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Washington

U 

S Vice-President Joe 
Biden is riding into a 
political storm as he em-
barks on a crucial visit to 
Turkey with the goal of 

repairing growing discord between 
the two countries.

Biden’s visit — scheduled for 
August 24th — is the first by a top 
American government official since 
a failed coup against President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan on July 15th. Er-
dogan, who recently met with Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin, has 
complained that Turkey’s Western 
allies failed to show solidarity with 
the elected government in Ankara.

While the United States and the 
European Union condemned the 
uprising, they also called on Er-
dogan to show restraint in going 
after suspected coup supporters. 
Some Western critics accuse him of 

launching a witch hunt against op-
ponents of all stripes.

The West’s stance has angered 
pro-government forces in Turkey, 
the only predominantly Muslim 
NATO member and a US strategic 
ally since the 1950s. “Since July 15th, 
Western media have not stopped 
criminalising Turkey’s leader or 
people,” Saadet Oruc, a column-
ist for the pro-Erdogan newspaper 
Daily Sabah, wrote recently. “It is as 
if Western media and decision mak-
ers are dissatisfied that the coup at-
tempt failed.”

The United States has taken the 
brunt of Turkish criticism; one 
Turkish minister suggested that the 
United States actually orchestrated 
the coup attempt, a charge that 

drew angry denials from Washing-
ton. The harsh tone derives from the 
US rejection of Erdogan’s demand 
to immediately extradite Fethullah 
Gulen, a 77-year-old Islamic cleric 
and scholar whom Ankara accuses 
of being the coup’s mastermind. 
Gulen denies the accusation. Erdog-
an has said America must choose 
between Turkey and Gulen.

Turkish news reports said initial-
ly US Secretary of State John Kerry 
would visit Ankara but the Obama 
administration decided to send 
Biden instead as a sign it regards the 
tensions between the two allies as a 
very serious problem.

This will be Biden’s second visit 
to Turkey this year. His first, in Jan-
uary, was overshadowed by differ-
ences between Ankara and Wash-
ington. On that visit, after meeting 
journalists known to be critical of 
Erdogan, Biden said locking up 
critics and curtailing internet free-
dom was “not the kind of example 
that needs to be set”. In response, 
Ahmet Davutoglu, then Turkey’s 
prime minister, said that by meet-
ing the dissident reporters Biden 
had not seen “the full picture”.

The forthcoming visit could have 
an even sharper tone. Apart from 
criticising Washington over Gulen, 
Turkey is angry over US support for 
Kurdish factions fighting the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Syria. Turkish Foreign 
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu has said 
Ankara expected Washington to 
keep its word and make Kurdish re-
bels withdraw east of the Euphrates 
river in northern Syria following the 
capture of the town of Manbij from 
ISIS. Turkey is concerned that Syr-
ian Kurds could carve out their own 
state along the border with Turkey. 
“The US needs to keep its promise,” 
Cavusoglu said.

Some observers in Washington 
have begun to question Turkey’s 
reliability as a strategic ally in the 
region. The Stimson Center, a think-
tank, released a report saying that 
American nuclear weapons de-
ployed in Turkey were under risk of 
“seizure by terrorists or other hos-

tile forces”.
Ibrahim Karagul, editor of the 

pro-government daily Yeni Safak, 
called on Ankara to seize US nuclear 
weapons stored at the Incirlik air-
base in southern Turkey. “Nuclear 
weapons in Incirlik must be handed 
over to Turkey,“ Karagul posted on 
Twitter, or “Turkey must take con-
trol of the weapons by itself“.

Incirlik, which is about 200km 
from the Syrian border, has been 
used as a base for US and allied war-
planes attacking ISIS positions in 
Syria. Turkish authorities claim the 
base was used by leaders of July’s 
coup attempt. The base’s power 
supply was cut temporarily as po-
lice hunted for suspects.

The Congressional Research Ser-
vice, the research arm of the US 
Congress, also expressed concern 

about the safety of nuclear weapons 
at Incirlik. “Most experts agree that 
the weapons at Incirlik are not, at 
this time, vulnerable to theft or loss 
of control,” the report said, “but 
many have questioned the wisdom 
of the continued deployment of US 
nuclear weapons in Europe, in gen-
eral, and in Turkey, in particular.”

Concerns about Turkey have sur-
faced in other Western countries as 
well. According to a leaked govern-
ment document, Germany is wor-

ried about Erdogan’s sympathies for 
the Muslim Brotherhood and Hamas 
and fears that Turkey had become 
a “platform for action for Islamist 
groups” in the region, according to 
German state broadcaster ARD.

In Washington, experts said the 
United States should end its reli-
ance on Turkey. Steven Cook, of the 
Council on Foreign Relations, told 
a panel at the Hoover Institution 
in Washington: “We cannot build a 
relationship on mythology”, in ref-
erence to the Cold War cooperation 
between the two countries.

“Looking at the costs and benefits 
of this relationship,” Cook said, “it 
may be time for the United States to 
think about alternatives.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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A January 2016 file picture shows Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) meeting with US 
Vice-President Joe Biden in Istanbul, Turkey.
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M 

any in Turkey are in-
creasingly frustrated 
about the reluctance 
of their Western al-
lies to show solidar-

ity after a failed coup attempt in 
which at least 265 people died and 
more than 2,000 were injured.

The ruling Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) blamed West-
ern governments for shielding 
US-based cleric Fethullah Gulen, 
whom Turkey accuses of being the 
mastermind behind the coup at-
tempt. International critics, how-
ever, say the investigation into pos-
sible coup plotters has turned into 
a witch hunt.

Since the failed takeover on July 
15th, the Turkish government has 
launched a ferocious purge of state 
institutions, private businesses 
and the media in which Gulen and 
his followers are said to have exer-
cised strong influence for decades.

More than 60,000 soldiers, po-
lice officers, judges, prosecutors, 
teachers and other civil servants 
with alleged links to the Gulen 
network have been detained or 
dismissed from their jobs. Private 
schools, media companies, chari-
ties and health institutions were 
shut down and dozens of jour-
nalists have been arrested. Gulen 

denies having any role in the at-
tempted coup.

Turkey’s Western allies have 
shown reluctance in taking Turk-
ish accusations against the Gulen 
network at face value and human 
rights groups expressed concern 
over the purges. In Turkey, how-
ever, both supporters and critics 
of the AKP said they are frustrated 
about the West’s unwillingness to 
take the perceived threat posed by 
the Gulen network seriously.

“The Gulenists did an excellent 
job at convincing the West of their 
good intentions. They have an im-
mense international network, are 
well-spoken and well-educated,” 
said Ismail Saymaz, a journalist 
who has researched the US-based 
cleric’s network.

“For ten years we have suffered 
at the hands of a criminal gang 
that presented itself to the outside 
world as a movement for peace and 
interfaith dialogue, while ruthless-
ly moving against its opponents 
inside Turkey.”

It has long been assumed in Tur-
key that Gulen’s vast network had 
infiltrated the judiciary and the 
security apparatus but those who 
dared to speak up or criticise the 
cleric were swiftly punished. Some 
journalists, such as Ahmet Sik and 
Nedim Sener, who investigated 
how Gulenists took over Turkey’s 
police force, went to jail for report-
ing on the issue. That, however, 
was when Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan and Gulen were al-
lies.

Since the coup attempt, things 
have changed. More people are 
openly saying they have fallen vic-
tim to Gulenist efforts to infiltrate 
crucial state institutions.

Mehmet Koc, formerly a cadet at 
one of Turkey’s prestigious mili-

tary academies, spoke as a mem-
ber of the Platform of Dismissed 
and Discharged Students from the 
Turkish Armed Forces, an associa-
tion formed in 2006 to draw atten-
tion to the violence and what Koc 
calls “psychological and physical 
torture” by Gulenist commanders 
against cadets deemed “unwant-
ed” by the network.

For Koc, things became bad after 
he entered the military academy 
in Ankara in 2009. “They put us 
‘unwanted’ students into so-called 
shock teams of ten cadets each,” he 
recalled, adding that he had been 
categorised as “Kemalist”, and 
hence not Gulen material, because 
of a book he had borrowed from a 
school library while in high school.

“They tortured us. We were de-
prived of sleep, of food, of water. 

We had to crawl everywhere, even 
on asphalt. My skin was raw and 
bleeding constantly,” he said.

“They humiliated us. They made 
us jump into rubbish bins with 
our mouths open, told us that we 
were not better than garbage and 
not worthy of becoming officers in 
the Turkish army. They did every-
thing they could to make us leave 
to make room for their own stu-
dents.”

Of the 470 cadets who entered 
the academy at the beginning of 
the academic year, only 250 were 
left at the end of the 42-day orien-
tation period, Koc said. He left on 
day 20. It was not just a matter of a 
ruined career. For cadets, dropping 
out of the free military education 
without going on to serve in the 
armed forces meant paying sub-

stantial fines of more than $33,500 
to the state.

“Some families were ruined by 
this,” Koc said.

He stressed that the government 
long ignored — and even actively 
encouraged — the infiltration of the 
Turkish military by the Gulenists. 
The AKP’s domination of Turkish 
politics for more than a decade 
was supported by Erdogan’s close 
alliance with Gulen’s organisation, 
his money and international influ-
ence, Koc said.

It is for that reason that Tamer 
Akgokce, a judge and board mem-
ber of Yarsav, an association of 
judges and prosecutors, harshly 
criticised the government’s ef-
forts to describe itself solely as 
the victim. For him, Erdogan’s re-
cent public plea to “the people and 
god” to forgive him for letting Gu-
len fool him, rings hollow.

“The Gulenists took over the 
judiciary with the aid of the AKP 
government and they did great 
harm,” he said speaking on behalf 
of Yarsav. “The rule of law is in 
tatters in Turkey. Judges and pros-
ecutors were dismissed, moved 
to far-away posts. Careers were 
destroyed. With the help of the 
Gulenists inside the judiciary, the 
AKP passed all the laws they want-
ed and needed. They got rid of op-
ponents.”

Akgokce warned that the purg-
es of judges and prosecutors run 
counter to legal rules and princi-
ples and he said a number of those 
arrested had had no dealings with 
Gulen.

“It is time for the government to 
realise that two wrongs don’t make 
a right,” he said.

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

Turkey and West do not see eye to eye on Gulen threat
Constanze Letsch

US-based cleric Fethullah Gulen at his home in Saylorsburg, 
Pennsylvania, US.

 Many in Turkey are 
increasingly frustrated 
about the reluctance 
of their Western allies 
to show solidarity 
after a failed coup 
attempt.


