. In 1944, the office of the chief of staff
became responsible to the prime minister and in 1949, it was subordinated to the ministry of
national defense. The important functions of the chief of staff (such as military appointments,
maneuvers, and education) were either relegated to the ministry or came under its
supervision.54 These policies did not just affect the lower ranking officers, but the whole
military as an institution.
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As a result of these developments, secret organizations started to form among the
lower ranking officers. During the Second World War, the main aim of the organizations was
to fight against the promotional bottleneck in the Turkish armed forces. After the war and
with the creation of the Democratic Party, these organizations changed their aspirations and
started to support the new party. Their leaders met with opposition politicians, Bayar and
Menderes, and decided to intervene if the RPP refused to step down after the 1950 elections.
On the other hand, President Ismet Inonu was aware of the secret organizations and managed
to get insurance from a few higher ranking officers that if he wished, the military would
intervene against the Democratic Party. In response, the DP got the word from its own
supporters that the military was not under the control of the RPP.55 As George Harris notes,
“this behind-the-scenes maneuvering…. stimulated the political consciousness of the officer
corps.” Marking this politicization, influential officers (such as the ex-Chief of Staff Fevzi
Cakmak, Lt. General Fahri Belen, Colonel Seyfi Kurtbek, and ex-general Ali Fuat Cebesoy)
joined the ranks of the DP.56 Thus, the RPP lost the unanimous support of the armed forces
during the Second World War. This increased the costs of repression since the Republicans
relied on the military to repress rebellions in the past.
Another factor that increased the costs was the way war-time difficulties affected the
peasants and the working class. Indeed, the Democrats had good chances of coming to power
after 1946 especially due to increasing grievances of the majority of the peasants against the
Republican People’s Party government. The dissatisfaction stemmed partly from the policies
of the state during the Second World War. Shortly before the start of the war, the government
established the Office of Soil Products with the purpose of granting price support to the
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peasants and distributing agricultural produce to the military and the geographical regions that
needed it. During the Second World War, the Office collected agricultural outputs to supply
the mobilized military. The state paid prices below the market for the crops it accumulated
from the peasants in order to keep the costs of bread low in the cities. This policy worked to
the detriment of the rural population, who had difficulties making ends meet.57 The working
class in the cities, on the other hand, was adversely affected by the law of national defense,
which stipulated that citizens could be forced to work in factories to increase production.
Similarly, the RPP government had the right to increase work hours and days in order to cope
with the requirements of war preparation. The peasants, as well, were forced to work on
agricultural estates and hand their farm animals to the state.58 These provisions turned the
peasants and workers against the RPP.59 Thus, the policies of the single-party government to
cope with war-time difficulties increased grievances among the majority of the population,
leading to augmented costs in sustaining the authoritarian regime.
While the war increased the costs, the benefits of keeping an authoritarian regime
started to decline due to several domestic factors. First, the Democratic Party was not
perceived as revolutionary. The Republicans had established an authoritarian regime in the
1930s partially because their secularist reforms were not welcomed by the majority of the
electorate. Trials with democracy in the 1920s resulted in the resurgence of religious activities
and threats against the reforms of the Republicans. However, in the 1940s, these reasons for
sustaining an authoritarian regime were perceived as declining. When the DP was first
established, hardliner deputies led by Prime Minister Recep Peker argued that the new party
was planning a revolution that would reverse the Kemalist reforms. However, in 1947, the
Democrats signed and accepted a text prepared by President Ismet Inonu, 60 which guaranteed
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that the new party would not overturn the reforms. Since the leaders of the DP were wellknown politicians during the authoritarian regime, these assurances were perceived as
genuine.61 Inonu presented a speech on 12 July 1947 which declared to the public that the DP
was not a revolutionary party. This speech marked the end of the RPP’s policy to suppress the
DP, and allowed the party to win the elections and takeover the government in 1950.
The second domestic factor that decreased the benefits of sustaining an authoritarian
regime was the conviction of the Republicans that they could win the elections under a
democratic system. The RPP leadership thought that the Kemalist reforms were now
increasingly accepted by the electorate. Since the Democrats were not expected to change the
reforms either, the RPP leaders believed that the chances for them to come to power again
were good. In fact, the RPP did not expect the DP to be so successful in such a short period of
time. According to one of the leaders of the Democratic Party, Adnan Menderes, “apparently,
the reason for the soft and tolerant behavior of the People’s Party during the first years of the
DP’s establishment, was because of the conviction that the party would not be able to settle,
develop, and strengthen itself vis-à-vis the government and the party in power.”62 The RPP
believed that it could win the elections by regaining the support of the groups it lost. In order
to appease the business community, the RPP liberalized trade, devalued the Turkish lira, lifted
the restrictions of the sale of gold, and changed the definition of étatism in the party program
so that it became more liberal and pro-business.63 To the satisfaction of the landowners, the
state refrained from implementing the land reform law, distributing only 3,600 hectares of
land and abolishing the most radical provisions of the law in 1950.64 The RPP attempted to
gain the support of the conservative peasants by softening its secularist stance, such as
introducing religious education and adding to the party program the provision that the state
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cold not interfere in people’s religious beliefs.65 Such changes in policies reflect the belief that
with minor gestures the RPP elites thought that they can retain their power.

Beginning of the Cold War and External Costs:
Turkey did not enter the Second World War and tried to keep its neutrality from the
Axis and Allied powers. However, fearful of Germany’s presence in Greece and neighboring
Balkan states, Turkey also tried to appease the Axis powers. For this purpose, Turkey
continued to sell chromite, which was an important raw material in German war industry.
Turkey also allowed German military ships, covered up as commercial carriers, to use the
straits. These policies of the Turkish government intimidated and created discontent in the
USA and Britain.66 Both Roosevelt and Churchill demanded Turkey to cut its relations with
Germany and declare war against the Axis powers. Under pressure, Turkey first ceased its
chromite sales in April 1944, and then cuts its diplomatic relations with Germany in August
1944. This was followed by Turkey’s decision to sever its connections with Japan in January
1945. Finally, towards the end of the Second World War, Turkey declared war against
Germany, with the hopes of getting invited to the conference that would mark the beginning
of the United Nations. This minor goal was achieved when Turkey joined the Allied powers
in San Francisco in 1945. However, these gestures came too late and Turkey’s neutral policy
towards Germany isolated the country from the USA and Britain at the end of the war.67
This isolation became a problem especially because the Soviet Union started to
threaten Turkey. Already at the beginning of the Second World War, Moscow had demanded
Turkey to allow the USSR to build bases in the straits that connected Black Sea to the
Aegean. This request was rejected by the Turkish government since it contradicted the
Montreux Convention which recognized Turkish sovereignty over the straits. However, the
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same issue was raised again in the Tahran, Yalta, and Postam Conferences. Since both Britain
and the USA wanted the straits to be used only for Allied purposes, they seemed to agree with
the Russian claims during the Second World War. In March 1945, Moscow added another
request and made territorial claims on three cities in eastern Turkey -Kars, Ardahan, and
Artvin. Even though the USA and Britain started to oppose Soviet demands after the end of
the war, the Turkish government still felt an immediate external threat from Moscow.68
This external threat at the beginning of the Cold War required Turkey to be part of the
Western alliance. Turkey needed American aid not only for economic development, but also
to supply and train the military against a possible Soviet attack. As noted above, mobilization
for the Second World War had proven the weaknesses of the Turkish military against an
external aggressor. As a result, Turkey wanted to become part of the United Nations, NATO,
and the Council of Europe. However, given Turkey’s neutral position during the war, it was
not clear until 1947 if Turkey would be accepted to these international organizations as a
Western ally. For the top leadership of the Republican People’s Party, it seemed that
sustaining the single-party regime in this context was costly. It was believed that liberalization
of the authoritarian regime would play in Turkey’s favor and convince the Western powers
that Turkey belonged to the democratic camp against the threat communist regimes posed.
It must be noted that this reasoning alone could not have pushed Turkey to change
its regime. First, in the subsequent years of the Cold War, it became clear that it was not
necessary to be a democratic regime in order to be a Western ally. There were no consistent
and long-run international sanctions against authoritarian regimes. As the Greek authoritarian
regime of 1967 clearly shows, the United States did not refrain from allying with authoritarian
regimes against the threat of communism and Soviet aggression. Similarly, for NATO
membership, being a democracy was not a precondition. Otherwise, the authoritarian regime
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of Portugal could not have become a founding member. In fact, there is no evidence to
suggest that there was any diplomatic pressure on Turkey to democratize.
Second, even though the 1946 multi-party elections might have been necessary for
convincing the West that Turkey is on the same camp, there was no such need when the actual
transition took place. By 1950, when the opposition Democratic Party won the elections,
Turkey was already a member of the UN, and the US President, Harry Truman, had already
delivered his famous speech which promised military and economic aid to Turkey.
Finally, the birth of the Democratic Party and its rise to power against the Republican
People’s Party were hard-won achievements. There was resistance from the Republican
People’s Party, and the Democratic Party ensured victory only via domestic pressure. Most of
the Republican People’s Party deputies and the state bureaucracy were hostile towards the
new party. In 1946, national elections were held and the newly established party won 66 out
of 465 parliamentary seats. However, the leaders of the Democratic Party and the press did
not accept the outcome and accused the government of having tampered with the results. The
Democrats won the elections in 1950 only with consistent pressure, assurances that Kemalist
reforms would not be reversed, and threats of mass mobilization. If international pressure was
the only reason, the Democratic Party would not have to fight for its rights and the Republican
People’s Party would not try to prevent the Democratic Party’s rise to power.
Keeping in mind these reservations, the role of the international context in the costbenefit analysis of the Republican People’s Party leadership must still be acknowledged.
International influences after the Second World War played a legitimizing role. The collapse
of the fascist regimes after the war and the Turkish foreign policy of allying with the West
legitimized the demands and strengthened the hands of the Turkish elites who favored
democracy.
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President Inonu, who is usually seen as the architect of Turkish democracy, justified
the first direct elections of the republic and the participation of the Democratic Party to these
elections, by the Soviet threat on Turkish soil. In numerous speeches before the 1946
elections, Inonu argued that the Soviet threat can be thwarted and allies can be made only if,
with direct elections, the nation proves itself as unified. Inonu explained his decision to allow
multi-party politics by the necessity to demonstrate to foes and allies that the Turkish
government’s foreign policy was supported by the whole nation. According to Inonu, only
free elections could show that the government genuinely had the support of the Turkish
people. President Inonu implied that even if the Democrats won the elections, they would
seek Western alliance against the communist block, and therefore, prove that the nation was
unified around this core foreign policy. In one typical speech, Inonu defended the decision to
hold competitive elections in 1946 as follows:
We decided on the new national elections in order to determine the domestic and
foreign … policies of the country. It seems that the world has entered into a long period
of uncertainty and darkness. In this epoch, the direction of Turkish politics must
become internally and externally perceptible.… Under some circumstances, the official
declarations of statesmen are not enough to reveal the policies of the nation. In these
situations, the nation must firmly ensure its stand by openly demonstrating its own will.
The national elections will give us this result… Only the opinion that is revealed by
[the national elections] will demonstrate to the world that our country is on the right
path and in a strong condition.69

As this quotation exemplifies, the leadership of the RPP tied Turkish democratization to
international influences after the Second World War and used it as a legitimizing factor for
the transition of the regime.70
Similarly, the opposition used the international context to strengthen it hands and
facilitate a transition to democracy. On 24 February 1945 Turkey signed the United Nations
Declaration, which included liberal and democratic principles. Following this development,
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Ismet Inonu promised that “as the conditions imposed by war disappear, democratic principles
will gradually acquire a larger place in the political and cultural life of the country.”71 During
the ratification of the UN Charter in the Turkish Parliament, one of the future leaders of the
Democratic Party, Adnan Menderes, argued that the democratic principles of the Charter were
not yet fulfilled in Turkey. Menderes requested the elimination of restrictive features of the
single-party rule. The newspapers picked up on this issue and “the demand to conform to the
United Nations Charter soon became the main theme of the press.”72 The Democrats split
from the RPP and facilitated a transition to democracy in this domestic context. Even though
the UN Charter was not the primary cause of democratization, its approval by the government
“provided the dissidents with legal and moral arguments against the one-party system and
encouraged them to bring their opposition into the open and to seek popular support.”73
In summary, international influences in the 1940s changed the cost-benefit analysis of
the Republican People’s Party, like they did in Greece. Policies that the government enacted
during the Second World War resulted in increasing antagonism against the single-party
regime. This growing opposition was evident among the economic elites, peasants, working
class, and the military. Loss of domestic support increased the costs of sustaining the
authoritarian regime. At the same time, the international context was changing towards the
Cold War. Soviet threats required Turkey to become part of the Western alliance. However,
neutrality during the war had distanced Turkey from the USA and Britain. Turkey signed the
UN Charter and started to actively seek cooperation against the USSR. This policy
commitment legitimized the demands of the domestic opposition and pro-democratic forces.
At the start of the Cold War, sustaining the authoritarian regime would have been costly for
Turkey’s alliance with the West and American assistance. At the same time the benefits of
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authoritarianism declined due to domestic reasons. Since the costs started to exceed the
benefits, there was a transition to democracy in Turkey.

Conclusions from the Greek and Turkish Regime Transitions in the Cold War

Today’s international context is very different than the Aegean regime transitions at
the beginning of the Cold War years. Both Greek and Turkish domestic politics were affected
by the Second World War. In Greece, Axis occupation and the consequent ascendancy of the
communists led to a costly Civil War. The war heightened anti-communist perceptions and
exaggerated the dangers associated with leftism. In Turkey, the policies of the single-party
government to cope with war-time mobilization and economic difficulties brought about
discontent among the population. Soviet threats to Turkish sovereignty produced similar
results as in Greece and intensified fears of communism. These conditions that Greece and
Turkey faced were unique to the aftermath of the Second World War. It is highly unlikely that
the same circumstances will repeat themselves.
However, it is still possible to draw some important lessons from the Greek and
Turkish transitions in the 1950s and 1960s. First, the Greek case highlights the importance of
domestic recipients of American aid and assistance. The Hellenic Armed Forces were
influenced by American support more than other societal groups. According to Charles Tilly,
contrary to European cases, in Third World societies authoritarian leaders do not need to
bargain with elites in order to wage wars. Instead, they seek foreign aid, which adversely
affects the power balance among societal groups. According to Tilly,
the creation of a bipolar, then tripolar world system of states since World War II
intensified the competition among great powers for the allegiance of Third World
states, and the tendency to leave no part of the Third World neutral. That competition
induced the great powers, especially the United States and the Soviet Union, to
provide arms, military training, and military advice to many states. In return, the great
powers, or major interests within them, received commodities such as oil, political
support in the world arena and, sometimes, profits from the sale of arms. In those
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states, military organizations grew in size, strength, and efficacy while other
organizations stood still or withered. 74

Similar to the Third World, the strategic location of Greece increased its importance for
American interests during the Cold War years. Even though the USA did not directly stage an
intervention, military aid had important implications in keeping the armed forces strong, and
as a result, lowering the costs of repression in an authoritarian regime. As a result, the
colonels intervened and sustained their regime with foreign aid despite the fact that their
regime was disdained by the majority of the Greeks. Thus, one conclusion that can be drawn
from this finding is that, as many scholars have also argued, 75 Western assistance and training
must be more balanced among different societal forces, including the military, civil society
organizations, trade unions, political parties, and other pro-democratic forces. Unbalanced
assistance can result in unforeseen and unintentional consequences in domestic politics even
when aid was provided only to enhance the recipient’s external security.
While the Greek case draws attention to foreign aid, the Turkish experience highlights
the importance of ideational factors. The existence of a Western democratic coalition was
used as a legitimizing factor among the Republican People’s Party leadership and the
members of the Democratic Party. However, the presence of a Western alliance did not
influence Turkish politics only because its members were democratic nations. Without the
formation of a domestic opposition that could capitalize on the international context, the UN
Charter could not have the influence it did. In addition, it must not be forgotten that the threat
Turkey faced from the Soviet Union was a major security concern. Ideational influences came
into the picture when and because they were combined with realpolitik concerns. Thus, in
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today’s world as well, frequent references to the coalition of democratic forces on their own
might not lead to the liberalization of authoritarian regimes. The likelihood that this type of
discourse has an effect on regime transition increases when it is coupled with credible threats
from an un-democratic nation, against which the democratic nations provide security.
Similar ideological influences emanating from the Cold War international context
were also evident in Greece. Communism was perceived as a threat and became an important
tool in the hands of the colonels. However, ironically, while anti-communism led Greece to
authoritarianism, it brought about a democratic transition in Turkey. There were multiple
reasons for this divergence. First, in Greece in the 1960s, the communist threat was perceived
as coming from domestic actors, such as the Center Union. This domestic danger was
exaggerated with the experience of Civil War, which brought the right-wing forces face-toface with the communists. In Turkey of the 1940s, on the other hand, there was yet no major
leftist movement in domestic politics. The communist danger was mostly external and came
from the Soviet Union. Indeed, when leftist movements increased their force in the 1960s and
1970s, the Turkish military intervened in democracy, similar to the Greek colonels (albeit for
a shorter period of time).
The second reason why the Cold War ideological environment led to two different
results in Greece and Turkey was diverging power balances between domestic societal forces.
As it has already been discussed above, the Greek military increased its power substantially in
the aftermath of the Second World War due partially to foreign aid. This resulted in lower
costs of suppression for the colonels. In contrast, the leaders of the single-party regime in
Turkey lost power. Sustaining the regime and continuing to repress the opposition became
costly because war-time difficulties caused the economic elites, peasants, and sections of the
military to turn against the Republican People’s Party. Thus, the role that the international
context plays and whether or not democratic currants will lead to liberalization also depend on
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the makeup of the domestic forces, their regime preferences, and relative power balance. This
is why, as mentioned above, it is important to promote democracy by providing assistance to
the pro-democratic forces in the recipient country.
The Greek and Turkish regime transitions demonstrate that international influences
will have an effect on democratic transitions when two external factors are combined: first,
even distribution of aid in the recipient country without necessarily ignoring the strategic
interests of the Western powers, and second, the presence of an international democratic
coalition that could provide security to the nation from external threats.
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