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When Erdogan’s formula 
stopped working
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S 

ince the neo-Islamist Jus-
tice and Development 
Party (AKP) won Turkish 
parliamentary elections in 
2002 it has embarked on an 

ambitious political project that has 
transformed Turkey. Headed by the 
charismatic Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
the AKP achieved a number of suc-
cesses.

Economic reform initially posted 
impressive growth, the army’s ten-
dency to interfere in politics was de-
cisively curbed and a more mature 
democracy appeared to be taking 
shape.

The electoral success that allowed 
this ambitious agenda to be imple-
mented was based upon a simple 
majoritarian formula: Energise the 
roughly 50% of conservative Turks 
to whom the AKP’s political agenda 
appeals and ignore the rest of the 
electorate. Increasingly, however, 
this abrasive style appears to be 
uniting Erdogan’s opponents and 
worrying the AKP’s electoral base.

One of the most striking features 
of Turkey’s June 7th general elec-
tion, which saw the AKP lose its par-
liamentary majority, was the flood 
of tactical voting that allowed the 
pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic 
party (HDP) to cross the threshold 
of 10% of the national vote neces-
sary to be represented in parlia-
ment.

The 10% threshold, widely 
viewed as a mechanism for prevent-

ing organised Kurdish represen-
tation, was reached with support 
from secular, middle-class Turkish 
voters who might otherwise vote 
for the Kemalist Republican Peo-
ple’s Party (CHP). The main factor 
motivating these voters seems to 
have been fear of Erdogan’s political 
ambitions.

Erdogan has relentlessly cam-
paigned to turn Turkey from a 
parliamentary into a presidential 
system, pushing through measures 
during his last term as prime min-
ister to turn the presidency into a 
directly elected post. Erdogan won 
election to the now directly elected 
post of president with 51.97% of the 
vote.

However, since his election Er-
dogan has played fast and loose 
with the constitution, making a 
mockery of provisions stipulating 
that the presidency be a politically 
neutral post.

The directly elected presidency 
has been used by Erdogan as a plat-
form to accrue powers. He increas-
ingly used the judiciary as a means 
to intimidate political opponents 
and the media, with newspapers 
editors threatened with prosecu-
tion for running stories not to the 
president’s liking.

The use of the judiciary as an of-
fensive weapon was also accompa-
nied by a hectoring tone, accusing 
the HDP of being a front for Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK) terrorists 
and refusing to condemn more than 
70 violent attacks on HDP offices 
and candidates.

Two days before the latest elec-
tion, two bombs tore through an 

HDP rally in the mainly Kurdish 
city of Diyarbakir, killing three and 
wounding at least 200. Erdogan’s 
muted response to the attacks was 
seen as being in keeping with his 
ultra-partisan style.

“He should go to Diyarbakir. Is 
he not the president of 77 million 
people? He ought to leave flowers 
where people were killed,” said HDP 
leader Selahattin Demirtas.

With such a charged atmosphere 
before the vote, and with Erdogan 
pursuing his traditional formula of 
energising his base by launching 
vicious attacks on his political op-
ponents, many Turks came to view 
the vote as a means of stopping an 
increasingly frightening political 
project.

“In the end the AKP was run-
ning an almost revolutionary pro-
gramme, just going extra-judicial to 
establish a new regime. 

So they started using the judiciary 
as a tool… Turkish society believes 
in independent arbiters in the form 
of judicial regulatory institutions 
and the media,” says Mehmet Mud-
errisoglu, Turkey analyst at Eurasia 
Group, a political consultancy.

“This result shows Turks do not 
prioritise political stability over eve-
rything. “This was essentially a re-
jection of an executive presidency, 
the one President Erdogan was hop-
ing to establish… Turks want more 
cooperation, even at the expense of 
returning to the coalition govern-
ments of the ’90s.”

Tom Dinham is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in London.
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Dramatic turn of events

Turkey’s AKP facing a watershed moment

P 

erhaps the most telling 
single utterance in the 
immediate aftermath of 
Turkey’s historic June 
7th elections came 
from the new players in 

politics, the Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP). An HDP deputy said 
he and his fellow HDP members 
of parliament realise they were 
elected as a party for the first 
time only because of a protest 
vote against the sitting govern-
ment. It was a refreshingly brave 
and honest statement.

The ruling Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AKP), which won 
around 258 seats but needing at 
least 330 to call a referendum to 
change executive power from the 
parliament to the president, is still 
very much the dominant political 
force in Turkey.

 However, it must realign its 
priorities: Does it opt for a full-
steam-ahead policy of nasty and 
dangerous rhetoric that would di-
vide Turkish society even further 
and put a nascent peace process 
with militant Kurds at risk? Or 
does it go back to what made it an 
unbeatable political machine in 
the first place — creating jobs and 
appealing to peoples’ religious 
motivations?

Not everything has been the 
AKP’s fault. As has happened in 
other emerging market countries, 
Turkey’s economic growth slowed 
significantly in recent years, to 
3% in 2014. The cost of living has 
increased rapidly. 

The millionaires, whom Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan calls 
on to finance massive develop-
ment projects, such as Istanbul’s 
third airport and the Ilisu dam in 
south-eastern Turkey, are find-
ing it harder to come up with the 
cash to carry out huge job-creating 
endeavours.

The government’s blocking of 
supplies to Syrian Kurds fighting 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Kobane 
alienated many of Turkey’s Kurds. 
The HDP has been active in reach-

ing out to conservative Kurdish 
tribes in Turkey, which have tra-
ditionally sided with the state and 
fought Kurdish PKK rebels.

Immediately after a bomb attack 
at an HDP rally in the main Kurdish 
city of Diyarbakir, police charged 
the fleeing crowd in armoured 
vehicles firing water cannon. Er-
dogan, even though, as president, 
barred from electioneering, ap-
peared on live television soon after 
at one of a succession of  “opening 
ceremonies” at which he ad-
dressed a large crowd. No mention 
was made of the bombing.

With Kurds making up some 20% 
of Turkey’s population, it is a large 
section of voters to lose and the 
AKP will have to work hard to get 
those votes back.

The future of stalled Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK) peace talks 
will likely be crucial for both the 
AKP and the HDP, which some 
nationalist Turks regard as the 
political arm of the PKK.

For now, at least, few Turks trust 
the HDP to put the country’s inter-
ests above that of Kurds in the PKK 
peace process.

 On the streets of eastern Is-
tanbul the night of the election, 
the sense of where Kurds’ chief 
concern lies was evident: Dozens 
of young Kurdish men waved flags 
and pictures of PKK leader Abdul-
lah Ocalan, jailed since 1999 on a 
Turkish island prison after being 
convicted of terrorism charges and 
sentenced to life in prison.

While many businesses, big and 
small, attribute their success to the 
AKP, some leftists say they expect 
a backlash and that Turkey may be 
headed towards political violence 
and instability.

Regardless of whether a snap 
election is called, which analysts 
say is more likely than a coalition 
government, this election is a vic-
tory for the under-represented, 
those living on the margins of soci-
ety, be they rural and urban Kurds, 
women or religious minorities.

How the chief players — the AKP, 
Erdogan, nationalist Turks and the 
Kurdish minority — react to events 
over the summer will determine 
whether Turkey has stepped away 
from the authoritarian cliff and en-
tered a new age of mature politics.

Stephen Starr is an Irish journalist 
who lived in Syria from 2007-12. He 
is the author of Revolt in Syria: 
Eye-Witness to the Uprising (Oxford 
University Press: 2012).
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