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T 

urkey has switched its 
system of government 
from a parliamentary to a 
de facto presidential one 
with the ousting of Prime 

Minister Ahmet Davutoglu by Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan, ob-
servers say.

Davutoglu, 57, who has led the 
government as well as the Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) for 
nearly two years, rose to the top 
thanks to support from Erdogan, 
62, who has remained the party’s 
and government’s highest authority 
despite moving on to the nominally 
non-partisan presidency in 2014.

However, after growing tensions 
between the two leaders, the AKP 
will elect a new chairman May 22nd 
at an emergency party congress. 
Davutoglu will not be a candidate, 
effectively ending his tenure as 
prime minister as well. Analysts say 
Erdogan will hand-pick the next 
leader.

“As of today, Turkey has de facto 
changed to a presidential system,” 
columnist Murat Yetkin wrote in 
the Hurriyet newspaper. “As long as 
Erdogan is president, it will not be 
important who the prime minister 
is.”

Davutoglu’s fall came only half 
a year after he led the AKP to a 
landslide win in parliamentary 
elections. He is set to lose his post 
as prime minister despite a solid 
AKP legislative majority, a fact that 
shows that real power no longer 
rests with parliament but with Er-
dogan, who was elected president 
in 2014.

“If there is a directly elected 
president, the prime minister is re-
treating to the back stage a little,” 
Aydin Unal, a former speech-writer 
for Erdogan, told a television pro-
gramme.

Two recent incidents fanned a 

growing divide between Erdogan 
and Davutoglu. In the first, Erdogan 
played down the significance of a 
development that could become a 
key political victory for Davutoglu.

In return for Turkey’s coopera-
tion in stemming the European 
refugee crisis, the European Union 
has opened the way to lift visa re-
quirements for Turks visiting Eu-
rope’s Schengen area, fulfilling a 
long-standing demand by Ankara. 
Initially planned for the second half 
of the year, the lifting of visa re-
quirements could happen in June, 
after lobbying by Davutoglu.

Erdogan recently said that he had 
laid the groundwork for the visa 
waiver during his tenure as prime 
minister. He dismissed the early 
implementation as a mere detail.

“I am sorry to see that this kind 
of detail is being presented as a big 
achievement,” the president said 
in what was widely seen as a stab 
at Davutoglu, who has been saying 
the visa lifting in June would be a 
breakthrough for Turkey.

The second incident occurred 
when the AKP leadership decided 

to cancel one of Davutoglu’s key 
powers as party leader. The AKP’s 
50-member Central Decision and 
Executive Board (MKYK) said the 
party leader no longer had the right 
to appoint the heads of the party in 
provinces and districts around the 
country.

Commentators said that, by tak-
ing that right away from Davuto-
glu, AKP officials loyal to Erdogan 
had limited the chance of the prime 
minister to build his own power 
base within the party. An anony-
mous blog post called Pelican Brief 
called for Davutoglu’s dismissal. 
Some reports say the blog was writ-
ten by a pro-Erdogan journalist and 
the removal of Davutoglu has be-

come known as the “Pelican Coup”.
Erdogan fuelled speculation 

about the political fate of his prime 
minister when he said in a May 4th 
speech that elected officials should 
“not forget how you got to your cur-
rent post, what you have to do in 
your position and what your aims 
are”, in remarks seen by Turkish 
media as a reference to Davutoglu’s 
career under Erdogan’s patronage.

One source of friction between 
Erdogan and Davutoglu is said to be 
Erdogan’s plan to change Turkey’s 
system of government from a par-
liamentary system into a US-style 
presidential one. Davutoglu has 
said repeatedly that he backs the 
plan and that there are no differ-
ences between him and the presi-
dent but the prime minister dis-
played a marked lack of enthusiasm 
to implement the system change, a 
position that led observers to con-
clude he was hampering a shift that 
would undercut his own political 
position.

Davutoglu was quoted as saying 
that there was no rush to create 
the presidential system, while Er-

dogan has been calling for a change 
as early as possible. Davutoglu also 
stressed that a new era had begun 
when he took over the reins in the 
AKP from Erdogan in 2014. Erdogan 
was the party’s “legendary leader”, 
while he himself was the “new 
leader”, Davutoglu said in Febru-
ary.

Observers say Erdogan decided 
that he could not go on with Davu-
toglu. “The Great Leader demands 
a hundred percent obedient PM,” 
Mustafa Akyol, an author special-
ising in political Islam, wrote on 
Twitter.

News reports have speculated 
that Erdogan could replace Davuto-
glu with Binali Yildirim, the Trans-
portation minister and a close aide 
to the president. Journalist Levent 
Gultekin told the Mediascope Inter-
net television platform that Erdog-
an was unsure whether to put Yildi-
rim or install his own son in-law 
Berat Albayrak, the Energy minis-
ter, in his place. He said Albayrak 
was being groomed as an Erdogan 
successor in the pro-government 
media.
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Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan (L) meets with Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu at the Presidential Palace in Ankara, on May 4th.

One source of friction 
is said to be Erdogan’s 
plan to change 
Turkey’s system of 
government from a 
parliamentary system 
into a US-style 
presidential one.
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“As long as Erdogan is 
president, it will not 
be important who the 
prime minister is.”

Turkish columnist 
Murat Yetkin.

As its prime minister quits, Turkey nears abyss

F
ew were surprised 
when Ahmet Davuto-
glu announced he was 
stepping down as 
Turkey’s prime 
minister after a 

meeting with President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan.

There is only one way of reading 
into their parting ways: Erdogan, 
pursuing a fully empowered presi-
dential system, will not tolerate 
any political obstacle in his path, 
no matter how risky or costly it 
may be.

There is no doubt that he came 
to regard Davutoglu as an obstacle. 
After Erdogan was elected presi-
dent in 2014, he carefully chose 
Davutoglu, who seemed to fit as a 
de facto caretaker prime minister to 
serve a policy that would clear the 
way for a change from a parliamen-
tary system to one in which the 
executive powers were transferred 

to the presidential palace.
As time went by, however, 

Davutoglu shifted course, shap-

ing discreetly a profile of his own. 
It appeared in recent months that 
the two men started to fall apart on 
major issues such as corruption, 
EU policies and the approach to the 
Kurdish issue. Davutoglu, in the 
eyes of an overly sensitive Erdogan, 
became a liability and faced the 
inevitable.

It goes far beyond simple po-
litical wrestling. Behind the move 
lurks a clash between Erdogan’s 
seemingly unstoppable personal 
ambitions and what many observ-
ers regard as the rudderless course 
that Turkey has charted because 
of them. Davutoglu pushed out of 
the way means that the country’s 
systemic crisis deepens.

To clear his path, Erdogan 
stretched the constitution to its 
limits, repeatedly breaching the 
“impartiality of presidency”. 
He rejected peace talks with the 
separatist Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK), changed his political 
course to cement an alliance with 
the military and declared war on 
the media and all who dissent from 
his policies. His open interference 
with the affairs of the ruling Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) and 
forcing Davutoglu to resign, was 
the last straw.

By bringing about an extraordi-
nary congress for the AKP, Erdogan 
made it clear he wants to remain 

the unchallenged leader who 
will not blink before any opposi-
tion. He reasserts his will by not 
only controlling the party and the 
government but also parliament, 
state institutions and large swathes 
of the bureaucracy. Turkey stands 
very close to a historic power grab, 
which some concerned observers 
call a civilian coup.

The question is: What is next, 
if that happens? Will it be a long 
period of social unrest and political 
instability? Is Turkey facing a shift 
to a regime that will be defined as 
a theocratic, nationalist autocracy? 
And, how about its unresolved 
issues, such as Kurds and the Alevi 
minority and basic freedoms?

It is hard to foresee but this 
much is clear: If left unresolved, 
no major issue will cease to haunt 
Turkey and the deeper the crisis 
sinks, the more visible these issues 
become.

The Turkish paradox is that the 
state of crisis creates opportunities 
for Erdogan. As the Kurdish con-
flict raised his popularity among 
the conservative, nationalist and 
secular-republican segments of so-
ciety, another recent debate seems 
to have given him leeway to surf 
above religious emotions. Days 
before the Davutoglu affair there 
was a debate around an explosive 
topic: Whether the secularist tenet 

of the republic’s constitution has 
any future at all.

It was the Speaker of Parliament 
Ismail Kahraman, also from the 
AKP, who lit the fuse. In a state-
ment he said: ”There should be 
no definition of secularism in the 
new constitution… Our constitu-
tion should not evade the religious 
dimension. We are an Islamic na-
tion and we should make a pious 
constitution.”

These words landed like a bomb-
shell. The opposition called for the 
resignation of the speaker; people 
took to the streets, clashing with 
police.

There was, it appeared, reason 
for their concern. Inside stories 
made it clear that the AKP aimed 
for a new constitution, not only 
imposing a fully empowered presi-
dential system but one that would 
put strong emphasis on Islam.

Put in this larger context of 
national turmoil, Davutoglu’s res-
ignation understandably raises the 
concerns to a new level.
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Davutoglu’s resignation 
understandably raises the 
concerns to a new level.


