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Istanbul

T 

he Turkish government’s 
campaign to purge the 
military and key state in-
stitutions following the 
failed coup attempt has 

drawn concern from the country’s 
allies and human rights groups.

Tens of thousands of soldiers, 
police officers, judges, prosecutors, 
teachers, academics and govern-
ment officials have been detained 
or fired. According to Yasin Aktay, 
deputy chairman of the ruling Jus-
tice and Development Party (AKP), 
10,410 people have been detained 
since the coup on July 15th, 7,423 
of whom are military personnel 
and 2,014 are either judges or pros-
ecutors.

More detentions and arrests 
were expected as Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan vowed 
to “eradicate the virus” of what he 
calls “the parallel state structure” 
— a shadowy network of supporters 
linked to US-based cleric Fethullah 
Gulen that has allegedly exerted 
significant control over crucial 
state institutions.

Erdogan accused Gulen of pull-
ing the strings of coup plotters and 
orchestrating the violent attempt-
ed takeover that left at least 265 
people dead and more than 1,000 
wounded. The Turkish govern-
ment has formally requested the 
cleric’s extradition from the United 
States.

Erdogan’s campaign against Gu-
len, previously a key ally of his 
conservative Islamic ruling party, 
dates to a major corruption scandal 
in December 2013 that implicated 
the government, Erdogan’s closest 
associates and his family. Erdogan 
responded ferociously to the al-
legations, purging the police of 
thousands of officers, transferring 
prosecutors linked to the investi-
gation and tightening control over 
the judiciary.

After the failed military takeo-
ver, he is taking on the army. By 
July 22nd, almost 7,500 military 
personnel had been detained, in-
cluding 118 of Turkey’s 358 gener-
als and admirals. An Istanbul court 
even ordered the arrest of 62 cadets 
— aged 14-17 — at a military high 
school.

Authorities moved to shut down 
media outlets allegedly linked to 
Gulen; at least 34 journalists had 
their government-issued press 
cards revoked.

Several academics who had 
signed a January petition criticis-
ing the government for its brutal 
crackdown on Kurds have been 
suspended in the city of Van. Police 
also took prominent human rights 
lawyer and commentator Orhan 
Kemal Cengiz into custody.

The crackdown is unlikely to 
let up soon. Following a July 20th 
meeting of the National Security 
Council and the cabinet, Erdogan 
announced a three-month state of 
emergency for the entire country, 
leading to concerns among West-
ern allies and human rights groups. 
The president has hinted it might 
be extended by another three 
months “if necessary”.

Amnesty International warned in 
a statement that emergency meas-

ures taken because of the coup 
attempt must remain within the 
framework of international human 
rights standards.

“In the wake of the violence sur-
rounding the attempted coup, tak-
ing measures prioritising public 
security is understandable,” said 
Andrew Gardner, Turkey research-
er for the group, “but emergency 
measures must respect Turkey’s 
obligations under international 
law, should not discard hard-won 
freedoms and human rights safe-
guards and must not become per-
manent.”

Constanze Letsch is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.

Massive crackdown after coup
attempt in Turkey causes concern
Constanze Letsch

Police officers escort Admiral Atilla Demirhan (C) and a group of military personnel detained in 
Mersin, Turkey, on July 19th.
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T 

he death of French sol-
diers in a helicopter crash 
in eastern Libya sparked 
protests against the pres-
ence of Western troops, 

a revelation that could threaten 
the UN-backed Libyan unity gov-
ernment, inflame a violent power 
struggle between rival militias and 
undermine the fight against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS).

Thousands of radical Islamists 
took to the streets of Tripoli and 
other cities on July 21st to denounce 
what their spiritual leader called a 
“declaration of war” by France.

The Islamists have pledged to 
continue protests until they topple 
the UN-backed unity government 
led by Fayez al-Sarraj. Ongoing 
protests could undermine Sarraj’s 
attempts to unify the country and 
make a return to full-scale civil war 
more likely.

Three French soldiers from an 
elite military unit died July 17th 
when their helicopter crashed 
south of the eastern city of Beng-
hazi, where forces loyal to Libyan 

commander Khalifa Haftar are 
fighting Islamist militants. A coali-
tion of Islamists and other fighters 
near Benghazi said its forces shot 
down the helicopter.

French President François Hol-
lande said the troops died taking 
part in “dangerous intelligence 
operations”, the first time France 
acknowledged its troops were in 
Libya.

Western countries, including 
France, Britain and the United 
States, have sent small teams of 
special forces to Libya to help com-
bat Islamist militants, especially 
those loyal to ISIS, which controls 
the central city of Sirte. French 
troops have helped Haftar’s forces 
in the east, even as those forces 
reject Sarraj’s government in the 
west, which is also backed by Paris.

France took a leading role in a 
NATO air campaign that helped 
rebels overthrow autocratic leader 
Muammar Qaddafi in 2011. The 
country has since descended into 
chaos.

The Sarraj government de-
nounced the French troop presence 
and said there could be “no com-
promise” over Libyan sovereignty.

Thousands of demonstrators 
marched through several Libyan 

cities to protest the French pres-
ence and what they said were re-
venge French air strikes that killed 
13 Islamist fighters. Protesters 
called for the overthrow of the Sar-
raj government.

Sheikh Sadiq al-Ghariani, widely 
seen as the spiritual leader of the 
radical militias, said the presence 
of French troops was a declaration 
of war.

“Libyans must unite to fight the 
foreign attack,” he said. “The issue 
is crystal clear now that our country 
is being attacked by a foreign coun-
try.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Ongoing protests 
could undermine 
Sarraj’s attempts to 
unify the country.

French troops’ presence in Libya adds to confusion
Lamine Ghanmi
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A fighter of Libyan forces allied with the UN-backed government 
fires a weapon during a battle with ISIS fighters in Sirte, Libya, on 
July 21st.
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