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urkey’s bloody failed coup 
is casting a long shadow 
over the country’s domes-
tic and foreign politics.

The Turkish govern-
ment — and much of the country’s 
population — blame US-based cleric 
Fethullah Gulen for the July 15th 
coup attempt in which at least 245 
people were killed and more than 
1,500 wounded.

Since then, tens of thousands 
of soldiers, police officers, judges, 
prosecutors, teachers and civil serv-
ants with suspected ties to Gulen 
have been detained or suspended 
from their jobs.

Human rights groups and some 
of Turkey’s Western allies warned 
that the investigation into alleged 
plotters must not turn into a witch 
hunt against all government critics. 
Turkey defended the purges as nec-
essary security measures.

“There is not a single state insti-
tution that this structure has not 
infiltrated,” Energy Minister Berat 
Albayrak, who is also Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s son-
in-law, said in a televised interview 
in reference to Gulen and his net-
work of supporters. “Every institu-
tion is being investigated and will 
be assessed.”

He said the investigation would 
be “just” and not a blanket purge.

More than 15,000 people — 10,000 
of them military personnel — have 
been detained since the coup at-
tempt and 8,000 people have been 
formally arrested, Interior Minister 
Efkan Ala said. Turkish authorities 
have issued arrest warrants for 89 
journalists, drawing concern from 
the European Union and rights 
groups, such as Reporters without 
Borders.

Critics pointed out that many 
things remained unclear and that 
purges were carried out indiscrimi-
nately and without due process.

“We are still unsure of what hap-
pened,” said one human rights law-
yer who wished to remain anony-
mous for fear of repercussions. 
“Many details of the night of July 

still need to be brought to light. 
There needs to be conclusive proof 
of someone’s involvement in the 
coup attempt before they should 
be arrested or sacked. Who decides 
who is a Gulenist and who is not 
and on what grounds? It looks like 
the government is simply seizing 
the opportunity to go after its critics 
and people they do not like.”

Turkish authorities extended 
pre-charge detention periods to a 
maximum of 30 days and closed 
thousands of institutions, including 
private schools, universities, chari-
ties and health facilities with sus-
pected links to the Gulen network. 
Turkish authorities could be seen 
shutting down institutions in sev-
eral cities, removing signs and seal-
ing buildings. Assets were seized by 
the Treasury.

Human rights groups warned that 
the first decree passed under the 
state of emergency was discrimina-
tory and a disproportionate answer 
to the coup attempt of July 15th.

Turkey’s foreign relations have 
not remained untouched by the 
political upheaval. Turkish officials 
and pro-government media have re-
peatedly accused the United States 
of being behind the failed coup and 
tensions were predicted to soar over 
the request for extradition of Gulen.

Turkey’s relationship with 
Greece is also facing a diplomatic 
test after eight Turkish soldiers 
landed a helicopter on Greek ter-

ritory the night of the failed coup. 
According to Greek media reports, 
all eight were unarmed and im-
mediately surrendered to Greek 
police. Greek daily Ekathimerini 
reported that the soldiers told lo-
cal authorities that they had not 
participated in the attempted over-
throw of the Turkish government 
and that they had been charged 
with evacuating civilians and sol-
diers under fire by Turkish police.

Ankara disputed the claims and 
asked the officers, all of whom 
asked for asylum in Greece, be 
extradited. Greek authorities are 
obliged to process their claims, 
a process that can take several 
weeks. The Greek government im-
mediately returned the helicopter 
and publicly hinted at wanting to 
return the soldiers — three majors, 
three captains and two sergeant-
majors — but said the reintroduc-
tion of capital punishment in Tur-
key would be “a red line”.

Turkey’s relationship with Rus-

sia is, however, warming following 
the coup attempt, with Erdogan to 
visit Russian President Vladimir 
Putin in Moscow in August, the 
first such meeting since Turkey 
downed a Russian warplane near 
the Syrian border in November 
2015.

Turkish Deputy Prime Minis-
ter Mehmet Simsek said Russia 
was not only Turkey’s “close and 
friendly neighbour but also a stra-
tegic partner”. Both countries have 
signalled wanting to revive strate-
gic and trade relations.

With Turkey disappointed and 
angry at European allies and the 
United States over what it sees as 
their lack of empathy following the 
coup attempt, the failed plot might 
lead to a deeper rift with the West 
and to Turkey turning more active-
ly towards its allies and rekindled 
friendships in the East.
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Turkish commandos take part in an operation to search for missing military personnel suspected of being involved in the coup attempt, 
in Marmaris, Turkey.
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Turkey after the coup attempt: Normalisation or deeper chaos?

F
ollowing the bloody 
coup attempt, Turkey 
has been dragged into 
a fierce political storm. 
While speculation 
remains as to who was 

at the centre of the putsch, the 
aftershocks leave little doubt 
about the magnitude of the 
countermoves led by Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
who now seems to have a 
stronger grip on the country.

His chief of staff declared that 
nearly 9,000 officers and soldiers 
were arrested; at least 125 
generals were in custody. There 
are 347 generals in the Turkish 
Army, NATO’s second largest 
military force.

According to the Interior 
Ministry, 15,900 people were 
arrested and 8,113 of them were 
detained indefinitely. Those who 
have been purged from the state 
apparatus number more than 
75,000.

There is no doubt that the 
country, with an economy in 
shatters, is at an existential 

turning point, even its tradi-
tional position as part of many 

Western institutions — NATO and 
the European Court of Human 
Rights, etc. — are in question.

All these issues await certainly 
a clarity over a fundamental 
question: Will the putsch lead to a 
normalisation long overdue or a 
further drift into instability and 
authoritarian rule? How will the 
emergency rule affect the 
political diversity and will the 
Kurdish issue be tackled brutally 
or democratically? How will 
Turkey’s deeply crippled consti-
tutional order be handled?

A silver lining in the midst of 
the hurricane is that all opposi-
tion parties, media and non-gov-
ernment organisations stood 
behind the government, con-
demning the coup and its plot-
ters. The expectations had been 
that the dark night of July 15th 
would begin to heal the wounds 
and unite all the parties around 
democratic values.

A key point was the hand of 
Erdogan extended to his foes in 
the opposition. But when he 
invited the leaders to talk, one 
point was enough to raise new 
questions. Erdogan chose to 
meet, at his palace, only the 
leaders of the main opposition, 
Kemalist Republican People’s 
Party (CHP) and the ultra-right 
Nationalist Movement Party 
(MHP). The third largest elected 
force in parliament, the Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP), was 
excluded from the “democracy 
dialogue”.

No wonder, then, that HDP 
leader Selahattin Demirtas 
reacted harshly. “The exclusion of 
us means that the result of the 
coup attempt is not really 
grasped,” he said. “’HDP is the 
key to democracy. If they think 
that they can solve the problems 
by a Turkish national front, well, 
it’s all up to them.”

What Demirtas points out is yet 
another sign that the issue of 
distrust of Erdogan, whom 
observers at home and abroad see 
as mainly responsible for the 
turmoil and its bloody climax 
marking the past five years, will 
remain part of the agenda.

The Kurdish issue is only part of 
the problems of the mismanage-
ment and the series of institu-
tional collapses within the state. 
The coup attempt made it clear 
that the self-defence mechanisms 
of the frail democratic order had 
failed and left NATO’s second 
largest force at its most vulnerable 
in the most delicate of times. How 
the damage repair will be man-
aged remains an open-ended 
issue.

It is clear that Erdogan pulls all 
the strings. He can launch a 
“revival of democracy” wave or, 
as many experienced observers 
fear, utilise the situation to 
cement an autocratic rule that 
will place Turkey among Central 
Asian dictatorships.

Emergency rule is a powerful 
instrument and all the signs so far 
point to the latter.

In the immediate aftermath of 
the putsch, the Erdogan’s Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) 
launched a massive purge within 
the judiciary coupled with a law 
subordinating the high judges to 
the political power; attacked the 
media with mass arrests and bans; 
encouraged a witch hunt indis-
criminately targeting the opposi-
tion; brought back the issue of 
death penalty to the agenda; 
suspended the European Human 
Rights Mechanism; and a compre-
hensive reorganisation within the 
mainly secular army is under way.

The fact that all this is done 
without any minimum inclusion 
of the opposition raises serious 
eyebrows.

It may be that the AKP and its 
voter base may have stood out as 
victorious out of the putsch, the 
real question is whether the same 
can be said about the entire 
country and its diverse, dynamic 
social fabric.

If normalisation is not pushed 
by the democratic opposition 
strongly enough, the risk is that 
large swaths of Turkish society 
will see themselves taken hostage.

This is what the historic 
watershed, pushed by the plot-
ters, means.
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