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T 

he attempt to topple Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan in 
July allowed the Turk-
ish president to assume 
emergency powers that 

he has used to stifle the media and 
override legal due process.

More than 100,000 government 
officials have been sacked, deplet-
ing the ranks of the army, judici-
ary, schools, universities and min-
istries. Added to the cull of senior 
army officers a few years ago, this 
has seriously weakened the coun-
try’s intelligence and military ca-
pabilities. Turkey’s oldest news-
paper has been shut down. The 
allegations that Cumhuriyet, that 
bastion of secularism, has been 
aiding terrorism are not simply ab-
surd but grotesque.

More than a dozen parliamentar-
ians, including Selahattin Demir-
tas, the charismatic leader of the 
Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party 
(HDP), have been arrested and 
south-eastern Turkey is under an 
internet and social media black-
out.

Demirtas ran what was, until 18 
months ago, the third largest Turk-
ish democratic party, his popular-
ity a clear threat to Erdogan, who 
is fast turning into a dictator in the 
Middle Eastern mould. The HDP’s 
electoral success in 2015 deprived 
the Justice and Development Par-
ty (AKP) of the majority needed 
to drive through constitutional 
change and Erdogan’s ambition of 
an executive presidency.

As the purge continues, all obsta-
cles are being removed that could 
prevent that from happening.

Turkish leaders are prompt to 
see a hidden Western hand — par-
ticularly American — behind the 
Gulenist movement yet it was the 
ruling party in Ankara that was 
closely allied to this secretive net-
work for years. It was the Gulen-
ists who helped Erdogan purge the 
military and the judiciary of peo-
ple who were deemed a threat to 
his rule.

This movement gives the im-
pression of a Jesuit approach to 
education, but its taste in trans-
parency is more Opus Dei. Its fight 
with AKP reminds observers of the 
bitter feud between Trotskyites 
and Stalinists after 1918.

“The ultimate irony of July’s 
failed coup is that it was engi-
neered not by Turkey’s secularists, 
but by the Gulenist officers Erdog-
an had allowed to be promoted in 
their stead,” Dani Rodrik, a pro-
fessor of International Political 
Economy at Harvard, wrote for the 
Project Syndicate website.

Rodrik asked why such a popular 
leader does not use his power to 
restore the rule of law and recon-
cile the Turks among themselves.

Erdogan risks destroying insti-
tutions so painstakingly built and 
putting social cohesion at risk. Pro-
moting the idea of some baroque 
Orientalist plot suits his purpose 
but, in the long term, his thuggish 
behaviour will not serve Turkey 
well.

There is little Turkey’s neigh-
bours, particularly in the West can 
do. The European Union’s failure 
to engage seriously with Turkey 
over a meaningful prospect of ac-
cession to Europe has robbed it of 
leverage in Ankara, all the more so 
as it is more interested in securing 
Erdogan’s help to check migration 
than worrying about the coun-
try’s democratic values. Nor is the 
country’s economy particularly 
vulnerable to market pressure, its 
banks and public finances being in 
good condition.

Foreign policy continues to play 
a key role in Turkish affairs. In Syr-

ia, Turkey has not hesitated to at-
tack the Kurdish militia backed by 
Washington as it fears a stronger 
Kurdish presence there will en-
courage irredentist feelings in its 
south-east.

Erdogan has wisely stepped back 
from his more aggressive stance 
on Syrian rulers, no longer insist-
ing they should go. He reconciled 
himself with Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, with whom he had 
a spectacular falling out after a 
Turkish jet downed a Russian mili-
tary plane a year ago. This is a mar-
riage of convenience, which may 
last for some time.

At the beginning of the century, 
with a new political party, Turkey 
started asking itself: Why do we 
not abandon this cold-war mental-
ity? Why not have a zero-problem 
foreign policy with our neigh-
bours? We may not support Iran 
but we refuse to see it as a threat. 
We have Syria on our borders and 
we need to encourage it to join the 

world.
Events in recent years reminded 

the man behind that theory, Ahmet 
Davutoglu, the world of realpolitik 
has been harsher and less forgiving 
than an abstract theory.

Erdogan loves to build mosques 
and claim the Ottoman heritage 
but he is not Suleiman the Mag-
nificent, the empire’s longest rul-
ing sultan in the 16th century. 
Suleiman believed in a law-based 
society and promoted the arts, 
encouraging his architect Sinan to 
build some of the most impressive 
mosques in the lands of Islam.

When Erdogan speaks, his often-

intemperate language reminds one 
of Putin, Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu and US Pres-
ident-elect Donald Trump. Such 
leaders have great popular sup-
port but they are also deeply deci-
sive. Whether the bad image they 
have in the West matters is open to 
question.

Not all Turks support such poli-
cies but Erdogan’s power grab has 
left them powerless. University 
professors when sacked are not 
paid and have their passports con-
fiscated. The great reconciliation 
between Islam and democracy 
many thought they were witness-
ing ten years ago has come to a 
halt; indeed it is being reversed 
as Erdogan, ever the opportunist, 
seeks support among ultra-na-
tionalist officers. Kemal Ataturk’s 
legacy is at risk.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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T 

he European Union 
stepped up criticism of 
Turkey’s crackdown on 
opponents and alleged 
plotters behind a failed 

coup, drawing a sharp retort from 
Ankara, which accused Europe of 
failing to grasp the threats it faces.

Neither side seems ready to take 
the kind of active reprisal that 
might wreck the delicate relation-
ship of mutual dependence. Brus-
sels needs Ankara to keep stopping 
migrants reaching Europe and Tur-
key, seeing its currency hit record 
lows on instability fears, wants to 
keep access to European markets.

The European Union said events 
in Turkey were “extremely worry-
ing” but that it would maintain dia-
logue with Ankara on its prospects 
of joining the union. However, on 
the eve of an annual report on Tur-
key’s progress to membership, it 
ignored calls from some for talks to 
be halted or for other sanctions.

Nonetheless, a strong state-
ment by the European Union and 
its states saying Turkey must stop 
polarising its society and safeguard 
its democracy, plus a personal dig 
by European Commission Presi-
dent Jean-Claude Juncker at Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Erdog-
an, underline concern that a vital 
Muslim ally and a buffer against 
the chaos of the Middle East risks 
pitching itself into a new era of in-
stability.

EU leaders are also under pres-
sure to speak out on Turkey’s 
crackdown on the media and Kurd-
ish politicians while Ankara is seek-
ing to satisfy expectations among 
Turks that it stand up to criticism 
from what the government sees as 
an historic adversary.

As it faces violence in the Kurd-
ish south-east and its forces con-
front the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq 
and Syria, the Turkish Foreign Min-
istry said Europeans had lost cred-
ibility with Turks after demands 
that it loosens anti-terrorism laws 
and go easy after arresting journal-
ists, Kurdish lawmakers and tens of 
thousands of public servants over a 
botched coup in July.

Since then, the two sides have 
been sharply divided by rhetoric. 
Europeans have voiced under-
standing for the challenges that 
Erdogan faces but a new round of 
arrests, including those last week 
of leading Kurdish lawmakers, has 
strained that reserve.

Leaders on both sides speak of 

drifting apart.
“I note with bitterness that Tur-

key is day by day distancing itself 
further from Europe,” Juncker said 
in a November 8th speech. “All that 
the Turkish authorities are doing 
today leads me to believe that in 
the end Turkey does not want to… 
meet European standards.”

Juncker insisted that the Euro-
pean Union would not ease visa re-
quirements for Turkish travellers, 
as promised in the March deal that 
helped stem the influx of refugees 
and migrants to Europe, until Tur-
key amended its harsh anti-terror 
law. He cited Erdogan by name and 

said Turks would blame him for 
any failure to free up travel to Eu-
rope.

“We need Turkey,” he said, “but 
we cannot give up on our main 
principles.”

Erdogan said in a speech No-
vember 6th that he did not care 
being labelled a dictator. “Europe 
has been on a course that is lead-
ing to its own demise,” he said.

“Those who are willing to drown 
the rest of the world in blood to 
preserve the sense of security and 
peace inside their own borders 
move further from humanity each 
day.”

Despite occasional threats, how-
ever, Turkey has made no move 
to break the agreement with the 
European Union, under which it 
agreed to take back Syrian refu-
gees and others who might make 
it to Greece in return for EU fund-
ing for the Syrians living in Turkey, 
a new start on EU accession talks 
and a liberalisation of EU visas.

From Europe, as long as the 
weekly arrivals from Turkey stay 
in the dozens compared to tens 
of thousands this time last year, 
there is little urgency in seeing 
Turkey meets the 72 criteria that 
would trigger the easing of visa 
controls.

Major elections due next year 
in the Netherlands, France and 
Germany, where anti-immigration 
parties are doing well and oppose 
fostering a closer relationship with 
Turkey, add to the sense that Brus-
sels is in no hurry to push to com-
plete the deal.

The pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Dem-
ocratic Party (HDP), whose lead-
ers were recently arrested, issued 
a statement in Brussels warning 
that Europe’s cooperation with Er-
dogan could backfire.

Accusing EU members of keep-
ing quiet to protect the migrant 
deal, it said: “The current cam-
paign of repression… can cause a 
wave of millions of Kurdish and 
Turkish refugees heading for Eu-
rope.”
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Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan receives an honorary doctorate from Medical Sciences 
University in Istanbul, on November 6th.                                                                                                                (AP)
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Turkey’s EU Minister Omer Celik delivers a speech during a press 
conference on an EU report on Turkish candidacy for European 
Union, on November 9th.                                                         (Getty Images)
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