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A 

fter more than a year of 
rocky diplomacy, the 
relationship between 
NATO allies and major 
trade partners Turkey 

and Germany has come to a head 
over the arrest of IT consultant and 
German citizen Peter Steudtner.

He was taken into custody dur-
ing a crackdown on a human rights 
workshop on an island off Istanbul. 
Ankara fingered Steudtner, who 
was jailed with seven others pend-
ing trial, for links to unspecified ter-
rorist groups, an accusation seen as 
“incomprehensible” in Berlin.

German Foreign Minister Sigmar 
Gabriel reacted to the arrest by say-
ing: “We can’t continue as we have 
done until now.”

“We need to be clearer than we 
have been until now so those re-
sponsible in Ankara understand 
that such policies are not without 
consequences,” he said, warning 
German citizens to “exercise ex-
treme caution” when travelling to 
Turkey as “arrests could target any-
one.”

German Finance Minister Wolf-
gang Schauble has drawn parallels 
between the situation in Turkey 
and the repression in former East 
Germany and Justice Minister Hei-
ko Maas said anyone travelling to 
the country would “unfortunately 
not spend their holiday in a state of 
law.”

In a rare show of cross-party unity, 
German politicians across the spec-

trum supported a harsher stance 
against Turkey, with some, includ-
ing Social Democratic Party (SPD) 
chancellor candidate Martin Schulz 
and Horst Seehofer, the leader of 
Bavaria’s right-wing Christian So-
cial Union (CSU), demanding an end 
to financial aid to Turkey. German 
President Frank-Walter Steinmeier 
suggested tougher measures and a 
strong message for Ankara were “a 
question of self-respect.”

Tensions between the two coun-
tries have been running high over 
Germany’s decision to recognise the 
Armenian genocide in a June 2016 
resolution, the arrest of Turkish-
German correspondent Deniz Yucel 
on terrorism-related charges and 
Ankara’s refusal to allow German 
MPs to visit German soldiers at two 
airbases in Turkey.

While Berlin relied on de-escala-
tion, Turkey stepped up the rheto-
ric. When several German cities 
banned Turkish ministers and MPs 
from having election rallies ahead 
of the referendum in April, Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
accused German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel of “Nazi methods.”

Turkey also accused Germany 
of harbouring members of the out-
lawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK), a listed terrorist organisation 
in the European Union, and follow-
ers of US-based cleric Fethullah Gu-
len, whom Ankara blames for the 
2016 coup attempt.

Ankara has sought to limit the 
fallout of the latest crisis. The Turk-
ish government has withdrawn a 
blacklist of several hundred Ger-
man companies it accused of links 
to the Gulen network and several 
high-ranking government officials 
hurried to guarantee that no Ger-
man company would face investi-
gations or other difficulties in the 
country.

Turkey’s worry that this time 
the spat might hit the economy is 
all but unfounded. As part of Ger-

many’s hardening stance, Gabriel 
threatened to end corporate invest-
ment guarantees, a step that could 
halt German business ventures in 
Turkey. The Association of German 
Chambers of Commerce and Indus-
try (DIHK) said the current envi-
ronment made investing in Turkey 
hard to imagine.

A scholar of international rela-
tions, who wished to remain anony-
mous because of his affiliation with 
a Turkish university, said such a 
measure would be “very detrimen-
tal” to Turkey’s shaky economy. 
“The economy is on the verge of 
crisis. Ankara cannot afford to risk 
it. This is why Turkey is not going to 
escalate this dispute,” he said.

Germany has not made good on 
its threats and Ankara has chosen 
to wait and see, though Erdogan 
slammed Germany’s hardened 
rhetoric as “blackmail” and railed 
that those who “scare Turkey with 
embargoes… must first be ready for 
much bigger consequences.”

The upcoming election in Ger-
many and Erdogan’s need to rally 
nationalist support — and votes — 
until 2019, however, could fuel the 
dispute as part of both sides’ elec-

tion campaigns.
The academic underlined that 

economic and political sanctions 
against Turkey would hurt those 
that oppose the Turkish govern-
ment at home. “Half the country 
does not support AK party policies,” 
he said, referring to Erdogan’s rul-
ing Justice and Development Party 
(AKP). “The main problem is that 
such sanctions are always a form of 
collective punishment.”

While some EU members, led by 
Austria, have been demanding an 
end to Turkey’s EU accession talks, 
critics said such a step would harm 
those who dare to oppose repres-
sion and increasing authoritarian-
ism in the country.

“Talks should never be cut off,” 
the scholar of international rela-
tions said, adding that the opposi-
tion depended on communication 
channels remaining open. “It is the 
content of talks that need to be re-
vised. European countries have not 
been consistent in their reactions to 
what happened in Turkey. They did 
not put the necessary pressure on 
the government when they should 
have.”

Human rights activists have long 

criticised the European Union, and 
especially Germany, for turning a 
blind eye to the worsening situation 
in Turkey while trying to complete 
the contentious EU-Turkey refugee 
deal.

“If the European Union had not 
made that dirty refugee deal with 
Turkey, the situation would not 
have deteriorated this badly,” said 
one academic who was forced to 
leave the country in the beginning 
of this year.

The EU-Turkey deal, struck in 
March 2016, involved Turkey ac-
cepting the return of all irregular 
migrants from Greece in exchange 
for billions of dollars in aid money 
and the prospect of visa liberali-
sation for Turkish nationals. The 
agreement, however, has been 
slammed by numerous critics for 
violating international refugee law 
and handing Turkey de facto carte 
blanche to suspend human rights in 
the country. “Germany was happy 
to look away as long as Turkey kept 
the refugees out,” the exiled aca-
demic said.
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So far, Germany has 
not made good on its 
threats, and Ankara, 
until now, chose to 
wait and see.

Not really talking. Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu (R) meets with his German 
counterpart Sigmar Gabriel in Berlin, last March.                                                                                            (Reuters)

What is Erdogan’s endgame?

T
urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan 
recently called his 
cabinet and all the 
deputies of his Justice 
and Development Party 

(AKP) to an urgent meeting. In his 
usual blunt language, he said: 
“The only target of the attacks 
from inside and outside is the 
AKP” and called on “whoever is 
weary, to step aside.”

The chain of events enveloping 
Turkey shows that signs of isolation 
have become stronger. The Qatari 
crisis caught Erdogan in a position 
that resembles political paralysis. 
His recent visit to Saudi Arabia and 
the Gulf did very little, if any, to 
convince the hosts about the Turk-
ish position.

His intervention in another crisis, 
one regarding Jerusalem’s holy 
sites, unleashed a harsh response 
from Israel, postponing the easing 
of tensions he had for long hoped 
for.

The escalating rift between Berlin 
and Ankara, on the basis of the 
severe erosion of human rights in 
Turkey, threatens a contagion of fi-
nancial measures from other mem-
bers of the European Union, which 
has signalled that it has shelved 

negotiations about visa-free travel 
for Turkish citizens on EU soil.

Until recently, Turkey’s iron-
willed leader had felt relatively safe 
at home. His steady challenges to 
Western governments, coloured 
with threats, increased after the 
referendum in Turkey. A survey 
done in 26 provinces by Kadir Has 
University on Turkish foreign policy 
indicated that Erdogan’s approach 
gained appeal as 38.5% of the 
respondents said they consider Tur-
key’s foreign policy successful, an 
increase of 4.5%, when compared 
to the 2016 survey.

The percentage of those who 
said that “Turkey has allies” 
decreased from 23.1% to 17.2% in 
2017. Countries perceived to present 
the biggest threat to Turkey were 
the United States (66.5%), Israel 
(37.4%) and EU members (24%). The 
European Union’s perception as a 
threat more than doubled since the 
2016 poll, one of the most striking 
conclusions of the research. Threat 
perception towards Russia, on the 
other hand, fell to 18.5% in 2017 
from 34.9% in 2016.

Erdogan has three imminent chal-
lenges. The first involves amend-
ing the by-laws of parliament. The 
essence of the changes, supported 
by his de facto ally in politics, the 
National Movement Party (MHP), 
means severe limitations of the 
activities of the opposition in the 
legislature meaning that Erdogan 
will seize nearly full control over 

the legislation.
Second, Erdogan must move to 

complete the purge that began in 
the once-mighty Turkish Army. 
Reports suggest that a massive 
redesign of its top echelons is under 
way. The Turkish armed forces, 
however, will continue to operate 
with an institutional DNA, which 
may stand sympathetic to political 
Islam and its derivatives.

The third challenge, which has to 
do with Erdogan’s July 20 call to his 
cabinet and AKP deputies, seems 
the hardest one. Unconfirmed 
reports from within the party indi-
cate growing discontent with the 
constant tension politics Erdogan 
implements abroad, in particular 
because of his confrontations with 
Germany.

Erdogan knows that any loosen-
ing of his hard-line authority over 
the party would likely cause an ex-
tremely dangerous chain reaction: 
Not only would it trigger a new dy-
namic within the Turkish right but 
also among nationalist-militarist 
forces that seem to be positioned at 
the trenches.

The road map is utterly clear 
from Erdogan’s perspective: There 
is no way to stay in power without 
the full control not only over the 
judiciary, media and legislature but 
also over the military and the party. 
Consequently, Erdogan only has to 
play hardball at every level at home.

”If anything, the world ought 
not be surprised if it continues to 

detain and sentence foreigners as 
Iran does” wrote Henri Barkey, a 
professor of international relations 
at Lehigh University, about the 
Erdogan administration in a recent 
analysis in the Atlantic magazine.

“Erdogan is intent on reshap-
ing the Turkish system into one 
anchored by his personality… In 
order to succeed, however, he must 
quash rival narratives — hence his 
obsession with jailing academics, 
journalists, think-tankers and intel-
lectuals,” Barkey wrote.

The harder Erdogan is challenged 
from abroad, the deeper the Turk-
ish crisis will be.

”There are only two factors the 
government cannot completely 
control: Economics and events in 
neighbouring countries, Barkey 
said. “Ultimately, what happens in 
these domains and a much-dimin-
ished decision-making apparatus 
in Ankara, whose talents have been 
depleted by purges, will deter-
mine whether Erdogan’s reign will 
endure.”

The drama is that Erdogan, by 
his resolute steps, may have passed 
the point of no return for Turkey. 
Will Western leadership consent to 
a dictatorial format in the name of 
perceived containment and stabil-
ity? This is Erdogan’s endgame and 
he can win.
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View point
► Countries 
perceived 
to present 
the biggest 
threat to 
Turkey are 
the United 
States 
(66,5%), Is-
rael (37,4%) 
and EU 
members 
(24%).
► The inner 
logic of his 
road map 
says Er-
dogan only 
must play 
hardball at 
every level 
at home.
► The harder 
Erdogan is 
challenged 
from abroad, 
the deeper 
the Turkish 
crisis will be.

The chain of events enveloping 
Turkey shows that signs of 
isolation have become stronger. 


