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THE ISTANBUL BOMBS: CHALLENGING THE TURKISH MODEL? 
 
The four massive truck bombs which targeted two synagogues on November 15, and just five days later, the 
British Consulate and a British-based bank in Istanbul, claimed fifty five Turkish and foreign victims – 
including the British Consul General - and wounded hundreds more, while causing millions of dollars of 
material damage. Beyond their immediate impact, the terrorist attacks caused incalculable collateral damage 
to the sense of security of the Turkish people by undermining the prevailing domestic tranquility. At an 
even wider level, the terrorists responsible for the outrages, who demonstrated once again that they would 
not draw the line at killing fellow Moslems in the misguided pursuit of their goals, also dragged Turkey into 
the frontline of their war.  
 
Turkey’s unwanted new international role was underlined by the immediate reaction of the countries on the 
other side of the current global conflict with the terrorists, namely Israel, the United Kingdom - who 
acknowledged that they were targets of the Istanbul bombings – and the United States. Soon after the 
synagogue bombs, Silvan Shalom, the Israeli Foreign Minister, visited Istanbul to declare: “The message 
here is that we have a shared fate. We all suffer at the hands of the same extreme groups who wish to hurt 
anyone who adopts values of democracy, freedom, equality and the rule of law.” The second series of 
bombs, which exploded just before President George Bush and Prime Minister Tony Blair were due to hold 
a press conference in London, produced similarly harsh denunciations by the two leaders, and a visit to 
Turkey by British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw. Blair asserted, “In the face of this terrorism there must be 
no holding back, no compromise, no hesitation in confronting this menace, in attacking it, wherever and 
whenever we can, and in defeating it utterly.” For his part, after calling Erdogan, Bush added that Turkey 
stood “shoulder to shoulder in the fight against terrorism. I told him our prayers are with the Turkish people 
and we will work with him to defeat terrorism, and that terrorists have decided to use Turkey as a front.” 
 
The attacks were quickly claimed by a domestic fundamentalist organization, IBDA-C (Great Eastern 
Islamic Raiders - Front) and the Abu-Hafez al-Masri Brigades of Al-Qaeda. Following investigations, 
which confirmed that the four suicide bombers were Turkish citizens with possible links to another 
domestic terrorist group, Hizbollah (Party of God), which had previously focused its activities on killing 
Kurdish separatists in southeastern Turkey and thus indirectly aiding the effort to defeat separatist 
terrorism, a number of their alleged associates were apprehended and charged. Although the suicide 
bombers were reported to have traveled to Afghanistan, Bosnia, Pakistan, Iran and Chechnya, their precise 
foreign terrorist connections have yet to be identified. However, with the return to Turkey on November 30, 
of twenty two terrorist suspects from Syria, as well as the earlier arrest of another suspect as he tried to 
cross into Iran, what is already clear is that with borders to the turbulent Middle East and the Caucasus, 
Turkey was a tempting target for Turkish extremists with links to international terrorists in the pursuit of 
parallel and probably coordinated aims. Needless to say, Istanbul’s role as a major media center, which 
facilitated the instant diffusion of the bombers’ bloody message around the world, may have also enhanced 
its attraction to the terrorists. 
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As a Western-style democracy, member of NATO and aspirant for European Union membership, with an 
overwhelmingly Moslem population, Turkey has long been on the “fault line” between continents, cultures, 
religions and systems of government. The basic premise of the governing Justice and Development Party 
(JDP), which rose in August 2001 out of the ashes of four Islamist parties that were banned earlier, is that it 
represents the best model in the Islamic world of a synthesis between religious commitment and continued 
adherence to Westernization and secularism. As Erdogan stated in his speech at CSIS on December 9, 
2002, “The Turkish model offers the basic example of the ability of a society, the majority of whose 
citizens follows Islam, to make democracy based on secularism live, while providing the highest 
democratic norms. Turkey is emerging as one of the leading actors in the project to replace the clash of 
civilizations with the compatibility of civilizations.” The suicide bombers demonstrated their violent 
disagreement with Erdogan’s vision, and the JDP, which has been making a major effort to redefine itself 
as a conservative democrat party, has every reason to consider the attacks as a challenge to itself as well as 
the country.  
 
Having just celebrated the first anniversary of its decisive electoral victory in November 2002, with no 
serious political opposition on the horizon to impede its smooth progress to an expected triumph in 
municipal elections in April 2004, the JDP has suddenly been thrust into a situation fraught with domestic 
and international risks. If the Erdogan government chooses to fully participate in the international campaign 
against terrorism carried out in the name of Islam, with a massive crackdown at home and open cooperation 
with Washington, London and Tel Aviv abroad, the JDP could alienate some of its supporters. On the other 
hand, if the JDP focuses its response narrowly on the close associates of the culprits, while resisting calls to 
join the global effort against “Islamic terrorism,” it would risk a reaction within Turkey, and in due course 
overseas, of failing to respond appropriately. Even before the attacks, there was sustained criticism from the 
secular Turkish establishment and, in particular, the military, that, despite its rejection of the Islamist label, 
and efforts to pursue moderate policies in government, the JDP constituted a challenge to Turkish 
secularism. As a result of the bombs, the balancing act the JDP has tried to maintain is likely to become 
even more difficult. 
 
Erdogan’s own public responses to the terrorist outrages reflected the quandary. His first comment 
immediately after the first bombings was one of typically personal defiance: “I condemn the attack. This is 
a terrorist attack against humanity. We will continue to take the necessary steps. Those who bloodied this 
holy day and massacred innocent people will account for it in both worlds. They will be damned until 
eternity. I trample on their message with my feet.” It was not until after the second wave of bombings that 
Erdogan proceeded to acknowledge the international dimension. In an interview with the BBC on 
November 23, he said that while Turkish nationals had been the perpetrators, there was “an international 
dimension” and, therefore, a need for “a common stand at the international level and intelligence sharing.” 
However, the following day, Erdogan chose to outline his reservations relating to the definition of the 
terrorist threat in a TV speech marking the end of the holy month of Ramadan. After noting that Turkey had 
been attacked by those “who could not tolerate the peace and welfare prevailing in our country,” he 
declared: “Associating terrorism with a belief, a culture and an identity might trigger the most unexpected 
reactions in those who support that belief as well as those who oppose it. The highly esteemed Islamic 
religion, whose name is derived from peace and well being, can never be associated with terrorism. These 
are two concepts that can never go together.”  In case the message was missed, Erdogan provided further 
clarification on November 25: “In the last years there is a special effort spent to mention terror and Islam 
together… This bothers me. I cannot stand it when I hear the phrase Islamic terrorism.”  
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While Erdogan coupled his reservations with firm assurances that his government was “pursuing the 
terrorists with all its might,” his stance predictably prompted his opponents to voice open skepticism on his 
ability to fight fundamentalist terrorism.  Former diplomat Coskun Kirca provided an extreme example of 
such criticism by claiming on November 24, that the JDP could “not struggle against Islamic terrorism” 
because “despite their efforts to conceal their true intentions, the JDP organization and its members have 
been molded by the most fundamentalist interpretations of Islam, which has also inspired Al-Qaeda and its 
likes.” According to Kirca, the JDP was merely “trying to fool circles – led by the Turkish Armed Forces – 
who are loyal to the secular and national Republic, by concealing its true intentions” and rooting out 
“Islamic terrorism” required “martial law throughout the country. Avoiding it will only delay achieving this 
goal and will make it more costly.” While ignoring Kirca’s open invitation for a direct military response to 
the terrorist threat, the Turkish Chief of Staff General Hilmi Ozkok nevertheless decided to enter the public 
debate on December 2, by portraying the attacks as “religiously inspired and carried out by Muslims.” 
Ozkok added, “Religion and politics are two dangerous chemical elements that should not be mixed.” 
 
In fact, recognizing the risks of a reluctance on the part of the JDP government to provide a sufficiently 
clear condemnation of the actions of those who referred to Islam to justify their terrorist acts, Justice 
Minister Cemil Cicek had declared in Zaman on November 27: “The Islamic world should draw a clear line 
between itself and terror without any 'buts' or 'howevers'. There are many verses [in the Quran] prohibiting 
bloodshed and terrorism. Even though the sources of the religion denounce terror, some Muslims almost 
identify themselves with terror, through misinterpretation. They have almost succeeded in turning a religion 
of peace into a religion of terror. The entire Islamic world should take a clear position on this.” Following 
the declaration by Deputy Prime Minister Abdullatif Sener on December 1, after the first cabinet meeting 
focusing on the bombings, that there were “links to Al-Qaeda,” and Ozkok’s statement, Erdogan also 
proceeded to acknowledge the threat posed by “religious terrorism.”  
 
In fairness to the JDP, it has to be acknowledged that while the Erdogan government bears ultimate 
responsibility, the Turkish security system also has to shoulder blame for failing to provide an adequate line 
of defense against terrorism. While the lapse in collecting and acting on real-time intelligence prior to the 
first wave of attacks was perhaps understandable, the inability to predict and prevent the second, even more 
devastating, wave is an indictment of Turkey’s lack of preparedness and a confirmation of its vulnerability. 
This was evident in the confusion, which followed the bombings. The Istanbul police chief, who was out of 
the country when the first bombs went off, chose to blame the Turkish media for prematurely releasing the 
names of suspects for the failure to prevent the second bombings. This was followed by reports that the 
Turkish intelligence services had provided advance warnings to Erdogan, prompting a quick denial by the 
prime minister. Although the National Security Council (NSC), which brought together Turkey’s civilian 
and military leaders on November 21, duly recommended closer coordination between the various security 
services to confront terrorism, it remains to be seen if the mutual distrust and lack of effective cooperation 
could be overcome to help prevent future attacks.  
 
The official statement issued at the end of the NSC meeting referred to Turkey’s previous success in 
defeating separatist terrorism “within its democratic structure and legal system” and observed that the 
attacks had “stressed once again the need to continue the international battle against terrorism more 
effectively by launching and concentrating regional and global cooperation.” While the NSC did not 
recommend a resort to the drastic options of martial law or a more limited use of troops to counter the terror 
threat, significantly, the Turkish military leaders used the NSC to highlight the danger posed by over a 
thousand Turkish nationals suspected of involvement with Islamic fighters in Chechnya, Bosnia and 
Afghanistan, as well as the advisability of the restoration of some of the recently-scrapped antiterrorist 
laws. In fact, with the parallel resurgence of separatist PKK/KADEK terrorism – five Turkish soldiers were 
killed by a road mine in Mardin on December 1 – the vigilance of the Turkish military seems likely to 
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increase. However, for the moment, the military establishment seems committed to avoiding overreaction. 
During his visit to Washington between the bombings, General Ilker Basbug, the Deputy Chief of Staff, 
said that one of the primary objectives of the bombers was “to make the responsible people take the wrong 
decision” but, he added, “ we are not going to do so. We will not go this way. We will overcome these 
difficulties within a normal way.”  
 
The Turkish model for nearly eight decades was a secular democracy, committed to Westernization, 
vigorously defended by the civilian and military establishment. The current Turkish model is still a secular 
democracy, equally committed to Westernization, led by a government with Islamist origins endeavoring to 
restructure the relationship between the elected government and the civilian and military establishment. It is 
noteworthy that religious terrorism has hit Turkey with the JDP in office. If the JDP is able to overcome 
this new threat, then it will demonstrate to the entire Islamic world that the ballot box is the alternative to 
the bomb, while simultaneously underlining the need to move towards a lasting accommodation with the 
Western-dominated global system. As Cuneyd Zapsu, a close confidante of Erdogan, claimed in an 
interview with a German newspaper after the attacks, the JDP is “the greatest enemy of Al-Qaeda, because 
we are the other face of Islam.” However, if the JDP government were to fail, then we could see a 
degeneration of the Turkish democratic process, accompanied by an economic downturn, giving skeptical 
Europeans one more excuse to keep Turkey out of the EU, the Americans additional reason to begin to 
perceive Turkey as a part of the problem rather than as a part of the solution, and Islamic extremists even 
more ammunition in their campaign against an accommodation between Islam and the Western world. For 
the sake of Turkey and global harmony, the current Turkish government has to succeed in its current test.    
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