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Istanbul

H 

e weathered anti-gov-
ernment protests that 
lasted for months in 
2013. He escaped the 
flames that engulfed 

some of his ministers in a corrup-
tion investigation. And now Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
has survived a military coup — a 
boast many of his predecessors can-
not share.

No one in Turkey predicted what 
happened July 16th when soldiers 
took control of Istanbul’s two main 
bridges across the Bosporus and 
flew F-16 fighter jets low over An-
kara. Soldiers stormed into private 
and state-run broadcasters taking 
control with relative ease.

However, in a country that has 
seen a series of military coups, there 
have always been signs of fault lines 
that could prompt such a move.

In recent years, critics, foreign 
governments and Turkish citizens 
have expressed concerns about a 
steady decline into authoritarian-
ism under Erdogan. Although he 
won much praise in the first few 
years after becoming prime min-
ister in 2003, since becoming Tur-
key’s first directly elected president 
in August 2014 Erdogan has been 
accused of dictatorial ambitions.

Erdogan wants to change Turkey’s 
constitution — installed in 1980 fol-
lowing a military coup — to adopt an 
American-style presidential system 
that would give him greater power.

According to Aykan Erdemir, sen-
ior fellow at Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies in Washington, the 
latest coup was a result of many fac-
tors, including the military’s fear of 
the new system.

He said the reasons for the coup 
included “one of the latest develop-
ments (that) has been the bill rede-
signing the high courts as well as 
Erdogan’s refusal to be impartial”.

For Sinan Ulgen, director of 
the Edam think-tank and visiting 
scholar at Carnegie Europe, this 
was not a coup by the full army as 
in previous cases but undertaken 
by a clique that held the top general 
hostage.

“This was beyond the chain of 
command — a relatively small group 
in the army, who even hijacked the 
military top brass,” Ulgen said. “It 
was not an operation designed by 
the army and it showed. Without 
the full support of the army, they 
lacked the assets and capabilities.”

Erdemir said the era of successful 
coups is over with the public largely 
hostile to the prospect. This time 
the country put on more of a show 
of solidarity, with even the three 
opposition parties in parliament 
swiftly condemning the attempted 
putsch.

Political parties do not have 
“fond memories” of the previous 
coups given their bitter experiences 
under military rulers, said Erdemir.

Ulgen added: “When people real-
ised it did not have backing of the 

army, it was easier to be against the 
coup.”

Indeed, the sheer odds against 
the coup spawned conspiracy theo-
ries with the hashtag #Darbedegilti-
yatro — “It’s not a coup; it’s theatre” 
— trending on Twitter.

Natalie Martin, politics and inter-
national relations lecturer at Not-
tingham Trent University in Britain, 
said it appeared “almost meant to 
fail”, something that created suspi-
cions.

“It is entirely possible it’s a false 
flag coup,” she said.

Erdogan, a consummate political 
tactician, will sense the failed coup 
has created opportunities to tighten 
his control over Turkey but faces a 
critical choice.

“He can build on the fact that all 
parties got behind him and build an 
era of consensus or he can use this 
as an opportunity to consolidate his 
one-man rule,” said Erdemir.

“It’s almost fully up to Erdogan — 
the path he chooses will have enor-
mous consequences. The optimist 
in me goes for the democratic way 
but the realist and pessimist says 

Erdogan would never miss such an 
opportunity and that would be a 
shame.”

Erdogan will come out of this 
stronger, Ulgen said, but “the ques-
tion is whether he is willing to use 
that to drive towards a more con-
sensual politics.

“This is a unique opportunity to 
advance a more ambitious democ-
racy agenda but the more likely 
scenario is Erdogan using it to drive 
his personal ambitions and create a 
presidential system.”
(Agence France-Presse)
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A policeman stands atop of a military armoured vehicle after troops involved in the coup surrendered 
on the Bosporus Bridge in Istanbul, on July 16th. 

Turkey

Erdogan’s plan to naturalise Syrians proves divisive

E
ach time Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan presents a 
new project, it 
becomes divisive, 
leading to more tears 

in the country’s frayed social 
fabric.

A debate has been raging over 
what is widely seen as a contro-
versial promise to naturalise the 
Syrians who, since the early days 
of the war, have sought refuge in 
Turkey. Official estimates are that 
there are about 2.7 million such 
refugees, mainly settled in border 
provinces and Istanbul.

Erdogan dropped the political 
bombshell as he addressed a 
crowd in the border town of Kilis 
on July 3rd, just before Eid al-Fitr.

“I’d like to give a piece of good 
news to my [Syrian] siblings,” he 
said. “There are those who desire 
Turkish citizenship. We shall give 
them the possibility.”

For Erdogan, a master of 
political agenda setting, it may 
have been an attempt to divert 
attention from the rapproche-
ment with Israel and his apology 
to Russian President Vladimir 
Putin for downing a Russian 

warplane. The debate the pro-
posal unleashed, however, 
created a bigger backlash than he 
probably anticipated.

First, experts and independent 
pundits agreed that the move 
added to the pattern of what they 
see as Erdogan’s unconstitutional 
behaviour.

The issue is within the domain 
of the government, run by a prime 
minister, and demands a debate 
and vote in parliament. Experts 
also said that, because of the large 
number of those pledged citizen-
ship, the plan requires a referen-
dum.

Second, the opposition said the 
plan is part of Erdogan’s large-
scale political and demographic 
engineering.

The more Erdogan detailed his 
idea that those Syrians granted 
citizenship would be settled in 
newly built cluster housing 

complexes in border provinces, 
voices across the opposition, 
topped by the Kurdish politicians, 
said the aim was to manipulate 
elections so that presumably 
grateful Syrians would vote for 
Erdogan’s Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP).

The People’s Democracy Party 
(HDP) dominance in the polls in 
the mainly Kurdish region would 
likely be weakened by the new 
Sunni-Arab voters. Calculations 
show, if the plan were followed, 
by 2019 about 1.5 million natural-
ised Syrians would gain the right 
to vote.

Erdogan’s critics see this as a 
path to legitimise a fully empow-
ered presidential system replac-
ing the current one and realise his 
autocratic ambitions in a referen-
dum where the votes of those of 
Syrian origin may play a key role.

The main opposition Republi-

can People’s Party (CHP), which 
has many Alevis in its voter base, 
raised other concerns.

A CHP deputy, Erdogan Toprak, 
claimed the plan means an 
“import of Salafist warfare into 
Turkish soil”.

Non-governmental organisa-
tions questioned why the Syrians 
were not granted refugee status 
with work and residence permits, 
a debate that sparked anti-Syrian 
sentiments across Turkey as some 
nationalist segments of the media 
published xenophobic headlines.

In a week in two towns — Konya 
and Beysehir — violence erupted 
against Syrians. Two people were 
killed.

Anger among ruling party 
supporters has also come to the 
surface. “‘They have their 
homeland. Let them go and take it 
back. We did not win back our 
country easily. We had to fight for 
it. I am annoyed by all this,” the 
BBC quoted one person as saying.

The silence of the European 
Union points to one thing: 
Germany and others have reason 
to be content, as Erdogan’s move 
would ease the refugee exodus to 
Europe. However, if imple-
mented, Erdogan’s project could 
end the Turkish hopes for 
visa-free EU travel because of 
enhanced security concerns.

One element leaves little doubt 
for some observers: Erdogan’s 
latest move, like many others, 
reflects a growing gap between 
his and the ruling AKP’s interests 
and those of the country.

Yavuz Baydar is a journalist based 
in Istanbul.
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Syrian refugee Rua Sahalli, 12, from Idlib, Syria, weaves a carpet 
at a workshop near the town of Kilis in south-eastern Turkey.


