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Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan is an indomitable central figure who has defined 

the Turkish regime by not only turning himself into the personification of the state, but into the 

state itself. He plays by no rules other than his own. Managing macro as well as micro politics, 

he is accountable to no one. He uses the party as a personal vehicle and prescribes what people 

should think and how they ought to live. Unchecked by any semblance of counter-power, he 

has dismantled the judicial system, and made justice “his.” Thus, Erdogan is the most powerful 

chief executive since the founder of the Turkish Republic, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, who ruled as 

the leader of his single party from 1923 to 1938. 

Erdogan regime has been in power since 2003, far longer than any of the strongmen on the 

world stage. He is the longest serving political leader in Turkey too, first as mayor of Istanbul 

(1994-98), then as prime minister and then since 2014 as president, having won all national 

elections since 2002, albeit with a somewhat declining vote count. It is the longevity of Erdogan 

in office that compels Yascha Mounk to suggest that Turkey, with Erdogan in power for nearly 

two decades, “thus offers an ideal case study of both how populist dictators can seize power 

and the challenges they face when increasingly overt oppression erodes their legitimacy.”1  

As the doyen of globally prominent “authoritarian populist”2 leaders in the last decade, 

Erdogan has been able to enjoy almost complete control over all the levers of power, including 

the parliament, executive, judiciary and media. Calling the checks and balances in the 

parliamentary system “multi-headedness” that disrupt effective governance, and wanting to 

 
1 Yascha Mounk, “The Dictators’ Last Stand- Why the New Autocrats Are Weaker than They Look?” Foreign Affairs, 
12 August, 2019.  
 
2 These regimes are variously called far-right/right-wing populisms, populist dictatorships, authoritarian populisms, 
fascisms, authoritarian conservatives and autocracies. The terms have always been debatable and murky, as 
strongmen regimes diverge visibly in their discourses, policies and strategies. In addition, the terms are meant to 
cover a diversity of current authoritarian regimes that inhabit different worlds, navigate through uncharted waters 
and are driven by different political motivations and consciousness. I will be using “authoritarian populism” or 
“authoritarianism” in the meantime more out of convenience than conviction. 
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craft a system that can bypass the parliament when his party’s majority was not a given, he 

transformed his country’s parliamentary system of government by a narrowly won referendum 

in 2017 into an “executive presidency” and followed it up by his own election as the new 

president in 2018. As of October 2021, Turkey is ranked 117th among 139 countries in the rule 

of law index published by the World Justice Project (WJP), based on compliance in eight areas: 

constraints on governmental power, absence of corruption, open government, fundamental 

rights, order and security, regulatory enforcement, civil and criminal justice. It came last in the 

Eastern Europe and Central Asia group, ranking worse than Russia. In the global ranking, Turkey 

came after Mali and Sudan and above Republic of the Congo and Iran.3 

That said, the unbridled power he enjoys as the president today could not have been 

achieved had the failed coup attempt in the summer of 2016 not offered the opportunity to 

justify amending the constitution, strengthening his position and launching an avalanche of 

repression against the members of a conservative-religious transnational network/ movement/ 

community called Hizmet by its adherents (Service) and/or Gulenists by others, being named 

after Fethullah Gulen,4 the group's leader, charged with instigating the coup.  

Since 2016, the country has been sucked in a whirlpool in the name of staving off the 

security threat coming, in particular, from“FETO.” It is a catchall pejorative phrase in the all-out, 

zero-sum war against any and all members of the Gulen community, including those who had 

inadvertently had contact with the movement, however remotely, such as  sending their 

children to the community’s schools, having an account in a Gulen affiliated bank, visiting Gulen 

websites too often, even visiting or working in hospitals owned by Gulenists, or affiliated 

financial organizations, associations, or media groups linked to the community, or even  using 

the messenger application ByLock and similar other encrypted messaging programs. 

 
3 WORLD JUSTICE PROJECT, Rule of Law Index® 2021  
worldjusticeproject.org/sites/default/files/documents/WJP-index-2021 
4 Fethullah Gulen community which owns schools and businesses inside and outside Turkey gained prominence in 
bureaucracy because they acted as a coalition partner supporting Erdogan’s political career since 2002. More 
importantly, they played a very important part in Erdogan’s push back of the political role of the military. However, 
the relations between the allies soured and the movement’s domination of the police force and judiciary enabled 
them to start an intra-coalition struggle against Erdogan by instigating a huge corruption investigation in December 
2013 which implicated Erdogan, his family and 3 cabinet ministers as well as important bureaucrats. Erdogan hit 
back by purging the police and intelligence forces for starting the graft investigation without permission. 
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The article will revolve around two major themes: first, it locates  the unique qualities of 

Erdogan's massive exercise of authoritarian power after the summer 2016 that are markedly 

different from the fundamental traits of global authoritarian politics. Secondly, it addresses the 

conditions, positions and visions that have resulted in the most egregious assault on  

democracy and the justice system in the country's history. Among the primary movers that 

generated Erdogan’s full-throttle authoritarianism, special attention will be paid to the role of 

the ancien/secular regime and its self-designated guardians, the military, and the professed 

ideology of the leader, political Islam.   

Distinguishing Characteristics of Erdogan's Authoritarianism 

The Unmatched Scale of the Crackdown 

Judging by every long-standing democracy norm, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan is 
also riding the crest of a global wave of strongmen who have shifted the global political 
agenda, forced mainstream conservative parties to move further to the right, cultivated social 
movements,  enjoyed the strong presence of a loyal social media, tabloid press and 
sympathizers who all share a burgeoning contempt for democracy throughout the world.  
Authoritarian “values” which blend with populist “rhetoric” is an indispensable trait of these 

regimes, parties, leaders and movements skilled at intimidating the crowds with security fears 

and fusing the historically convenient principle of nationalism with free market institutions, 

racism and religion. Three of the four largest electoral democracies — India, Brazil, United States 

under Trump until recently (Indonesia has stayed out so far) — endured far-right populist leaders under 

whose auspices conspiracy theorists deny science, objective knowledge, climate change, dominate the 

nation’s soundbites by false stories about “public enemies.” At first sight, Erdogan’s case may also seem 

to be a reflection of the ubiquitous evisceration of  liberal freedoms and the rule of law across the globe.  

 However, there are a number of significant qualities that set the Turkish regime apart 

from other authoritarian regimes in the world since the failed coup of July 2016. The most 

prominent one is the "the sheer  scale of the process… unmatched anywhere else in the West in 

recent years.”5 During the debate on his ministry’s budget in the parliament, Suleyman Soylu, 

Interior Minister and an extreme far-right hawkish Erdogan bureaucrat, on 26 November 2020  

 
5 Carlotta Gall, “Turkey’s Mass Trials Deepen Wounds Left by Attempted Coup,” The New York Times, February 12, 
2019. 
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declared that “some 292.000 people have been detained over alleged links to Gulen, nearly 

100,000 of them jailed pending a trial.”6  According to Soylu, some 150,000 public employees 

were sacked or suspended since July 2016, with 20,000 being expelled from the military. Almost 

half of the generals and admirals, and about 4,562 personnel of the Turkish Armed Forces were 

dismissed and 531 retired officers were demoted. In the same speech, Soylu  talks about 2,500 

life sentences being handed down by the courts as well as 42,000 expulsions from his own 

ministry, half of which are believed to be police officers and administrators.  

 On top of this, there are the other “enemies” of the state, liberal intellectuals, students, 

journalists, people considered PKK members(Kurdish Workers’ Party- the armed wing of 

Kurdish movement) and the Kurdish People’s Democracy Party (HDP) deputies and mayors. In 

2020, 102,000 internal security operations were made against the PKK: 809 were killed and 151 

mayors who were elected into office in Kurdish towns were removed and charged with links to 

the PKK.  Lets note that the government has also carried out mass firings of academics  (a total 

of 7,316 academics) without due process, using dubious allegations of links to terrorism or the 

July 2016 coup plot, according to Human Rights Watch.7  

Instrumental Novelties 

The second specific characteristics of Erdogan's leadership lies in the fact that the injustice 

suffered by hundreds of thousands are so extensive and deep that it can not  be fully captured  

by itemized empirical accounts, figures and  statistics only. As a corollary to this, there is plenty 

of evidence for the the regime getting (re)inventive  in inflicting cruelty through unprecedented 

paths and instruments to circumvent the rule of law and human rights to institutionalize 

injustice. One such mechanism is imprisoning sick people and children under age of 6 with their 

mothers convicted of membership in an armed terrorist organization. In the first week of 

October 2021, courts refused to postpone the execution of the prison sentence of Ayse 

Ozdogan, a stage 4 cancer patient with severe health problems, despite a hospital report 

certifying her critical condition.  The brutality of Ozdogan's imprisonment and the skyrocketing 

 
6 “Turkey Jailed Hundreds for Life over 2016 Failed Coup Attempt,” Aljazeera, 26 November 2020. 
www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/11/26/turkey-dozens-given-life-sentences-for-failed-coup-attempt. 
7 "460 inmates in Turkish Prisons Have Doctorates, Justice Ministry Says," Stockholm Center for Freedom (SCF), 
October 12, 2021.   https://stockholmcf.org/460-inmates-in-turkish-prisons-have-doctorates-justice-ministry-says/ 
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of the number of children in prison with their mothers8 have drawn more extensive criticism 

shared in a wider circle than before perhaps, but apart from highlighting  the powerlessness of 

Turkey's democratic opposition, it has not changed anything.   

Some methods used by the Erdogan regime are reinventions of historical instrument of 

"enforced disappearances" deployed by security forces during the 1980s and ’90s when many 

people “disappeared” in Turkey’s predominantly Kurdish areas.  The UN Working Group on 

Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances urged Ankara “to prevent and terminate "enforced 

disappearances,” in its annual report on enforced or involuntary disappearances presented to 

the 48th regular session of the Human Rights Council between Sept. 13 and Oct. 1, 2021.9 

According to  the report, "the practice had been long gone until it reappeared in the wake of an 

attempted coup against Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan... dozens  of enforced 

disappearances have been reported in Turkey since the abortive putsch, with more than 20 of 

the victims reporting, after they were found, that they were subjected to torture during the 

time they were'missing.'”10In addition, the Working Group reiterates its concern about the 

continued practice of regime's "extraterritorial abductions and forced returns " (transnational 

repression)under the pretext of combating terrorism and protecting national security.11 The 

victims of those enforced disappearances and transnational kidnappings are mostly alleged 

followers of the Gülen movement.  

Erdoğan regime has been very resourceful in taking advantage of instruments  offered by 

international organizations of policing in targeting its opponents living in exile in various 

countries. It has  used the International Notice System, such as Red Notices and diffusions, as 

well as abusing "Interpol’s Stolen and Lost Travel Documents Database (SLTD) by filing tens of 

 
8 "345 Children under the Age of 6 in Prison with Their Mothers in Turkey," report by Stockholm Center for 
Freedom, October 12, 2021.stockholmcf.org//345-children-under-the-age-of-6-in-prison-with-their-mothers-in-
turkey-report/ 
9 "UN Working Group Urges Turkish Government To End Enforced Disappearances," Stockholm Center for 
Freedom, October 11, 2021. https://stockholmcf.org/un-working-group-urges-turkish-govt-to-end-enforced-
disappearances/      
10 "UN Working Group Urges Turkish Government To End Enforced Disappearances," Stockholm Center for 
Freedom, October 11, 2021.        
https://stockholmcf.org/un-working-group-urges-turkish-govt-to-end-enforced-disappearances/ 
11 "Turkey Is the Worst of the Worst When It Comes to Transnational Repression," Interview with Edward Lemon, 
CenterStockholm Center for Freeedom, October 25, 2021. https://stockholmcf.org/interview-turkey-is-the-worst-
of-the-worst-when-it-comes-to-transnational-repression-dr.edward-lemon/ 
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thousands of notifications for critics and opponents who, in many instances, were not even 

aware that their passports had been invalidated."12 

 But the story of jailed businessman-human rights activist Osman Kavala surpasses any 

imaginable method of judicial conniving by the court system under Erdogan. Behind bars since 

2017 on politically motivated charges of organizing anti-government protests in 2013 called as 

Gezi Park protests, Kavala represents the case of a critical opponent arbitrarily kept in prison 

without having been convicted of a crime. Acquitted in 2020 of Gezi protests,  new charges 

were brought accusing him of attempting to overthrow the government by his involvement in 

the 2016 coup attempt. In a landmark finding, the European Court of Human Rights 

ruled in December 2019 that the ongoing detention of Osman Kavala had "an 

ulterior purpose, namely to reduce him to silence ...and violates his right to liberty 

and security of the person."13 Looked at from a different angle, the Kavala case is 

the epitome of a conception of politics as a zero-sum confrontation between us and 

them; alleged instigators of the coup attempt and the regime; losers and winners; 

“all or nothing;” “one side wins all;” “kill or be killed” narratives with zero room for 

compromise and negotiation.   

A Premeditated Permanent Crisis Mode 

Another compelling feature of the regime is the strategy of a "permanent crisis:" more than 

four years after the coup attempt, the country still wakes up each morning to a new wave of 

“dawn raids” to detain and charge an ever-growing number of people for "terrorist” crimes 

against the state reminiscent of Stalin’s Great Purge (1936-1938) of all opposition, whipping up 

hysteria against the “enemies of the state.” Erdogan’s own words that the 15 July incident was  

“a God-given opportunity,” supports the view that Erdogan and his security bureaucrats were 

engaged in  a possibly premeditated strategy to consolidate a one-man rule. Institutionalizing 

 
12 "Turkey’s Abuse of INTERPOL: How Erdoğan Weaponized the International Criminal Police Organization for 
Transnational Repression,"Stockholm Center for Freedom, August 24, 2021.     https://stockholmcf.org/turkeys-
abuse-of-interpol-how-erdogan-weaponized-the-international-criminal-police-organization-for-transnational-
repression  
13 "Turkey Defies the European Court,"Human Rights Watch, September 13, 2021. 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/09/13/turkey-defies-european-court 
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injustice, compromising courts, turning the indictments and trial verdicts into simple copy-and-

paste texts were likely parts of the real plan.  

 This unceasing campaign also reveals the true nature of a power strategy that aims to 

create and sustain a “permanent crisis” with no public pledge to restore normalcy, which the 

past civilian and military leaders have been careful to do after the military interventions. 

Although it is a hugely flawed project of semi-fascist pledges, the political purpose behind the 

“permanent crisis” seems to be to use it as the new legitimacy formula of the regime.   

Aspiration for sustaining a permanent crisis also explains why the leader rejects any 

possibility of redress and restitution of the rule of law and due process, even after the Gulenist 

movement itself has been broken. In fact, through a skillful power calculus, Erdogan has also 

managed to obscure the motives and identity of the actual people involved in the 15 July coup 

attempt through an impartial judicial process. In the absence of a clear account about the role 

and responsibility of Erdogan’s security agencies at the time, the failed coup can be viewed as 

assisted or manipulated by those who continue to use it as a pretext to undermine the rule of 

law. Above all, it needs to be acknowledged that this is the first failed coup in Turkish history 

that “does not mean that the threat of a coup d’etat is real. It could mean that democracy faces 

no such threat, in which case the real risk to democracy is of being subverted from within.”14 

A Leader with a To-Do List 

One reason why Turkey’s current regime can not be explained by a simple mimicking the 

language and strategy of the global rightward shift is that in fact, the opposite may be true: the 

regime under Erdogan's leadership has been in power far longer than any of the strongmen on 

the world stage. Within the issue of longevity, however, there is a puzzle: unlike many of the 

strongmen, Erdogan  took office in 2003 with a to-do list, continuing to create platforms that 

served his party and constituencies positively, reminiscent of his performance  as the Mayor of 

Istanbul (1994-1998). He did not set the tone for an authoritarian discourse immediately, nor 

did he seem to be a leader with personal hubris and aspiration to achieve power and glory. 

Erdogan's early days in office were occupied with courting the European Union and passing 

 
14 David Runciman, How Democracy Ends, Profile Books, 2018, p., 53. 
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reforms to align with it until roughly the 2011 elections (his third consecutive election victory). 

In  passing  liberal reforms to align Turkey with the EU,  Erdogan, in fact, challenged the 

republican regime’s tutelary ideology and its outposts as well as forge and  establish its 

domestic and international credentials by identifying itself as conservative-democrat and 

removing Islamic symbols from the party. 

Among his "good deeds" were restoring freedom of religion by ending the ban on 

headscarves in the public sector; delivering economic growth  and elevating conservative-

religious constituents’ status; starting ambitious housing projects and better public services; 

and making Turkey a major player in the region.  In these early reform-years which roughly 

lasted  until the 2011, the then Prime Minister Erdogan challenged, exposed and weakened the 

ideological foundations of the secular establishment, curbed the political role of its leading 

institutions, the military, judiciary and civil bureaucracy as a premise of a program for a new 

Turkey that could qualify to join the EU (European Union) . Through the rights-based reforms, in 

compliance with the EU requirements, the ruling party and its leader even built some affinity 

with Turkey’s sizable section of liberal- and social-democrats. No actor either on the right or the 

left before him dared to effectively tilt the existing balance of power between the secular 

institutions and the civilian political class.  

 True enough, Erdogan reversed the trail-blazing democratic reforms of his early years in 

office to affirm a dark and divisive vision which criminalizes any opposition, criticism and 

dissent.  Why turn the country into a regional model, friendly with Islam but distant from jihadi 

militancy and make it an EU candidate with the prospect of more freedoms, only to regress to 

an autocratic rule? Why a U-turn from a reformist course to the contemporary political 

present?  

 

The Role of the Military in Shaping Erdogan's Authoritarian Power 

The answer to Erdogan's U-turn has partially to do with the precariousness of these reforms: a 

potentially hostile secular establishment situated as a powerful background actor has 

contributed not only to the start of  liberalizing reforms but also, in an indirect way perhaps, to 

the leadership’s search for unfettered power later. In this sense, we can speak of a never 
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receding "establishment effect" on the decision-making process of Erdogan's leadership ever 

since he came to power.  Undeniably, in the last decade, the political class managed to have a 

greater voice in appointments and promotions of the military bureaucracy in terms of 

establishing some degree of democratic civilian control. But, that is not to say that the reforms 

in the military or even in the security sector were perfect: on the contrary, they failed to 

address the cultural and structural conditions that produced military tutelage over politics and 

to genuinely engage with broadening civilian knowledge and participation in defense and 

security matters. It is proper to assert that Turkey's military reforms undercut or self-cancelled 

themselves and “remained reluctant, tenuous and partial, continuing to feed on and strengthen 

the dysfunctions of the existing system.”15They were basically designed to establish total 

“allegiance” to the political authority, not subordination, or working together/coordination.  

One major issue  framing this single-minded concern as reform  was lack of intellectual 

depth on the part of Erdogan's political thought due to his not having some knowledge about 

the nature of democratic control. But another fundamental problem was 'team Erdogan's'  

strong desire to liberate the new government from the past by bringing a closure to Turkey's 

troubled history of coups . Introducing a system of pro-government appointments and 

promotions aimed at creating a loyal officer corps was, from this perspective, the most 

effective barrier to the prevention of a successful  coup d’etat. Put differently, the consistently 

applied method of personnel ‘control’ rather than ‘democratic civilian control’ was what 

Erdogan's regime basically understood as military reform. Translated into real politics, the 

pivotal military policy of Erdogan amounted to ousting the  secular establishment's elements 

that were “foes” of the government and replacing them with Erdogan supporting cadres who 

happened to be Gulenists officers before the leader had a consequential fallout with the 

movement on 17-25 December 2013.   

The anti-Erdogan make-up of the Turkish military certainly provided the most compelling 

windows of opportunity that helped Erdogan to execute his plan of unbridled control over the 

military's personnel as the strongest instrument of civial control :  the “Ergenekon” and later 

 
15 Umit Cizre, “Introduction: The Politics of Redressing Grievances-the AK Party and Its Leader,” in Umit Cizre, ed., 
The Turkish AK Party and Its Leader, Criticism, Opposition and Dissent, Routledge, 2016, p., 4. 
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“Sledgehammer’” (code-names) court cases were opened in 2007 against a network of military 

officers and their civilian accomplices, charged with planning a series of coups against AK Party 

governments beginning in 2003.  Revelations in the trials of the involvement of state 

bureaucrats, including former force commanders, a former chief of staff, ten percent of the 

generals of the army, right-wing intellectuals and journalists demonstrated that the secular 

establishment believed from day one that the AK Party was a hostile agent of Islamism. The 

high command’s attempt to block the presidential elections in 2007 and the chief prosecutor’s 

pursuit of  a court case in March 2008 aimed at closing the ruling party on charges of anti-

secularism not only posed serious setbacks for the Prime Minister Erdogan but also helped 

Erdogan and his team recognize the depth of animosity against their party in the military.  

Even after the military bureaucracy lost its power due to Erdogan’s EU-related reforms to 

some extent, after the 2010 referendum, complete lack of trust  between the two sides proved 

not to be a temporary glitch. Erdogan’s counter-strategy spurred by his increasing insecurity vis 

a vis a hostile military bureaucracy has played a huge role in the birth of the his idea of the 

'executive presidency,' ‘custom-made’ to allow Erdogan to turn his new office into a vehicle of 

massive executive aggrandizement. This insecurity fed into not only authoritarian discourses 

and projects but also led to his decision to reinvigorate what I have called the tradition of 

“double-discourse strategy”16 by the political class their dealings with the military high 

command.  

The trials of Ergenekon and Balyoz coup planners that started in 200717 and the convictions 

that followed could not have taken place without the support and information gathering of 

 
16 In my book (AP-Ordu Iliskileri, Iletisim, 2.print 2002) I characterize this as the most enduring feature of Turkish 
politics deployed by right-wing conservative parties vis a vis the establishment. Erdogan has revived this policy 
against the secular elite: rather than completing the democratic reforms to diminish the political muscle of the 
secular power structure, as early as the middle of his first term in office, Erdogan abandoned the proactive reform 
policies and chose to go with the flow of conservative anti-reformers in his party as well as in the secular 
bureaucracy.  He converged with the military’s hard-line approach (the military solution)  to the Kurdish question 
and toward northern Iraq and later Syria while simultaneously trying to control the appointments, promotions and 
purges.  Never stopping to drown the high command with lush praise even when the government blocked the 
promotion of some generals in 2010 for their ongoing trials (Ergenekon) is a typical example of this negotiating 
strategy.  
17 There have been serious concerns about fabrication of some evidence in Ergenekon and Sledgehammer trials by 
pro-government Gulenist prosecutors. However, the truth about the existence of coup planning is also a separate 
reality that can not  exclusively be identified with prosecutorial irregularities. 
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Gulenists who had been infiltrating security agencies since the 1990s. The fact that the 

subversive Ergenekon generals could be brought to trial sent hopeful messages to the public 

about the prospects of a new democratic opening where the military, judiciary, and other 

organs of the state could not venture into politics with impunity.  

However, this optimistic climate was reversed at the end of 2013  when the Gulen 

community posted damaging phone conversations between Erdogan and his son pointing to 

their corruption and implying that his family as well as some of his high bureaucrats and cabinet 

members were engaged in shady deals and hid billions of euros. Simultaneously, an  Erdogan-

controlled judiciary started to overturn the verdicts of the coup trials and endorsed the release 

of all the defendants between 2014 and 2019.  

The meaning of these acquittals was clear: Erdogan’s increasing alarm over the potentially 

serious harm the Gulenists would cause to his political life, drove him once more ’to make a 

reverse deal’ with the active-duty and former high command in return for their help in quashing 

Gulenists within the security branches. For the high command, cracking down on Gulenists, 

who were Erdogan’s former allies and now his current foes,an  conveniently aligned with their 

desire to purge them from the rank and file as well as take revenge on them for the Ergenekon 

ordeals they suffered. That said, the high-command was not pleased with the idea of replacing 

Gulenist cadres with Erdogan loyalists.  For that reason, underlying tensions and suspicions 

regarding each other  among the actors of the triad (Gulenists, Erdogan and the establishment 

officers) only served to affirm the unstable quality of civil-military relationship in the wake of 

the 15 July 2016 coup attempt.  

After the July 2016 coup attempt, Erdogan felt the need for a stronger rapprochement with 

the former high-command, officers and generals who were tried, convicted and then released 

for planning coups against Erdogan. This attempt at a new detente with elements of the ancien 

regime was facilitated by the fact that these mostly retired generals were ready to renege on 

their lifelong commitment to keep an Islam-friendly party out of power. Why? The short answer 

is self-aggrandizement or the wish to recoup lost power and glory. They were represented in 

multitudes in a shady far-right group called Eurasianists who were reduced to a position of 

meaninglessness in Turkish politics even though their militarist, anti-global and anti-western 



 12 

 

ideas were in tune with the themes of rising authoritarians. These anti-Erdogan generals self-

serving logic for seeking a truce with their historical adversary found a fertile ground. among 

Eurasians.  Similarly,  the Nationalist Action Party (MHP) which had always been the 

ultranationalist, fascism-friendly actor in the political realm, shared the same frame of mind. It 

had never risen above a third or fourth party status in the parliament but provided the majority 

seats for the AK Party in the parliament after 2015 elections.  It became another natural ally.  

All in all, the forces constituting this three-part  coalition clinches the semi-fascist character 

of Erdogan regime. The ultranationalist, securitizing, anti-global and anti-western elements of 

the coalition act as “enablers” for Erdogan regime to trample on individual rights, checks and 

balances, constitutional restraints and independence of the judiciary. It is a fact that these 

semi-fascist elements seem to have the upper hand in shaping policy, making important 

appointments in the military and influencing the current political landscape as well as foreign 

policy. More than any other feature of Erdogan’s policies, courting the leadership of the former 

military high command after prosecuting and convicting them and hundreds of their officers for 

planning a series of two coup preparations represents the most flagrant attempt at a grand 

“double discourse.”  

Is Islam A Default Explanation as the Leadership Ideology?  

Conventionally, the AK Party is portrayed as being premised on the legacy of Turkey’s Islamic 

movement comprised of the National Order Movement (NOM) born in the late 1960s, rising to 

eminence in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. The Welfare Party (WP) (1983-98) which headed a 

notorious coalition government in the 1990s and blundered badly, is the most noteworthy 

expression of that movement.  Its unabashed and unsophisticated measures to bring back 

religion into public life provoked the secular guardians of the regime into a coup-like 

intervention in 1997.  

However, it was the “moderate” Islamic character of the AK Party that was instrumental in 

its initial international acceptance in a context of global reshaping following the Cold War. Just 

when the AK Party won its first elections in 2002, the Western alliance was looking for a 

security partner in the region to hold up as an example of compatibility of Islam and 

democracy. The commitment of the party to integrate with the EU, its repudiation of the past 
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Islamic party tradition and yet its undeniable “soft-looking” Islamic credentials fit into this 

construct. Receiving the green light from the EU in December 2004 to start accession talks and 

opening negotiations in October 2005 reinforced this perception.  

Right from the very beginning,  the alternative idea/notion for the party which replaced the 

notion of liberal democracy has been "justice" with roots in Islamic culture andits  belief 

system. However, in the last decade, there has been a flagrant break from the "halo effect" 

which the image of Islam has given the leader as a moralist/idealist, seeking justice and  

distancing him from the cruelties of  politics.  Arresting pregnant women and then separating 

them from their babies and then changing the policy and imprisoning them with their infants 

and  refusing or delaying treatment for cancer patients in  prisons, contradict   the leader's 

religiously grounded politics.  

Even when in the last decade when Turkey turned into an almost failed state, Erdogan’s 

increasing acts to paint Turkey with an Islamic shade, expressed in his feckless public speeches, 

anti-secular legislation, and patriarchal position on women have not rung as truly Islamist to 

many. Rather, they have become the tools to keep the operational rules of a one-man rule 

intact  especially when things go south.  

Most significantly,  the causality does not necessarily move from Islamism to political 

authoritarianism, as this way of reasoning distracts from the essentially undemocratic character 

of Erdogan’s politics which has become unhinged from any religious persuasion. In Erdogan’s 

‘friends versus foe’ narrative, the foe is no longer a secular entity but an Islamic agent who acts 

as a catalyst for exposing the fact that most of Erdogan's Islamic credentials have been 

centered around contingency: his ideas of political Islam are shaped by pure concerns for 

holding onto power. In implementing this mission, the leader makes no distinctions between 

Muslim or secular foes. It is more correct to state that in reality, it is Erdogan’s own “secular” 

vision of power politics rather than his religion-in-action which invokes his wherewithal to hold, 

manage and monopolize power driven by a conservative-statist logic, nationalism and national 

security. True enough, he uses Islam as a fertile source to legitimize his proclivity to 

authoritarianism.  But, as in the words of Menderes Cinar, “the AKP, from the onset, tried to 
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wield political power, not cultural (religious) power. It assumed that as it held sway in the 

country, it would also achieve its cultural power”18 through policies that gratify its supporters. 

Evidence of the primacy of politics in Erdogan comes from recent cultural-economic 

transformations in Turkish life. The Islamic movement has undergone significant changes since 

the party came to power in 2002 which have played a pivotal role in creating a global 

capitalism-friendly party base. Global values have made inroads into the life of the pious social 

base, resulting in a rise in “a secularization tendency experienced by Muslims as well as an 

ascendancy of conservative values in society that is parallel to the former tendency.”19 This is 

neither paradoxical nor a truly original development. Expansion of Prayer and Preacher schools 

(PPS) since 2012, when they were extended to the level of middle schools for pupils aged 10 to 

14, is a case in point: although the number of PPS has surged, and total pupil numbers have 

risen fivefold to 1.3 million students in over 4,000 schools in 2018, student enrollment dropped 

below secular schools.20 What needs to be acknowledged here is that “the historically abused 

and misused secular-Islamist divide has been compromised and challenged by the emerging 

new synthesis between a secular modernizing lifestyle and a giant grass-roots movement 

putting Islam-derived values at the core of life.”21  

The lessening importance of the secular camp as a foe started before 2016 coup attempt. 

Society’s immersion in consumerism and a massive generation of capital had started to take 

“the edge off the battle with the secular camp”22and created a commonality between 

conservatives and modern secular masses, both sides being conditioned to settle on opposite 

sides of the cultural-political divide. Max Hoffman’s study between 2017-2020 of a focus group 

among young conservatives (18-29 age group) about their views on politics and religion shows 

 
18 Menderes Cinar, “AKP’nin Kültürel Iktidar Anlayisi,” Birikim, Online, 14 January 2021. 
19 Max Hoffman, “Turkey’s President Erdogan Is Losing Ground at Home,” Center for American Progress Report and 
Istanbul-based Metropoll Survey published on 24 August 2020. 
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/reports/2020/08/24/489727/turkey's-president-erdogan-is-
losing-ground-home/ 
20 Daren Butler, “Special Report: With More Islamic Schooling, Erdogan Aims to Reshape Turkey,” CME Group, Jan. 
25, 2018. 
21 Umit Cizre, “Introduction: The Politics of Redressing Grievances-the Ak Party and Its Leader,” in Umit Cizre, ed., 
The Turkish AKP and Its Leader, Criticism, Opposition and Dissent, Routledge, 2016, p.2. 
22 Umit Cizre, “Introduction: The Politics of Redressinghave turned instrumental. …., p., 4.  
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“reluctance to accept the secular-religious divide that is almost second nature to the older 

cohorts. Several expressed a live-and-let-live attitude toward secular Turks.”23  

The crunch is that this softening of attitude among young conservatives toward the former 

power elite’s faith in secularism, does not seem to carry a potential either for cherishing 

Islamism or a more democratic politics. Indifference to the  unlawful and cruel treatment of 

their fellow religious group is one sign of their ambivalence; their ongoing support for Erdogan,  

who has jailed more journalists, intellectuals, professionals, and political personalities than any 

leader of a respectable country, is another. The foci of Erdogan faithfuls, young and old, are on 

living by conservative moral values mixed with localism, nationalism, financial success, good 

jobs and prosperity. The only prospect that could ruin their loyalty to the leader is the 

impending economic crisis with a falling currency and double-digit inflation since 2018. The 

pandemic which hit in March 2020 worsened the recession and poverty levels.  

It is to be noted that Erdogan’s global capitalism-friendly stance, for some, frames and 

organizes “Islamization of economic discourse and disposition,”24 constituting one of the major 

differences between Erdogan and the surge of other strongmen regimes across the world: in 

Erdogan’s full-throttle authoritarianism, it is the “winners” not “losers” from integration with 

the global economy who support his regime.    

With these background changes in the AK Party’s Islamic identity in mind, it follows that the 

Islamic tenets Erdogan believes in, rather than constituting the engine of his authoritarian 

discourse, have turned purely instrumental. The best example comes from the president’s 

public expressions of disenchantment with the life-changing impact of globalism which,notably, 

do not include vilification of the free market model. Rather than using it as a totalizing political 

expression, he references Islamic narratives in relation to broken values and life styles in 

society, and admits that his governments have failed in forming intellectual/cultural power 

which could bring to life the civilizational (religion dominated) project of the AK Party.25 He 

warns  youth about the corrupt values they copy from the West  and rants about his growing 

 
23 Max Hoffman, “Turkey’s President Erdogan Losing Ground at Home,” Center for American Progress and Istanbul-
based Metropoll Survey published on 24 August 2020. 
24 Cihan Tugal, The Fall of the Turkish Model, Verso, 2016, p., 55. 
25 “Erdogan’dan Egitimde Reform Mesajı,” diken.com.tr. 19 October 2020. www.diken.com.tr/erdogandan-
egitimde-reform-mesaji/ 
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dissatisfaction with the regime’s failure to teach the new generations the value of not changing 

moral values with socio-economic change, via the education system.  

As a ferocious political animal, with a hands-on attitude toward politics, limitless 

pragmatism and extraordinary involvement with the practical details of micro-politics, the 

prime movers of Erdogan in politics are essentially severed from Islam. Nor has he prioritized 

conservative moral values at the expense of tangible economic achievements.  

The strong push of his base to climb up the socio-economic ladder has even been called by a 

prominent leftist commentator as enabling the party to start a “democratic bourgeoisie 

revolution more silent and deeper and more comprehensive than the Democrat Party’s (1946-

1950),”26 in successfully pushing back the hegemony of the tutelary system. As a result, 

throughout his political career, Erdogan has been more vocal to protect the economic and 

political interests of its conservative, middle-class base than overly emphasizing Islamic politics. 

He has been the kind of leader for whom Islamic discourse, among other things, obviously 

provides a convenient way of shifting attention from real problems. Alternatively, he grabs a 

secular cultural pin and politicizes and attacks it. For example, using restrictive public health 

measures for Covid-19 as a disguise, he pledged police raids on “the end of the year” festivities 

celebrated by millions of Turks on the 31st December. It is an open secret that these 

celebrations have been drawing Erdogan’s contempt for a long time as he views them as a 

symbol of an unreligious enjoyment ritual by the secular milieu! 27   

Conclusion 

Never before has any Turkish leader ventured into uncharted waters this deep to 

constitutionally change the character of the regime and fundamentally upset the balance of 

power between the organs of government to practically reduce the parliament to impotency. 

More to the point, Erdogan has achieved a major power shift sociologically by building new 

power bases in society with large pockets of “winners” as diehard loyalists. Moreover, 

Erdogan’s unadulterated version of authoritarian populism has not been a simple instrumental 

 
26 Ahmet Insel, “ AKP ve Solun Ezberleri: AKP’yi Teshir Etmekle Yetinmenin Hafifligi,”Birikim 262 (February 2011), 
p., 4. 
27 “Erdogan’dan Yilbasi Aciklamasi: Partilere Izin Verilmeyecek, Tespit Edilirse Polis Operasyon Yapacak,” T24 News 
site, 25 December 2020. 
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shift to exploit social, cultural and economic grievances of his base. His profound sense of 

insecurity that has pushed him for new far-right coalition partners, presents a clear threat to 

the future of the country. The balance of risk in the country favors not an official top-down 

Islamization process but highlights the mutually empowering nature of Erdogan and far-right 

forces that pull the regime to a quasi-fascist direction. 

What are the limitations of and challenges to the regime’s rationale? The failed coup led to 

a countercoup by the regime, smothering individual, civic and political life. Worse still, the 

pathologies expressing a "permanent" regime type which Erdogan set in motion in Turkey’s 

political system after 2016 might very well outlast him. The massive scale of repression has 

made it next to impossible to mask the political decay  of institutions, especially the security 

apparatus and judiciary, into being nothing more than a repressive tool of Erdogan.  The 

brutality of the measures has also obliterated from memory the decent reforms of Erdogan in 

his early years, like empowering conservative-religious masses, upending the resistance of the 

secular establishment to a degree, pushing the high-command from the political arena. Any 

new vision to rebuild Turkey has been cancelled: Large sectors of people no longer seem to be 

excited about the transformational character of Erdogan’s party as diehard Erdogan supporters 

have adjusted their loyalty to a “wartime” president. No conversation or debate is generated by 

the regime’s actors in the political space beyond a discourse of patriotism, wars, foreign policy 

issues, decimation of the enemy, and political alignments. No actor adopts a negotiation or 

compromise narrative.   

The most striking irony is that if the foiled military coup had succeeded, no one can claim 

with certainty that the post-coup military government would have  gone as far as the Erdogan 

regime in its scorched-earth policy of eviscerating democratic politics. 
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