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A 

fter more than 13 years 
as leader of Turkey’s rul-
ing party, prime minister 
and president, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan is used 

to having his own way. But, in a de-
velopment that could split the party 
and undermine his power, some of 
Erdogan’s oldest and most respect-
ed comrades are publicly criticising 
the way he runs the country.

The old guard, which includes 
former president Abdullah Gul, 
several ex-ministers and other co-
founders of Erdogan’s Justice and 
Development Party (AKP), is warn-
ing that Erdogan’s growing intoler-
ance of dissent and his brash for-
eign policy is putting the party’s 
achievements of the last decade at 
risk. At the core of their criticism 
lies a perception that Turkish poli-
tics is becoming a one-man show.

Founded in 2001 by Erdogan, 
Gul and others, the AKP came to 
power one year later and has gov-
erned Turkey since. The first years 
of the party’s rule were marked by 
political reforms and a booming 
economy but the reform process 
has stalled, economic growth has 
slowed and foreign policy prob-
lems, including the conflict in 
neighbouring Syria, a crisis in rela-
tions with Russia and a row with 
the United States over the role of 
Syria’s Kurds, have been piling up.

In an interview with the Hurri-
yet newspaper, one of the AKP dis-
senters, former minister and party 
spokesman Huseyin Celik, said he 
and others felt excluded as Erdog-
an was becoming immune to con-

structive criticism.
“When we raised objections, we 

were left outside,” Celik said, add-
ing that 98% of the AKP’s 50 most 
prominent members had been re-
moved from positions of influence. 
“These people have been pushed 
out systematically.”

Celik stressed he and other dis-
sidents were not after posts in the 
party or government but that they 
feared the course was lethal for 
the AKP. He said a deep polarisa-
tion, a foreign policy that was in 
shambles, economic problems, the 
revival of the Kurdish conflict and 
“paranoia” in dealing with sus-
pected government foes were the 
biggest problems facing Turkey. 
The dissidents are also concerned 
about accusations of corruption in 
the AKP government.

Critics say Erdogan, 61, has sur-
rounded himself with yes-men and 
sycophants and is less likely than 
ever to stomach dissenting views. 
Celik touched on that issue by re-
minding Erdogan in Hurriyet of 
the saying that “he who has good 
friends does not need a mirror”.

His interview marked a new 
stage in the public confrontation 
between Erdogan and his former 
political friends. Bulent Arinc, a fel-
low founding member of the AKP, 
former speaker of parliament and 
deputy prime minister, angered Er-
dogan by calling for a revival of the 
Kurdish peace process. Celik and 
others backed Arinc, triggering at-
tacks from government media.

Gul, a former president, had 
a 3-hour meeting with Erdogan 
before meeting Arinc and other 
dissidents, in what news reports 
described as a warning to the presi-
dent. Erdogan has remained the de 
facto AKP leader despite a constitu-
tional clause obliging the president 
to stay out of party politics.

The respected opposition news-
paper Cumhuriyet reported that 
the meeting between Gul and Er-
dogan did not go well and that  “all 
ties snapped” between the two.

During their time in office, Gul 
and other AKP co-founders recog-
nised Erdogan’s role as a leader but 
remained influential in the party. 
With those big guns sidelined, the 

AKP has become focused on Er-
dogan exclusively. Celik warned 
that development could ruin the 
party, despite the fact that the AKP 
collected almost 50% of the vote in 
November parliamentary elections.

He compared the AKP to a ship: 
“Your cabin might be very luxuri-
ous. If the ship starts taking water, 
you will go down in very luxurious 
surroundings but you will still go 
down.”

Some reports say the dissenters 
could be planning a new party and 
had rented office space in Ankara 
to house the new movement, amid 
speculation about names such as 
“New Democracy Party” or “Nation 
Party”.

However, signs are that the crea-
tion of a new party would be a last 
step by people who remain commit-
ted to the idea of the AKP as a party 
that combines Islamic and conserv-
ative values with a democratic and 

pluralist outlook, a commitment to 
EU membership and a strong mar-
ket economy. Instead, the dissent-
ers are trying to bring Erdogan, who 
has launched dozens of court cases 
against critics and has overseen 
growing pressure on media outlets 
critical of the government, back to 
a more moderate course.

Omer Sahin, a columnist at the 
Meydan newspaper, said there is a 
growing dissatisfaction within the 
AKP with the way things are going. 
“It’s not just a few AKP members 
who are unhappy with the situa-
tion,” he wrote. “For now”, Gul and 
the others were not thinking of set-

ting up a new party but wanted to 
focus their efforts on balancing out 
Erdogan’s more extreme positions 
and on addressing the “climate of 
fear” they see in the country.

Although the risk for Erdogan of 
a formal split of the AKP looks re-
mote, the challenge posed by the 
group around Gul could lead to po-
litical setbacks for the president.

Cumhuriyet reported there was 
widespread opposition within the 
AKP to Erdogan’s plan to change 
Turkey’s system of government 
from a parliamentary to a presiden-
tial one. 

The newspaper suggested that up 
to 100 members of the AKP’s parlia-
mentary party could vote against a 
proposal for a referendum on the 
issue. Given that opposition parties 
in parliament also reject Erdogan’s 
plan, such a move by AKP lawmak-
ers could kill the president’s pro-
ject.
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Erdogan’s threats against Europe may just work

W 

ith choleric 
threats and 
schoolyard-
level barrack-
ing, Turkish 
President 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan means to 
bend Europe to his will. It may 
take more than that to shame 
European leaders into doing 
something — rather than just 
talking — about Syrian refugees 
but Erdogan is nevertheless 
turning up the outrage.

On February 11th, he threat-
ened to “open the gates” and 
allow hundreds of thousands of 
refugees to rush towards Europe. 
Turkey, he added sardonically, 
would “wish them a safe jour-
ney”.

This was part of an unneces-
sarily public report on a private 
meeting that Erdogan had in 
November with the European 
Union’s top officials, Jean-Claude 
Juncker and Donald Tusk.

Erdogan’s “open the gates” 
speech came at a particularly sig-
nificant moment. Tens of thou-

sands of refugees were massed 
on Turkey’s border with Syria as 
a consequence of the bombing of 
Aleppo. 

The United Nations, Britain and 
other European countries were 
urging Turkey to open its borders 
to the Syrians.

Erdogan decided to call time 
on the political theatre of refugee 
care. “Shame on you! Shame on 
you!” he said to the West. “It is 
hypocritical to remind Turkey of 
its international responsibilities.”

Do Erdogan’s words have any 
significance beyond the acerbic 
rant of an increasingly authoritar-
ian leader who has been in power 
too long? Yes, in the context of 
the refugee issue. We owe it to 
former British prime minister 
Tony Blair, another self-regarding 
politician with a long spell in of-
fice, for this little gem on the art 
of leadership: It’s about saying 
“no”, not “yes”. It is very easy to 
say “yes”.

So, in saying “No”’ or at least 
“No, don’t do this” to Europe, Er-
dogan may be forcing a necessary 
rethink. This may not be quite 
the way to conduct complex, 
delicate negotiations with foreign 
powers but who can blame him 
for a certain sense of betrayal?

In November, Europe prom-
ised Turkey $3.4 billion over 
two years, as well as visa-free 
travel within the Schengen area 
for Turks. The rushed deal was 
supposed to be in exchange for 
Turkish cooperation in keeping as 

many refugees as possible from 
getting on boats to Europe.

In the past three months, 
Turkey has demonstrably tried 
to make good on its promises 
with stepped-up patrols in the 
Aegean, a crackdown on smug-
glers, stiff penalties even for taxi 
drivers who take migrants to the 
coast and limited work permits 
for refugees who are already in-
country.

Not so Europe. The promised 
funds are yet to be delivered to 
Ankara and there is no guaran-
tee that national parliaments in 
Europe will agree to let Turkish 
citizens traipse freely through the 
continent. 

There is little appetite for 
substantial concessions towards 
Turkey.

In some ways then, Erdogan’s 
free and direct speech may be the 
only way to move the European 
narrative forward with respect 
to refugees. With every insult he 
lobs at European integrity and 
stated good intentions, Erdogan 
underlines the inherent problems 
of Europe’s scramble to out-
source the refugee problem.

This is a point that was use-
fully made — and supposedly 
understood — at the recent Syria 
aid conference in London. The 
conference, held outside Kuwait 
for the first time in four years, 
was convened by the United 
Kingdom, Germany, Norway, 
Kuwait and the United Nations 
and explicitly acknowledged 

the international community’s 
“responsibility to help the 13.5 
million vulnerable and displaced 
people inside Syria, and the 4.2 
million Syrian refugees in neigh-
bouring countries”.

It raised $11 billion — more than 
half of which was pledged for 
this year — and recognised the 
world’s duty in supporting coun-
tries in the refugees’ immediate 
neighbourhood. The underlying 
message was a first — that Jordan, 
Lebanon and Turkey cannot be 
condemned to being low-rent 
buffer zones to keep refugees 
from Europe.

It was undoubtedly an advance 
on Europe’s insouciant approach 
to dealing with the issue in that 
it was forced to make common 
cause, consider how to share-
and-care and plan for a protracted 
crisis rather than knee-jerk, short-
term measures.

And yet, within a week of the 
London conference, Erdogan had 
to use threats and imprecations 
to remind Europe of its bounden 
duty on the refugee issue.

If it serves a purpose — by 
concentrating minds in European 
chancelleries — the outburst may 
prove that outrage is the most un-
derestimated tool of international 
diplomacy.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is 
a columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at 
www.rashmee.com and she is 
on Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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