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23 April 1920 13:45. Şerif Bey, the deputy for Sinop, who is to chair the very first sitting of 

the Turkish Grand National Assembly (TGNA) as the oldest member of the parliament, takes 

his seat at the Bureau of the Assembly to deliver his opening remarks to the Parliament. Below 

is the speech he delivered, which is known to have been written by Mustafa Kemal, in a 

nutshell:  

“Our people, who have lived freely and independently for all eternity, has rejected this 

subjugation decisively and unequivocally, and formed its grand Assembly by starting to gather 

its deputies immediately. In my capacity as the speaker of this august Assembly and with the 

help of God, I hereby open the National Assembly by way of personally building the future of 

our nation in its full independence and declaring it to the entire world.”  

Following his opening of the TGNA, Şerif Bey invites Mustafa Kemal to the rostrum to deliver 

his address on “the members who shall constitute the Assembly”. The following was 

undoubtedly the historic sentence in the brief remarks Mustafa Kemal made: “Our Assembly 

has gathered at this moment.” 

http://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/kilicdaroglu-yazdi-alcakgonullu-bir-uygarligin-insasina-cagri-1734359
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This utterance by Mustafa Kemal was indeed a declaration to the entire world that with the 

opening of the TGNA, “Things would not be as they were before the 23 April 1920, that 

nothing would be the same as before.” Starting its work on the basis of the principle that 

“Sovereignty is vested fully and unconditionally in the Nation”, the TGNA become the centre 

of perseverance and resolve in Anatolia and Thrace, thus the nation’s independence was won. 

Following the victorious outcome of the National Struggle, the Republic of Turkey was 

proclaimed on 29 October 1923. 

I. PREPARING FOR THE SECOND CENTURY OF OUR REPUBLIC 

In the days leading up to the 100th anniversary of the opening of the TGNA, we are having an 

unprecedented discussion on how “nothing will ever be the same again”. This discussion is 

centred around a “virus”: the novel coronavirus. COVID-19, which emerged from Wuhan, 

China and is caused by a coronavirus that has now spread nearly to the entire world, is breaking 

the mould.  

A global effort has been undertaken to fight against the virus with an interdisciplinary 

cooperation that we had not witnessed for a long time. Biologists, chemists, physicists, 

mathematicians, pharmacists, engineers, software developers, medical community are acting 

in unison against the COVID-19 pandemic. Members of the medical community are in a race 

to keep millions of sick people alive while risking their own lives and their families with no 

second thoughts.  

Social scientists are working to define the global situation establishing direct links to medical 

and scientific studies, generating estimates about the post-pandemic world.  

For example, some social scientists are discussing the “possible” death of capitalism, which 

was institutionalised as a result of the Industrial Revolution, which had started in the second 

half of the 18th century, and the French Revolution in 1789, which is considered to be a part of 

this process. They underline that the current process will unavoidably put an end to neo-liberal 

policies as well, and often referring to Karl Marx, they claim that the humanity is on the brink 

of a new age.  

These references remind me, in turn, of a quote from Karl Marx: “Philosophers have merely 

interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it.” Marx was undoubtedly a 

philosopher that thought he could change the world with his ideas, and he surely believed this 

change to be a positive one. (We must also remember that his theory is among the key theories 

of social sciences.) Therefore, we will have to wait and see whether today’s philosophers and 

social scientists will “actively influence” the changes that will take place in the world post-

COVID-19 pandemic.  

Building the Future 

However, the political apparatus will also have an important part to play in identifying the 

direction/nature of the change as well as in defining the change itself. I believe that the political 

apparatus is responsible for giving the right answers to the following question: “What will the 

future look like if nothing will ever be the same again?” Especially as far as our country is 

concerned. 
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The world is on the brink of a profound change in the 100th anniversary of the opening of the 

TGNA (with only three years to go to the 100th anniversary of the proclamation of our 

Republic). We will be giving direction to the second century of our Republic with the choices 

we make in this period of change. This statement aims to recognise the truths that will take us 

to the second century of the Republic, drawing inspiration from its nearly 100-year-old past. 

II. DEMOCRATS OF THE WORLD, UNITE! 

We would perceive the world as a village with mobile phones in our hands, smart televisions 

in our homes, online networks connecting us to the rest of the world, and our social media 

accounts. What we failed to remember is that the world has always been a village ever since it 

started to exist. Yes, the world has always been a village of the current age from the day it 

came into existence. The Plague, which emerged in 1346 and killed one third of the population 

in Europe in about four years... The Spanish flu pandemic, which emerged in March 1918 and 

almost spread to the entire world in six months... The COVID-19 pandemic, which emerged in 

December 2019 in China and shortly took over the world are mere examples that prove to us 

that the world has always been a village.  

The economy of this village has mainly been run with the organised, institutionalised goal of 

“minimum cost – maximum profit” in the past almost 300 years. Governments themselves have 

been joining the bandwagon of this objective of national and international capitals in the name 

of “neoliberal” policies. To give a few examples from the viewpoint of healthcare policies, 

coverage of healthcare services was reduced based on excuses of “social security deficit”, 

privatisation gained momentum. Healthcare policy shifted to cater more for profitability 

objectives of large pharmaceutical and medical companies and private healthcare providers.  

However, humanity needed a public health policy that is well-integrated at international level 

even before COVID-19. For example, we are being told that washing hands with soap prevents 

contracting COVID-19 and slows down the rate of new infections while billions of people lack 

access to a glass of clean water, let alone hand-washing facilities. Use of lavatories is 

highlighted; however, according to the United Nations data, one in every 3 people in the world 

has no access to clean and sanitary toilets. We receive daily reminders that good nutrition, sleep 

and staying home increase our resilience against the pandemic; however, nearly one billion 

people suffer from starvation, 1.5 billion people worldwide live without regular 

accommodation facilities.  

Feeding on inequalities 

Despite this bad outlook, the wealth of the richest 2 thousand 153 people exceeded the total 

wealth of the poorest 4.6 billion people in the world in 2019. The United Nations have 193 

Member States. And yet, 86% of the global GDP of nearly USD 87 trillion is generated by the 

G20 countries. What is more, China, a G20 country, is the point zero of the COVID-19. G20 

countries are also among the worst hit by the pandemic: the US, Italy, France, the UK, Russia, 

Turkey... They are failing to protect themselves against the virus even with the economic power 

they have. That is because the virus advances through the deep social fractures caused by neo-

liberal policies, it feeds on inequalities, and traveling through the inequality-generating paths 

made by the global market economy that has been kept above blame for years, the pandemic 

walks into the homes of G20 countries. Unsurprisingly, the balance of the global economy, 

which was proclaimed to be well-kept, is upset, geopolitical machinations are being cancelled 
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out, financial markets are being shaken. Kristalina Georgieva, head of the IMF, warns against 

and calls on to prepare for a new “Great Depression”.  

Then, what will, and should the new world look like? As democrats, what should we fight for? 

In November 2017, during my speech at the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, 

I had made the call “Democrats of the world, unite!” against authoritarian governments, 

referring to Karl Marx’s motto: “Workers of the world, unite!”. Significance of the call I made 

three years ago becomes even more clear today, when the world is going through times of 

COVID-19: all democrats must unite. Were a new civilisation to be founded post-COVID-19, 

it could only do so by democrats. Democrats must cooperate at international level also because 

of the possibility that the downturn to be caused by COVID-19 will further strengthen 

oppressive and authoritarian governments and lead to the emergence of new ones. Democrats 

cannot leave the fate of the post-COVID-19 world into the hands of oppressive and 

authoritarian governments or those who implement neoliberal policies.  

Return to the ‘Social State’ 

The two fundamental arguments for democrats to stand together are a) abandoning production 

and consumption policies based on “minimum cost – maximum profit” and b) viewing the 

basic socioeconomic living conditions of the first world citizens as the body of rights to be 

granted to the entire humanity. This transformation will also mean a return to the “social state” 

policies, whose foundations were laid in the aftermath of the World War II in Europe and which 

have gradually been abandoned in the last 40 years, along with new complementing policies. 

Therefore, I am referring to an international cooperation that will shape the future of the world 

with new social state policies. It is imperative to build a new civilisation that demands 

international solidarity against the neoliberal/populist way of government which views all 

underground and aboveground treasures of the earth as well as all financial mobility as 

conditioned by “profit”, which have no qualms about destroying even the biological diversity 

to that end, which ignore air pollution, and which disregards our right to access water, to 

cultivate our lands, to quality accommodation, to quality education, to travel, to access justice, 

to hold accountable and expect accountability as well as other fundamental rights.  

At this point in time, let us be reminded of the main agenda item of the world before COVID-

19: Migrants. Millions of displaced migrants are hoping for a better life in other countries. 

Those countries, which are believed to have better living conditions, on the other hand, are 

looking for ways to stop migrants from crossing their borders. Yet, the virus has shown us all 

the innocence of the poor and the migrants. Neither the poor nor the migrants are the carriers 

of the virus. Yes, the poor and the migrants are heavily affected by the effects of the crisis. 

However, the virus is passed on -and recklessly so- by the middle-upper class people with high 

international mobility. For this reason alone, classes that reap the benefits of neoliberal policies 

and globalisation have to pay a significant portion of the price of this life-threatening crisis for 

the sake of the shared future of humanity. For the pandemic we are going through has shown 

us once again, that the fates of humanity and countries alike are intertwined. For example, 

Germany which has been running a budget surplus can protect its citizens against COVID-19 

at a maximum level. However, the failure of Italy, Turkey, Georgia, or Iran in the face of the 

pandemic would mean the failure of Germany in the mid-run. Furthermore, this process cannot 

be viewed simply as an economic problem. Just as important as the economic dimension of the 

problem are our moral/ethical responsibilities at individual and universal level. We have to 

recognise that the safety of the entire world in every sense is dependent on the safety of the 
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least developed countries of the world in every sense. Let us not forget that a chain is only as 

strong as its weakest link.  

The course of history is changing 

I have previously said that the world is a village. Then, we have to think about a future in which 

we are able to look our friends, our neighbours in the eye as a country and as individuals while 

the COVID-19-related healthcare and economic crisis is deepening further. Just as “every 

cloud has a silver lining”, we have to recognise the need for and think long and hard about 

building a new civilisation. In a nutshell, we have to start building a humble, solidarity-driven 

civilisation at a global level while also reminding “the West” about its responsibility, its duties.  

The whole of the rights granted by this new civilisation must be ecological, egalitarian, 

humane, fair, democratic, pro-freedoms and as I have underlined above, they must be humble 

and pro-solidarity -for everyone, in every field, and at an international level. The course of 

history is changing. The crux of the matter is how and in which direction it will change and 

which side we will be on when it does. We will be on the side of the people and democracy, 

together with the people and the rest of the democrats of the world. 

III. BECOMING A FATHER TO THE FATHERLESS 

AGAIN 

With only three years to go to the 100th anniversary of our Republic and on the 100th 

anniversary of the opening of the TGNA, the Republic of Turkey can make significant 

contributions to the new civilisation to be built. Just as it did 100 years ago. What is more, in 

its capacity as a G20 country, it can set an example for larger economies. A strong government 

organisation that is responsive to the needs of its citizens is required in the fight against the 

virus and the economic crisis, just as for a strong social state intervention and its 

implementation. However, the “strength” I am talking about here is not a reference to the 

security state. To the contrary, the reference is to a social welfare state that prioritises solidarity, 

assistance, and accountability. Accordingly, here is what needs to be done in Turkey in a way 

to set an example for the rest of the world in the aftermath of COVID-19: 

1-We must draw up a new democratic constitution with the participation of all social, political, 

and cultural segments. This constitution must be based on the separation of powers, i.e. 

“separation of the legislative, the executive and the judiciary”, and include checks and balances 

against arbitrary use of power.  

2-A new and strong, democratic parliamentary government system must be the backbone of 

the new constitution, which we describe as “crowning the Republic with democracy”. As part 

of the process, all of the antidemocratic laws, decrees, decisions, regulations, circulars, and 

bylaws must be cleared from our legislation. It must be borne in mind that all obstacles before 

the freedoms of thought, opinion, and faith as well as the freedom of organisation including 

but not limited to the freedoms of media and unionisation.  

3-Full independence of the judiciary, which is one of the most important pillars of both the 

principle of separation of powers and the rule of law, must be reinstated based on irrevocably 

strict rules. All obstacles before the right to access to justice must be removed. 
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4-The legislative is another important pillar of the principle of separation of powers. A new 

election system to allow the will of the nation to be represented at the TGNA as extensively as 

possible must be put into force. The TGNA’s right to legislate as the legislative power of the 

democratic parliamentary government system must be regulated in such a way that does not 

leave room for the whim, demands of the majority or of a person or a group that may dominate 

the majority of the parliament. The legislation in question must be designed in such a way to 

prevent any tutelage over the will of the nation. 

5-The other important pillar of the principle of separation of powers is the executive. The 

executive must be designed in such a way that it is open to absolute control and accountability 

in all its actions. For example, all public institutions and organisations under the executive must 

be open to full control of the Court of Audits, which acts on behalf of the TGNA. As part of 

the audits on the use of budget by the executive, chair of the “Final Accounts Committee”, to 

be set up at the TGNA, must be granted to opposition parties beyond dispute. 

6-We must ensure that local governments are no longer regulating bodies for economic rent 

relations but are made primary components of the welfare state. Local government functions 

must be enhanced through a well-defined cooperation and collaboration framework. 

Municipalities as such must take part in the local response to the problems created by economic 

crises and pandemics. 

7-Public employment practices must urgently adopt employment policies that are free from 

nepotism and based on open competition. Employment of civil servants based on open 

competition must be accountable to and open to the control of all political parties, workers’ 

and civil servants’ unions, and civil society organisations. 

8-As part of employment policies based on open competition, “zero” employment deficit must 

be targeted particularly in education, healthcare, social security, and security. Balance of 

budget or budgetary deficit cannot be of concern when it comes to the future of our children, 

health of our citizens, care for our disabled and elderly, national and international security of 

our country. In the face of rapidly rising unemployment rates, the public sector cannot shy 

away from using its power and means for the citizens. Additionally, one of the major goals of 

the public sector must be to support small to medium-sized enterprises through loans and 

similar support schemes and to expand cooperative operations. 

9-Our citizens must be guaranteed minimum universal income. In this framework, the “Family 

Assistance Insurance” must be put in place as soon as possible. All of our citizens must be 

guaranteed minimum universal income (Family Assistance Insurance).  

10-Our current tax policy is heavily based on indirect taxation. In fact, taxation should be 

spread towards the ceiling while income is spread towards the bottom. A fresh approach is 

needed for the funding of the interventions under the crisis response. Even if issuing a certain 

amount of money may be considered as a solution to meet the needs, a structural solution would 

partially require a fair taxation policy that allows for a fair distribution of the burden. New 

taxes to be introduced as part of such structural solutions must target upper-income groups. 

Minimum wage should no longer be taxed. The range of tax exemptions for manufacturing, 

job-creating enterprises must be expanded. 
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11-According to TURKSTAT data, one in every three workers is informally employed. Fight 

against informality must be backed by the society. The employers themselves must take a stand 

against informality and act in favour of job security without any need for legal measures. 

COVID-19 must have proven to the capital owners the need for a system in which workers are 

safe with all social and healthcare securities. 

12-Wastefulness and favouritism in public spending places a heavy burden on the Turkish 

economy. Limiting the public spending that qualifies as extravagance is not only an economic 

but also a moral requirement. Today, we are faced with a sad truth. “Favouritism-ridden” 

Public Procurement System has truly turned into a black hole for our economy. This is not 

sustainable. We must transition into a fair “Public Procurement System” that is up to 

democratic standards and open to audit. All “favouritism-ridden” tenders must be cancelled. 

Let us not forget that corruption is the most important reason for poverty. Eliminating 

extravagance and favouritism will help build the investment and employment capacity of true 

producers and industrialists. 

13-Turkish industry must be restructured with the goal of manufacturing high value-added 

products. Public sector must lend all possible support to industrialists when it comes to high 

value-added product manufacturing. The umbrella organisations of the small to medium-sized 

enterprises must be given the right to make decisions about the nature of the public sector 

support they will be given. All production policies must be eco-friendly along with the rest of 

the manufacturing methods. 

14-Access to healthcare services without precondition is a right and must be free-of-charge. As 

one of the most important areas of enforcement for the welfare state, healthcare services must 

be given a structure in which public sector is prominent, that is, in coordination with the private 

sector. Preventive and primary healthcare services must be planned in line with this direction 

since global practice indicates that cost of healthcare services drop in a short period of time as 

preventive and primary healthcare services become more readily available. On the other hand, 

the global pandemic has proven the importance of self-sufficiency in basic healthcare 

materials. Production planning must be done for strategic items, primarily protective health 

equipment and vaccines. 

15-The right to housing, which is also recognised in the Constitution, must be under the 

absolute guarantee of the welfare state. The home-centred strategy for the prevention of the 

pandemic has proven housing policies especially targeted at low-income groups and a healthy 

urban planning to be vital. Structural reforms are needed for another fundamental right: healthy 

access to food. 

16-Education must be planned afresh and together with stakeholders as the most imperative, 

fundamental component of Turkey’s development strategy. The sole objective of education 

policies must be to raise generations with free minds, free wisdom, and free conscience. Any 

kind of opinions, thoughts must be discussed freely, and any type of scientific study must be 

freely undertaken at our universities. Education must be free-of-charge at all stages.  
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16 points to save the future 

I have thus tried to sum up a road map to save the future of Turkey in 16 points. Turkey will 

secure its future if it shifts towards a democratic way of politics in line with these 16 points. 

The choice we will make in the scope of these 16 points will constitute our contribution to the 

world, which is searching the answer to the question: “What will the future look like if nothing 

will ever be the same again?” In these times of COVID-19, countries are holding neoliberal 

policies responsible for the shock they have experienced, underlining the renewed must for a 

“new social state” policy. Turkey’s opting for democracy during such times will pave the way 

for a new international solidarity and a new civilisation that we need to build. 

Let us not forget that our Republic was founded by the great leader Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, 

particularly to be a father to the fatherless. In its second century, it can become a father to the 

fatherless again. If we attain this ideal of ours, we will bring hope not only to our citizens but 

also to the entire world. We can do this. Just as we did 100 years ago under the leadership of 

Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. 
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