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‘Soner Cagaptay is an astute and honest chronicler of the 
mercurial Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. His latest book, 

Erdogan’s Empire, is a comprehensive look at the Turkish leader’s 
“neo-Ottoman” foreign policy – and the way he has defiantly 
tried to re-establish Turkey as a standalone power by playing 
off Washington and Moscow and sabotaging his Arab rivals. 

By setting Erdogan against the backdrop of Ottoman-Turkish 
history, Cagaptay helps readers understand that breadth of his 
ambitions – and also why his policies have had such disruptive 

and sometimes toxic consequences for the United States.’

DAVID IGNATIUS, COLUMNIST, THE WASHINGTON POST

‘This is a must-read for any serious analyst of Turkey’s complex 
role within NATO, in the Middle East, and around the world … 
Soner Cagaptay brings elements of history, geopolitics, and 

economics together seamlessly to illuminate a nation that will 
matter deeply in the unfolding course of the 21st century.’

ADMIRAL JAMES STAVRIDIS, FORMER SUPREME ALLIED 

COMMANDER AT NATO AND FORMER DEAN OF THE FLETCHER 

SCHOOL OF LAW AND DIPLOMACY, TUFTS UNIVERSITY, USA

‘During my four-decade long career at the Turkish Foreign 
Ministry and since, I have grappled to find a book that explains 

Turkey’s complex foreign policy to diplomats, journalists, 
and those simply captivated by this fascinating country 
between the East and the West. Cagaptay’s book does 

exactly that, illuminating Turkish President Erdogan’s foreign 
policy and his Middle Eastern ambitions … I recommend it 

to anyone who wants to understand Turkey’s foreign policy 
better. It is a must-read for citizens around the globe.’

OZDEM SANBERK, FORMER UNDERSECRETARY 

AT THE TURKISH FOREIGN MINISTRY

Gradually since 2003, Turkey’s autocratic 
leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan has sought 
to make Turkey a great power – in the 
tradition of past Turkish leaders from 
the late Ottoman sultans to Ataturk, 
the founder of modern Turkey. Here the 
leading authority Soner Cagaptay, author 
of The New Sultan – the first biography of 
President Erdogan – provides a masterful 
overview of the power politics in the 
Middle East and Turkey’s place in it.

Erdogan has picked an unorthodox 
model in the context of recent Turkish 
history, attempting to cast his country 
as a stand-alone Middle Eastern power. 
In doing so Turkey has broken ranks 
with its traditional Western allies, 
including the United States and has 
embraced an imperial-style foreign 
policy which has aimed to restore 
Turkey’s Ottoman-era reach into the 
Arabian Middle East and the Balkans.

Today, in addition to a domestic 
crackdown on dissent and journalistic 
freedoms, driven by Erdogan’s style of 
governance, Turkey faces a hostile world. 
Ankara has nearly no friends left in the 
Middle East, and it faces a threat from 
resurgent historic adversaries: Russia and 
Iran. Furthermore, Turkey cannot rely on 
the unconditional support of its traditional 
Western allies. Can Erdogan deliver Turkey 
back to safety? What are the risks that 
lie ahead for him, and his country? How 
can Turkey truly become a great power, 
fulfilling a dream shared by many Turks, 
the sultans, Ataturk, and Erdogan himself?

SONER CAGAPTAY is the Beyer 
Family Fellow and Director of the 
Turkish Research Program at The 
Washington Institute, USA and 
author of The New Sultan (2017).
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Nations that were once great empires, such as Turkey, often have an 
inflated sense of their heyday. This, of course, leads to a readiness to be 
inspired, or a vulnerability to be manipulated, by effective politicians 
who are able to embody and speak to this narrative. Understanding the 
importance of Turkey’s imperial past is essential to understanding 
modern Turkey. This is because a romantic view of the collapsed 
Ottoman Empire continues to shape the views held by Turkish citizens 
of their place in the world.

Enter Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the country’s president, who has held 
sway since 2003. Erdogan, who has won thirteen nationwide polls, 
consolidating power in Turkey over decades, is the country’s most 
consequential and powerful leader, probably since Mustafa Kemal 
Ataturk, who, in 1923, established modern Turkey out of the ashes of 
the Ottoman Empire at the end of the First World War.

The Romans measured time by saecula – the number of years that 
had to pass between the time of the occurrence of an incident and the 
death of all the people who were alive at the time of this incident. 
Ataturk’s republic is not yet one saeculum old, and the shared, and 
malleable, memory of Ottoman greatness resonates deeply with 
Turkey’s citizens.

For hundreds of years, the Ottomans dominated what are now nearly 
fifty sovereign countries – a quarter of the current UN member states – 
spanning three continents (Africa, Asia and Europe). However, starting 
in the eighteenth century, the Ottoman Empire went into a long and 
steady decline. Aware of their country’s weakness, successive 
generations of Turkish leaders latched their country’s foreign policy onto 
that of a global power or international bloc in the West, while waiting for 
Turkey’s greatness to return.

PROLOGUE
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xvi PROLOGUE

Ataturk, a general in the Ottoman army, founded modern Turkey in 
his own image as a secular, European state. After he deposed the 
sultans, he turned Turkey’s face further to the West. By copying 
European states, the great global powers of the interwar era, in 
statecraft, he aimed to place Turkey on a trajectory which would lead to 
the great nation status that was Turkey’s birthright.

Inspired by European traditions, Ataturk’s secularism mandated 
freedom from religion in government, politics and the education system. 
A Jacobin politician, Ataturk ran the country with an iron fist until his 
death in 1938. He left behind a secularist system of government based 
on his principles, also known as Kemalism. Ismet Inonu, who followed 
Ataturk as the country’s second president, perpetuated his Kemalist 
legacy. But he ruled Turkey with an even stronger fist. It was not until 
1950 that the country’s first fully free and fair elections were held.

After Turkey became a multiparty democracy in 1950, Ataturk and 
Inonu’s democratically elected successors for decades perpetuated 
their secularist legacy. These Kemalists believed that Ataturk’s political 
system was durable, and should not be changed as the world changes. 

Until Erdogan. Turkey’s twenty-first-century leader hails from a 
tradition of political Islam, which seeks to blend a religious and political 
style that has been growing in the country during the late twentieth 
century, starkly opposing Ataturk’s secularism. Since coming to power 
in 2003, Erdogan has revolutionised Turkish politics, and in doing so 
has proven the Kemalists wrong.

Ataturk ruled Turkey for fifteen years between 1923 and 1938. 
Erdogan has already governed from Ankara for over sixteen. He has 
successfully torn down, or recalibrated, much of Ataturk’s legacy. In 
addition, under him, the country has reverted to an authoritarian style of 
government, ironically more reminiscent of the Ataturk and Inonu years 
than of late twentieth-century Turkey.

As the new ‘Ataturk’, Erdogan has recast Turkey top-down in his 
own image: as profoundly Islamic and socially conservative. Moreover, 
Erdogan’s ‘new Turkey’ primarily faces not Europe, or the West, but the 
Middle East. Erdogan wants to see Ankara rising as a great power with 
and through influence over Muslims across Turkey’s former Ottoman 
possessions – especially the Middle East, but also in the Balkans 
beyond.
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xviiPROLOGUE

Erdogan’s quest to seek greatness for Turkey is not unusual, however. 
It is, in many ways, a continuation of the policies of the country’s Turkish 
leaders, from the late Ottoman sultans to Ataturk, all of whom sought to 
revive Turkey’s great power status. However, Erdogan’s path is different 
compared to his predecessors. While they folded Turkey under the 
West to restore its global influence, Erdogan has picked an unorthodox 
model: his goal is to make Turkey great as a stand-­alone power. First, in 
the Middle East and then globally.

A populist politician, Erdogan does not shy away from using this 
foreign policy vision to mobilise his right-wing base. The first four 
chapters of this book, beginning with the Introduction, explain Erdogan’s 
rise and consolidation of power, and the nativist thinking that often, 
together with Ankara’s national security concerns and historic patterns 
of Turkish foreign policy, informs his key international decisions.

Erdogan has delivered strong economic growth during the last 
decade, lifting many of his conservative supporters out of poverty, also 
creating a base of followers who adore him. Turkey’s economic growth 
in the past decade has endowed it with increased regional influence. 
This is one reason for which Erdogan has pivoted the country towards 
the Middle East, as a way to enjoy the fruits of its newfound power, 
shown in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 details Turkey’s simultaneously ebbing 
political relationship with Europe; and Chapter  6 describes Ankara’s 
evolving relationship with Washington during the same timeframe, under 
presidents George W. Bush and Barack H. Obama.

The Kemalist constitution of Turkey, framed after Ataturk’s thinking, 
remains however, and during the early years of the last decade, Turkey’s 
secularist military and high courts loyal to Ataturk’s legacy boxed in 
Erdogan and his political Islamist vision in government. Consequently, 
Erdogan then tried to implement a better version of late-Kemalist foreign 
policy, more tolerant, more European, more internationalist. For 
instance, he tried to unify Cyprus in 2004, supporting a UN-backed 
plan, which, nevertheless, failed (explained in Chapter 12).

Between 2008 and 2011, Erdogan took over the reins and complete 
power in Turkey. A referendum he won in 2010 allowed him to reappoint a 
majority of the judges to the high courts, without a confirmation process. 
Simultaneously, Erdogan defanged the secularist Turkish Armed Forces 
(TAF) with help of the Gulen movement, his ally at the time.
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xviii PROLOGUE

A religious order-cum-political network established in the 1970s by 
Turkish Muslim cleric, Fethullah Gulen, the Gulen movement played a 
key role in Erdogan’s power consolidation. It helped build the kangaroo 
court Ergenekon–Sledgehammer cases (covered in the Introduction), 
alleging that there was a court plot against Erdogan, and then arrested 
a large number of generals, as well as Erdogan’s secularist opponents, 
from journalists to university professors, thereby creating a ‘republic of 
fear’, in which opposing Erdogan became a crime.

In 2011, the military’s top brass bowed to Erdogan and Gulen, 
resigning en masse. This ushered in a new dynamic: Erdogan and 
Gulen, each wanting to control Turkey by himself, split ways. This was 
the beginning of a long political fight that culminated in 2016 in the failed 
coup against Erdogan, in which Gulen-aligned officers seem to have 
played a key role.

Meanwhile, Erdogan’s increasing power allowed him room to move 
forward with his foreign policy vision. During the ensuing second 
Erdogan era in Turkey between 2011 and the 2016 failed coup, Erdogan 
embraced an ambitious programme of neo-Ottoman and regional 
power initiatives, with help from his foreign minister-turned prime 
minister, Ahmet Davutoglu. The unfolding Arab uprisings at the time 
provided this vision with opportunities in the Middle East – as Erdogan 
and Davutoglu saw it. Most notably, during the Arab uprisings, Erdogan 
(and Davutoglu) supported the Muslim Brotherhood, a political  
Islamist movement. They also decoupled Ankara from Israel, and 
Erdogan tried to make peace with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) 
at home.

In its support for the anti-Assad rebels in Syria (covered in Chapter 7), 
Turkey butted heads with Russia and Iran, its historic adversaries.  
These policies refreshed threatening and old rivalries with Moscow and 
Tehran (covered in Chapters 8 and 9, respectively). Overall, Erdogan’s 
Middle East initiatives left Turkey isolated and with no friends in the 
region, except for Qatar. Most notably, Ankara’s ties with Egypt and 
Middle Eastern monarchies aligned with Saudi Arabia suffered severely 
because of Erdogan’s (and Davutoglu’s) support of the Muslim 
Brotherhood during the Arab uprisings (Chapters 10 and 11). Finally, the 
US–Turkish relationship started to zigzag in this period because of 
policy differences between Ankara and Washington regarding the Syrian 
Civil War.
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xixPROLOGUE

The post-failed coup period

In 2016, a final and complete rupture between Erdogan and Gulen 
came, following the attempted coup against Erdogan. After the failure of 
the putsch, Erdogan not only pursued suspected coup plotters, such 
as Gulenists, but also used his post-coup state of emergency powers 
to carry out a more sweeping crackdown across Turkish society, 
consciously brutalising many of his opponents. Talks with the PKK 
collapsed in July 2015, casting Ankara and the group’s Syrian offshoot, 
the People’s Protection Units (YPG) as enemies in that country’s  
civil war.

Further, in foreign policy, the November 2015 ‘plane crisis’, in which 
Turkey shot down a Russian fighter jet that had violated its airspace 
from Syria, ushered in new problems. Following the crisis, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin slapped hefty sanctions on Ankara, and 
threatened to attack Turkish operations in Syria. Erdogan’s call to have 
NATO missile defence systems placed in Turkey to protect it against 
Moscow failed to produce a strong show of support from Ankara’s 
transatlantic allies – at least as Erdogan saw it.

Realising the risks of Turkey’s complete isolation internationally, 
Erdogan fired Davutoglu in early 2016, launching an initiative to repair 
Turkey’s ties with some of its neighbours, including Iraq and Israel 
(covered in Chapter 12), but also to make up with Putin, entering into 
negotiations with him to bring to an end Syria’s war.

In another pragmatic turn, since 2017, Erdogan has tried to make a 
deal with US President Donald J. Trump regarding the many issues that 
continue to divide Ankara and Washington (Chapter  13). Recently, 
Erdogan has pivoted to new areas beyond the Middle East to offset his 
losses there, and to procure Turkish influence elsewhere – this time with 
some successes, most notably in East Africa (Chapter 14), as well as 
the Balkans, Black Sea Basin and Central Asia, i.e. the ‘Bayram Belt’ 
(Chapter 15).

The post-2017 environment also saw Erdogan’s efforts to rebuild 
Ankara’s links with Europe, underlining the importance of the deep 
financial and economic links that tie Turkey to the ‘Strategic West’ – i.e. 
the collective membership of NATO and of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (Chapter 16).
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xx PROLOGUE

A resource-poor country, and despite Erdogan’s efforts, Turkey 
depends on the Strategic West to grow. Although Erdogan has 
recalibrated Ankara’s political ties with Europe and the USA over the 
past decade, in terms of trade and incoming investment, the Strategic 
West still dominates in Turkey – and Erdogan relies on it to win elections. 
He has constantly scored victories at the ballot box, mainly on a platform 
of strong economic growth. In this regard, Turkey’s economic slowdown 
in 2018 presents a challenge both to him and to Turkey, as does the 
alarming departure of educated citizens escaping his authoritarian  
grip – Turkey cannot become a great power, if smart and globally 
connected citizens leave in exodus and international capital avoids the 
country.

Last, the Kurdish issue, too, presents a challenge to Erdogan – and 
Turkey. The war in Syria has internationalised Turkey’s Kurdish problem, 
linking the PKK in Turkey and the YPG in Syria. Erdogan should not, and 
cannot, leave the resolution of this problem to the USA or his adversaries, 
such as Assad, Iran and Russia, which have historic ties with the PKK.

Can Erdogan fix all these problems, and deliver Turkey back to 
safety, even greatness? What are the risks that lie ahead for him, and for 
the country? How can Turkey truly become a great power, fulfiling a 
dream shared by many of its citizens, the sultans, Ataturk and Erdogan 
himself? I have tried to provide answers to these questions in the 
concluding chapter of the book.
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Introduction
A trip to Istanbul

A mosque befitting a sultan

In September 2018, during a trip to Istanbul, I saw the construction site 
of the cavernous Camlica Mosque, a Muslim edifice built under the 
supervision of its patron, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

During my visit away from Washington, DC, as I woke up each day 
to the sound of the Muslim call for prayer pouring over Istanbul, I could 
pick out the Camlica Mosque almost instantly. Seen from miles away, 
the mosque’s nearly 72 metre (236 feet) high dome dwarfs Istanbul’s 
skyline. The mosque rises on the slopes of Istanbul’s highest hill, 
measuring 268 metres (879 feet) at its highest point. I returned to 
Washington, convinced that the Camlica Mosque expressed Erdogan’s 
grand political vision in physical form.

The Camlica Mosque is the first mosque of this magnitude formally 
sponsored by a Turkish leader in Istanbul since the collapse of the 
Ottoman Empire a century ago. At that time, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, an 
Ottoman army general, liberated Turkey from Allied occupation.1 He 
then established modern Turkey in 1923, as a republic, installing a 
secularist system of government. His secularism, borrowed from the 
French model, mandated no religion in governmental affairs, politics or 
education. Ataturk ruled Turkey with an authoritarian grip, until his death 
in 1938.

Istanbul is a city of mosques and the politics that surround them. 
Just as Erdogan is demonstrating his power by building his mosque in 
Turkey’s biggest city, Ataturk did so as well by converting the Hagia 
Sofia Mosque, Istanbul’s Byzantine-era cathedral church, transfigured 
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2 ERDOGAN’S EMPIRE 

into a mosque in 1453 by Ottoman Sultan Mehmed II, into a secular 
museum in 1935. Through this representational and political act of 
‘undoing a mosque’, Ataturk signalled that he wanted religion out of 
politics. In another symbolic act, he moved Turkey’s capital from Istanbul 
to Ankara, signalling – this time geographically and politically – his new 
republic’s turn away from its Ottoman past. Subsequently, Ataturk 
pivoted Turkey to face the West, embracing European culture.

While Ataturk ‘de-mosqued’ Hagia Sofia to underline his vision, 
Erdogan’s patronage of the grand Camlica Mosque, already dubbed 
so-called ‘Erdogan’s Mosque’, in the former Ottoman royal capital, 
testifies to Erdogan’s own vision. The ‘new Turkey’ Erdogan would like 
is a profoundly Islamic and socially conservative society, one that faces 
towards the Middle East. What is more, in this ‘new Turkey’, Islam is 
enmeshed in politics, instead of being firewalled from it – in even sharper 
contrast to Ataturk’s vision.

Meet Recep Tayyip Erdogan

Following the tradition of Ottoman sultans, who built imperial mosques 
to adorn the seven hills of Istanbul’s historic old city, Erdogan has 
constructed his mosque near modern Istanbul’s highest point, creating 
a visual eighth hill for the Turkish megalopolis. Even more poignantly, the 
Camlica Mosque is adorned with six minarets, numerically competing in 
glory with the seventeenth-century Blue Mosque, the only other mosque 
in Istanbul with as many minarets. By physically soaring above the city’s 
imperial mosques, the Camlica Mosque announces the ascent in the 
former Ottoman capital of a new sultan: Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

The Camlica Mosque sits at the geographic centre of greater 
Istanbul, a city of over 15 million people, and allows the Turkish leader 
to imprint his legacy permanently on the city of his birth and political 
ascent. It has been an extraordinary rise for the man elected mayor of 
Istanbul in 1994.

In June 2018, 24 years later, he won fresh parliamentary and 
presidential elections, with a slim majority, which fully put into place 
changes approved by an earlier 2017 referendum. Erdogan is now head 
of state, head of government, head of the ruling Justice and Development 
Party (AKP), de facto head of the Police (a national force in Turkey under 
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Introduction: A trip to Istanbul 3

the control of the Interior Ministry), and commander in chief of the 
Turkish Armed Forces (TAF).

Erdogan, who hails from a modest and pious family, was born in 
Istanbul in 1954, in the gritty and working-class neighbourhood of 
Kasimpasa. He entered politics in Istanbul in the 1970s, embracing 
political Islam at a time when Turkey was an officially secularist society, 
and starting his fight against the country’s political system. Erdogan’s 
rise to power was not smooth. During his ascent, he was briefly jailed in 
1999 for reciting an allegedly incendiary poem that Turkey’s secularist 
courts said undermined the country’s political system.

Following the collapse of Turkey’s traditionally secular parties during 
the country’s devastating 2000–2001 economic crisis, Erdogan came 
to power through his AKP, which emerged as Turkey’s leading party  
in the November 2002 parliamentary elections. Erdogan’s brand as  
the pious, and therefore politically clean, guy from the other side of the 
tracks at a time when many of the secular parties he defeated in the 
2002 elections were notoriously corrupt, played a key role in his victory 
at the polls.

He became prime minister in March 2003,2 and has won numerous 
elections since, primarily because he delivered phenomenal economic 
growth, especially during his first decade in power. This has built him a 
base of loyal and mostly conservative supporters. He has won over a 
dozen elections since 2002 and consolidated immense power in his 
hands.

While I was a PhD candidate at Yale University studying Turkish and 
Balkan history, I worked as a tour guide in Istanbul in the 1990s to make 
ends meet. The sheer size of Istanbul’s Ottoman-era mosques impressed 
me every time I guided tour groups through these historic landmarks.

I was always particularly awed when viewing another of Istanbul’s 
glorious mosques: the Mosque of Suleyman I, the Magnificent. 
Suleyman I, probably the greatest of the Ottoman sultans, built this 
mosque in the sixteenth century at the height of Ottoman power. 
Signalling imperial glory, for centuries, the dome of ‘Suleyman’s 
Mosque’, standing at 53 metres (174 feet), hovered over Istanbul’s 
silhouette, and dominated the other mosques and monuments across 
the city’s skyline, including the Hagia Sofia and the Blue Mosque.

At the time, I thought that an edifice matching Suleyman’s Mosque 
could not be built in Istanbul – ever. In height, so-called ‘Erdogan’s 
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4 ERDOGAN’S EMPIRE 

Mosque’ easily surpasses Suleyman’s Mosque. I returned to 
Washington, DC, thinking that Erdogan had outdone even Suleyman.

Inventor of twenty-first-century 
populism

Ataturk ran Turkey with an iron grip. A Jacobin politician, Turkey’s 
founder shaped the twentieth-century country in his image as a Western 
staunchly secular society. Importantly, he did not eliminate or suppress 
Islam as a religion. Rather, he created a secularist system that essentially 
controlled religion and marginalised citizens, such as Erdogan later on, 
who identified primarily through Islam. Ataturk banished Islam to the 
private sphere, while removing the direct influence of religious institutions 
and leaders over politics.

Mustafa Kemal Ataturk and his followers – named ‘Kemalists’, after 
his original last name – were supremely self-assured in the secularist 
system they built. Their confidence was embedded in the Turkish Armed 
Forces (TAF), from which Ataturk hailed, and which saw itself as the 
protector of the country’s secularist political system after the leader’s 
death in 1938.

The secularist system Ataturk left in place was, however, modified by 
TAF following the 1980 coup. At that time, the generals’ takeover aimed 
at curbing the rise of the leftist ideology in the country, as well as ending 
the developing civil war as fighting had broken out on the streets 
between left- and right-wing militia. Confined by these circumstances, 
the military decided to allow minimal, yet noteworthy, forms of Islam to 
penetrate the country’s political and education systems. The generals 
believed that religion could stymie the rising tide of leftist sentiment in 
the country, ‘inoculating’ Turkish society against communism. In the 
1980s and 1990s, these policies increased Islam’s visibility in the public 
sphere in the country. Ironically, these dynamics, unleashed by the 
secularist generals, allowed political Islam to take root in Turkey. Again 
ironically, taking advantage of these dynamics to come to power in 
2003, Erdogan has since recalibrated and dismantled Ataturk’s 
secularism in just over a decade – and has done so with little mercy for 
his opponents.

36056.indb   4 15/08/2019   15:00



Introduction: A trip to Istanbul 5

Turkey is often considered a country that follows trends invented  
in the West and Europe. This has generally been the case since the 
early nineteenth century, when Ottoman sultans Westernised and 
Europeanised the Ottoman Empire. Therefore, while transitioning to  
the twentieth century, Ataturk and his followers looked to Europe  
and the West for clues in statecraft and foreign policy. In Erdogan’s 
case, however, we see a unique interaction, in which a Turkish leader 
both turns East and sets a political trend for the West. Erdogan is the 
global prototype of populist leaders we are seeing in the twenty-first 
century – he can take credit for inventing a new breed of nativist politics, 
a trend which has been copied by effective populist leaders elsewhere.

Erdogan has brutalised and cracked down on demographic groups, 
from leftists to liberals, who are unlikely to vote for him. In order to build 
and boost his base, he demonises his challengers, often attacking 
those who oppose him, saying that they act as ‘foreign proxies’, who 
want to undermine him and, therefore, Turkey. This opposition, which 
constitutes nearly half of the country, simply loathes him. The strategy, 
however, has won him a loyal base of mostly conservative followers, 
demographics that includes centre-right, right-wing as well as political 
Islamist voters. Erdogan lifted many of these citizens out of poverty with 
his successful economic policies and, for that ,reason they adore him 
and want to keep him in power.

Enter the New Sultan

Erdogan’s efforts to take over Turkey’s political system have included 
tactful approaches, meticulous strategising, and patient steps. After 
coming to power, he delivered robust economic growth and, as a result, 
gradually built his popular electoral support. Following his second 
electoral win in parliamentary elections in 2007, and taking stock of his 
rising popularity (at the time, 46 per cent of the electorate voted for his 
party, AKP, up from 34 in 2002, constituting Turkey’s largest electoral 
mandate in decades), he started to amass power, eroding democratic 
checks and balances.

Subsequently, he was able to take control of much of the media, 
using state watchdogs, and also the courts, following a 2010 
referendum, which gave him the prerogative to appoint a majority of 
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judges to high benches without a confirmation process.3 Erdogan also 
started to crack down on his opposition at this time, beginning with the 
Kemalists, who wanted Turkey to stay on the West-facing and secularist 
path envisioned by its founder.

During a set of kangaroo trials between 2008 and 2011, he targeted, 
delegitimised and punished his secularist opponents.4 The Gulen 
movement, which was established in the 1970s, and had gradually 
grown in power in the 1980s and 1990s, became a strong Erdogan ally 
after the 2002 elections, helping him in this process.

In 2008, Gulen’s network of supporters in the country’s police and 
judiciary helped Erdogan imprison nearly a quarter of Turkey’s active 
duty generals and admirals in the secularist TAF, alleging that these 
officers were involved in the so-called Ergenekon coup plot to overthrow 
the government. Again, with Gulenist help, Erdogan jailed a number of 
prominent secular intellectuals, journalists and civil society activists, 
alleging in media, such as pro-Gulen daily Zaman, that these groups 
were part of the coup plot against him.5 The prosecutors could not 
provide a convincing and persuasive account of the purported secularist 
coup, but the Ergenekon–Sledgehammer cases allowed Erdogan to jail 
dissidents, kicking off an authoritarian trend in Turkish politics, with him 
on top.

The generals caved in. Soon after the TAF’s top brass resigned en 
masse in 2011, bowing to Erdogan’s power, the courts started throwing 
out the indictments. Still, the Ergenekon–Sledgehammer cases 
permeated Turkish politics, producing the dangerous idea that opposing 
Erdogan equalled plotting coups.

This created an environment of intimidation, in which Erdogan and 
his allies, including Gulen at the time, could openly harass dissidents. 
The Ergenekon trials had sent a message to anyone opposing him that 
they could easily be jailed, their private phone conversations or emails 
could be leaked to the public, or they could be linked to coup plotters 
by the pro-Erdogan media. This made it infinitely more difficult for Turks 
of all stripes to oppose Erdogan, creating a ‘republic of fear’, enabling 
the leader’s authoritarian style.

In control of Turkey, Erdogan has since flooded its political and 
educational systems with rigidly conservative Islam.6 This is, 
paradoxically, Erdogan’s ‘Ataturk’ side. Of course, Erdogan does not 
share Ataturk’s values, just his methods. Just as Ataturk shaped Turkey 
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in his own image, creating a secularist, European society, Erdogan is 
shaping a ‘new Turkey’, which is socially conservative and which 
embraces political Islamism as a key value – in his own image.

And the crisis of Turkey

In fact, however, Erdogan is an anti-Ataturk ‘Ataturk’. Having grown up 
in secularist Turkey and faced social exclusion at a young age due to his 
piety and conservative views (explained in further detail in Chapter 2), he 
was motivated by deep-rooted animosity towards Ataturk’s ways. Yet, 
he has dismantled Ataturk’s system by using the very tools that Ataturk 
and the country’s founding elites provided him: power of state institutions 
and top-down social engineering – both hallmarks of Ataturk’s reforms. 
Erdogan has used Ataturk’s means and methods to replace even 
Ataturk himself. The product is that now Turkey discriminates against 
citizens who do not primarily identify through Islam, more specifically, 
conservative Sunni Islam, to which Erdogan belongs.

However, Erdogan has a problem: whereas Ataturk came to power 
as a military general, Erdogan has a democratic mandate to govern. 
What is more, today’s Turkey is split nearly in the middle between pro- 
and anti-Erdogan camps. Despite these facts, Erdogan desperately 
wants to change the country in his own image, and herein lies the crisis 
of modern Turkey: while half of the county embraces Erdogan’s brand 
of politics, the other half vehemently opposes it. So long as Turkey is 
genuinely democratic, Erdogan cannot complete his revolution.

This has grown Erdogan’s illiberal side: in order to push forward with 
his platform of revolutionary change against a split society, Erdogan has 
subverted the country’s democracy. Instead of delivering more liberties 
for all, he has cracked down on his opponents and locked up dissidents, 
providing liberties only for his conservative and even much narrower 
political Islamist base.

Erdogan has accomplished this by playing the ‘authoritarian 
underdog’. Building on his narrative of political martyrdom under the 
secularist system in the 1990s, including the brief jail term that he 
served in 1999, Erdogan now portrays himself as a victim who is, 
grudgingly, forced to suppress those conspiring to undermine his 
authority. He intimidates the media and the business community through 
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politically motivated tax audits, and jails dissidents, scholars and 
journalists.

In addition, his police regularly crack down on peaceful opposition 
rallies. Accordingly, although Turkey’s elections continue to be mostly 
free, they are increasingly not fair. These developments have 
compounded polarisation in Turkey: Erdogan’s conservative base has 
zealously banded around him in his defence; the other half of the 
country, brutalised by Erdogan, holds a profound resentment against 
him. Increasingly, there is little common ground between these 
constituencies.7

However, he has managed to survive, winning thirteen nationwide 
polls since 2002. He scored victories in at least the first eleven of these 
elections, following fair races. By putting large parts of the media in the 
hands of his cronies and gaining nearly unfettered access to state 
resources, he was able to stack enough of the odds in his favour in the 
most recent April 2017 referendum and June 2018 presidential and 
parliamentary elections to eke out victories.

At this stage, it is implausible that the Turkish leader will be voted out. 
In other words, Erdogan, who has already ruled Turkey longer than 
Ataturk, is here to stay, as is his vision to reshape Turkey as a profoundly 
Islamic and socially conservative society. So is his foreign policy model 
for the country: a ‘new Turkey’, which faces the Middle East and 
Muslim-majority countries beyond, with a desire to rise with and through 
influence over Muslims – ‘in the mould of the Ottoman Empire’.
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