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ABSTRACT

Although he used to be praised by the West as a modernizer of Turkey, Erdoğan’s 
mode and discourse of governance have changed drastically over the last dec-
ade – he now employs severe counter-democratic measures and exclusionary, 
populist discourses. This article explores Erdoğan’s rule, focusing in particular 
on the discourses he promotes in order to keep power and attain increasing 
electoral support. In an analysis based on the theoretical foundations of Critical 
Discourse Analysis, Erdoğan’s reign is characterized by specific, exclusionary 
discourses, from creating the discursive Other established as the enemy and 
engaging in conspiracy discourses, to openly chastising and castigating his po-
litical opponents, while his popularity continues to increase.
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1.  Power, populism and discourse

The case of the Turkish AKP and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in particular can be 
seen to stand as an illustration of Lord Acton’s famed statement: “Power cor-
rupts; absolute power corrupts absolutely”. Hailed as a great power of change by 
conservatives, centrists, liberals, intellectuals and Westerners alike, the Party of 
Justice and Development (henceforth referred to as AKP, for Adalet ve Kalkınma 
Partisi) came as a reaction to the oppressive secularist regime which was per-
meating bureaucracy, state, and military apparatuses following the events of 
28 February 1997, otherwise known as the “Post-modern coup”, when the Is-
lamist Prime Minister Necmettin Erbakan was forced to resign. In 2002 BBC 
wrote, “Europe hails AKP victory in Turkey” (Mann & Rodgers, 2002), while 
Yesil spoke that “Turkey has been hailed as a regional leader in the Middle East 
and a successful amalgamation of moderate Islam and democracy” (2014, p. 1); 
a decade and a half later, the situation has changed drastically. The Post-modern 
coup events opened a manoeuvring space for the younger cadre of Erbakan’s 
followers known as National Outlook (Millî Görüş), which later became known 
as AKP. The young protégés of Erbakan (such as Erdoğan, Ahmet Davutoglu and 
Abdullah Gul), who now had the opportunity to stand on their own feet, unin-
hibited by the old guard of the National Outlook ideology, and could thus infil-
trate the Turkish political stage. Whether one mentions Erbakan’s conservatism 
in social and spiritual life, or Ozal’s neoliberalism coupled with globalization, 
the truth was that the AKP represented it all (Kösebalaban, 2011, p. 146). It was 
small wonder then that the majority of important groups in Turkey and the West 
greeted this as a positive change. It took time to notice how much a political 
party, led by its key personalities, has been able to re-orient itself in order to ride 
the wave of populism that it itself has created.

When it comes to literature on the topic, populism per se has been exten-
sively studied, especially during the last several decades, when it has become 
particularly potent, which led to coining phrases such as “populist zeitgeist” 
(Mudde, 2004), and spawning a vast array of theoretical work struggling to de-
fine it (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2012; Müller, 2016; Rydgren, 2005; Taggart, 2002; 
Taguieff, 1995). For the purpose of this work, the authors shall take the middle 
ground, seeing that “in the current debate, ‘populism’ is mostly associated with 
an emotional, simplistic, and manipulative discourse directed at the ‘gut feelings’ 
of the people, or with opportunistic policies aimed at ‘buying’ support” (Krastev, 
2007, p. 2). It would be also wise to notice that “populists do not just thrive on 
conflict and encourage polarization; they also treat their political opponents as 
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‘enemies of the people’ and seek to exclude them altogether” (Müller, 2016, p. 4), 
thus helping themselves stay in power, which will be shown as the primary modus 
operandi of the Erdoğan regime. Turkey itself has, consequently, been the focus 
of many academic works after Erdoğan’s coming into power (Arin, 2017; Aytaç 
& Çarkoğlu, 2019; Cagaptay, 2019; Jovanović & Đidić, 2018; Özdamar & Cey-
dilek, 2020; Yavuz & Öztürk, 2019; Yilmaz et al., 2020).

The purpose of the article is to show that Erdoğan’s authoritarian turn is 
closely connected to his wish to preserve his personal power over the Turkish 
state. Moreover, what follows from this is that Erdoğan deliberately makes ques-
tionable domestic policy decisions in order to secure his own position although 
their implementation might be to the detriment of the Turkish public and state. 
Indicators of this are varied. How Erdoğan works in his own interest will be 
demonstrated through examining his discourse during his alliance with Gülen 
and the Hizmet movement against Kemalists, and then cross-comparing it with 
his post-2011/2012 stance towards Cemaat, which ultimately lead to the at-
tempted coup of 2016.

The last issue to be examined is how Erdoğan has been dealing with a vacuum 
left by removal of Gülenists and what that means for him in particular and 
the state in general – examined with the Critical Discourse Analysis as a starting 
point, a method which is used increasingly often in political science (Chaney, 
2013; Howarth & Torfing, 2004; Larsen, 2005). The discourses promulgated by 
the state elite serve a purpose, i.e. keeping power. Discourse itself in such con-
texts is defined as “the instrument of power and control” (Van Leeuwen, 1993, 
p. 193). This is why Critical Discourse Analysis “may be defined as fundamentally 
concerned with analysing opaque as well as transparent structural relationships 
of dominance, discrimination, power and control as manifested in language” 
(Wodak, 2001, p. 2) because it primarily focuses on the “analysis of current dis-
courses and the effects of their power” (Jäger, 2001, p. 33). Thus for the purpose 
of this research discourse will be defined as “an institutionally consolidated 
concept of speech inasmuch as it determines and consolidates action and thus 
already exercises power” (Link, 1983, p. 60). In other words, “discourses are not 
interesting as mere expressions of social practice, but because they serve certain 
ends, namely to exercise power with all its effects” (Jäger, 2001, p. 34).

2.  Authority and its enemies

It became clear that Erdoğan had no intention of relinquishing his position of 
authority. It is rather common in countries which do not have stable institutional 
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grounding that leaders who came to power with the majority of votes turn into 
populist demagogues with the talent for manipulating popular opinion and 
weakening institutions even further (Özsoy, 2009); here a comparison with 
Serbia’s Aleksandar Vučić or Russia’s Vladimir Putin comes to mind. Empiri-
cal evidence indicates that it would not be a mistake to interpret Erdoğan’s ac-
tions as Machiavellism, dubbed also “Erdoğan’s realism”, in the realpolitik sense 
(Đidić, 2017). Hence, Erdoğan became known for making and breaking alli-
ances. Erdoğan’s discourse in the relation to Fetullah Gülen, the leader of what 
is now dubbed by Turkish authorities as a “terrorist organization”, is thus rather 
pertinent. What Erdoğan called a “terrorist organization” is in fact a loose web 
of entrepreneurial projects, institutions, NGOs, and educational facilities which 
BBC has described as one of the “largest Muslim networks in the world” (BBC, 
2013). It is a network of organizations following the teachings of Fetullah Gülen, 
which adapts Islam to globalization and new transnational environment, unify-
ing several traditional and cultural religious interpretations that are opposed to 
the rise of extremist currents in the Muslim world (Economist, 2013). The dis-
cursive construction of the enemy is an iterating instance in the study of political 
discourse, as “the transformation of an adversary into an enemy is supported 
by a set of discourses, articulating the identities of all parties involved. These 
discourses play a crucial role” (Carpentier, 2011, pp. 1–2). In Mouffe’s words, 
“the opponent cannot be perceived as an adversary to contend with, but only as 
an enemy to be destroyed” (1993, p. 4), or, as Carpentier wrote, “these discourses 
on the Enemy are based on a series of binary oppositions, such as good/evil, just/
unjust, guilty/innocent, rational/irrational and civilised/uncivilised’ (2011, p. 1); 
Gülen is now “evil” while Erdoğan is “good”.

However, Erdoğan’s relationship with Gülen was not always one of animosity. 
United by common interest, they cooperated more often than not. D’Amours 
(2017) claims that Erdoğan and Gülen were “partners in trying to assume power 
for decades”. Both saw Turkish secular establishment as a threat, and in order to 
overcome this, it was pragmatic for them to cooperate (Dorsey, 2016). Therefore, 
Gülen and his organization (aka Hizmet) allied with the AKP, helping them win 
the elections of 2002, 2007 and 2011. In exchange, Gülen spread his influence 
over various branches of the Turkish state, most notably the police, judiciary and 
state bureaucracy (Sharon-Krespin, 2009). The most significant of the elections 
in this sense was that of 2007, when the AKP further consolidated its position 
by winning 46.6% of the votes. One year after the electoral victory, the AKP, 
allied with Gülenists, initiated legal proceedings in what came to be known 
as the Ergenekon case (Ergenekon davasi), followed by the Sledgehammer 
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operation, with Ergenekon being a name given to a supposed clandestine, ultra-
nationalist organization set on overthrowing the government. Retrospectively, 
it is clear how these proceedings provided an opportunity for the established 
regime to further remove its obstacles and political adversaries, thus helping 
Erdoğan curtail the power of the Turkish military, which had been a continuous 
threat to the democratically elected regimes since the early years of the Republic, 
and allowing Gülen to tighten his grasp on the state apparatus. One notable 
event was the arrest (as a part of the Ergenekon investigation) of the journalist 
Ahmet Sik, who was working on the book entitled The Imam’s Army (Imamin 
Ordusu), which presented findings on Gülen’s influences in Turkey’s security 
and intelligence spheres (Zubaida, 2017). Soon, beside secular military person-
nel and alleged terrorist organization members, a large number of other people 
were arrested, including critics of Gülen, such as the aforementioned left-leaning 
journalists (Oktay, 2016). These events set a precedent where the AKP in its later 
years (recently in particular) continued to stifle and abuse the rights and liberties 
of the media, an issue which has attracted a lot of researchers (Akser & Bay-
bars-Hawks, 2012; Christensen, 2010; Jenkins, 2012; Yılmaz, 2016). The entire 
Ergenekon scandal turned out to be, in essence, a charade orchestrated primarily 
by Gülen with the AKP’s tacit support in order to protect their realpolitik princi-
ples. The evidence found was later proven to be forged, and by 2014, in the wake 
of his falling out with Gülen even Erdoğan himself was drawing attention to this 
fact (Arango, 2014). That Erdoğan’s relation with Gülen was mostly opportunis-
tic from the start is not overly difficult to notice. As already mentioned, during 
the first decade of their rule Erdoğan and the AKP could be considered as liberal 
conservatives, with a dose of respect for Western values and hence a pro-Western 
foreign policy outlook, particularly in their relation to the European Union and 
the US. Thus an alliance with Gülen would be only natural, since, as Kuru’s 
statement pertaining to Hizmet indicates,

first the movement has been very successful in English instruction, which has 
been in high demand in many countries (…) The second resource of the move-
ment is that it has created a synergy based on cooperation between educators 
and businesspeople. The sympathizers of the Gülen movement have been power-
ful enough to establish an interest-free bank and insurance company. Without 
the financial donations of businesses, the movement’s schools could not afford to 
operate (2005, p. 262).

This demonstrates how new elites were opening to the world and how, by 
using globalization, they were able to break the monopoly on power of the old, 
secularist, Kemalist elite, which was quite statist in its essence. “Concurrently, 
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new media, holdings related to old Sufi tarikatlar (brotherhoods), even Islamic 
banks and business associations like MÜSİAD or İŞHAD (linked to Fetullah 
Gülen), (…) represented a bridge between modernity and the traditional Ana-
tolian society” (Maigre, 2007, p. 36). Yet all of that started to fall apart in 2012, 
when Gulenists made a move on Erdoğan by inviting his chief of intelligence 
to testify in connection with PKK terrorist activities of the Kurdistan Work-
ers Party (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistan, PKK) (Akyol, 2014). A power struggle 
arose and actions were taken by both sides, including Erdoğan closing down 
Gülen’s prep-schools and a Gülen-instigated corruption probe involving some 
of Erdoğan’s closest people.

During this time the phrase paralel devlet or “parallel state”, so far used in 
political science (Briscoe, 2008; Pula, 2004; Sakallioğlu, 1997), came into public 
discourse. In its original usage, the term denotes organizations and institutions 
in the likeness of the legitimate state, without having legitimacy of its own, work-
ing for the sake of the existing country in accordance with the prevailing ideol-
ogy (ParalelYapı, 2017). How hostile Erdoğan’s discourse became can be noted 
by his use of the aforementioned phrase which, despite its value-neutral origins, 
became a vilified concept, presented as synonymous with Gülen and his ulterior 
motives, which entirely changed its original meaning.

In relation to 2013 Gezi Park protests, Lisel Hintz developed a categorization 
of three discursive mechanisms through which the AKP vilifies its opponents: 
naming, blaming, and framing (Hintz, 2016). While Gezi Park protestors were 
dubbed as çapulcular (“looters”), after 2015 Gülen’s Hizmet organization became 
known under the acronym of FETÖ (Fethullahçı Terör Örgütü). This roughly 
translates to “Fetullah’s terrorist organization”, while the acronym FETÖ can 
serve as a rather derogatory nickname itself – a situation similar to the leader 
of the PKK, Abdullah Ocalan, being called Apo, a nickname popularized by 
the Turkish media (Özcan, 2006, p. 9). In other words, discursive creation of 
the enemy became the most efficient way to maintain electoral support, while 
the creator and perpetrator of the discourse could present himself as the “pro-
tector” against the enemy. The public opinion was turned against Gülen in 
a plethora of ways; by being presented as the main source of Turkish grievances, 
Gülen was successfully framed into already existing narratives, which in turn 
reinforced the culture of conspiratorial designs that had been already strong in 
Turkey. Pointing out that Gülen was backed by Israel and America is a famous 
example of such tactic (Yeni.Akit, 2016b).

However, Erdoğan’s relations with Gülen were not the only thing that dete-
riorated during those years. In the research conducted by Birbil and Caliskan, 
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one can see how Turkey’s relations with the European Union, which had been 
much more positive before 2007–2008, worsened and reached an all-time low 
during the period of 2012–2013 (T24, 2014). This is of note, as during the days 
of the Erdoğan-Gülen alliance, Gülen could be seen as more conservative of 
the two, and therefore more nationalist, supporting religious values, and scep-
tical towards Europe and the accession process to the EU, as well as towards 
the resolution of the Kurdish issue (El-Kazaz, 2015, p. 5). After 2012, Erdoğan 
and the AKP could be seen adopting precisely such a policy. These findings can 
be interpreted in such a manner that before Ergenekon, Erdoğan indeed needed 
Europe against the Kemalists. He was playing the card of Turkish accession, 
constitutional reforms, changes and overall improvements of human rights –all 
the policies highly repressed during the heyday of secular Turkey. However, 
what essentially needs to be kept in mind in policy and discourse analysis is 
the question of cui bono, or who benefits (Frick & Knight, 1994; Jovanović, 2013; 
Lundahl, 1989).

3.  Conspiracy discourses

Immediately after the Ergenekon scandal, relations with Europe deteriorated; 
in other words, Turkey started reverting to its “olden ways”. This was also no-
ticeable in the 2011–2013 period, when Erdoğan hardened his discourse against 
the West during the strife with Gülen. One example of this is his use of the terms 
such as “Western conspiracies” as opposed to the notion of milli irade (“national 
will”) and to the Muslims, which apparently in both cases he himself began to 
embody (Akyol, 2015). As early as in 1981, Goodnight and Poulakos wrote on 
conspiracy discourses in politics, explaining how “the ‘paranoid style’ no longer 
[could] be said to characterize only political extremists”, and thus “a theory of 
conspiracy discourse must account for the usefulness of this appeal to main-
stream speakers and audiences” (1981, p. 300); since that time, conspiracy dis-
courses have become more and more frequently used on a global scale. Such 
“discourse constitutes a hint of people’s hidden agendas and an expression of 
their individual psychodynamics. Thus, rhetoric becomes an ‘exploratory system 
of events’ which ‘helps people transcend the everyday’” (Goodnight & Poulakos, 
1981, p. 301). As Gray wrote,

conspiracy theories are important symbols and dynamics in the politics of 
the Middle East: the salience of conspiracy theories in both popular and state 
discourses in the Middle East derives from a wide and complex set of sources. 
They are important both because of where they come from and for their impacts. 
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They stem from political structures, competition between political actors, and 
the interaction of social groups and forces with each other and with the state. 
They also impact political dynamics, including the relationship between political 
elites, between elites and institutions (2008, p. 157).

This is why “successful [populist] parties pursue a ‘post-modern’ populist 
strategy that consciously appeals to widespread anxieties, prejudices, and resent-
ments, and exploits them for political gain” (Betz, 2009, p. 194), as conspiracy 
plays directly into those anxieties, prejudices and resentments.

Yavuz and Ozcan mention how AKP’s electoral success can be contributed 
to two factors: economic and political (2007, pp. 130–131). While it is true that 
economy was prosperous during the AKP’s first two terms, these two authors 
see Erdoğan’s charismatic personality as the most important political factor 
expressed through his body, language and overall lifestyle as a conservative 
people’s man (Yavuz & Ozcan, 2007, p. 130). This could explain why Erdoğan 
continued to enjoy public support despite adopting post-2012/2013 the same 
policies as Gülenists. The relative obscurity of Gülen and Hizmet community, 
coupled with its Sufi esoteric nature, which starkly contrasts Erdoğan’s show-
man personality, is another point of interest. The trend became rather evident: 
whenever a power struggle occurred and human rights got side-lined, the Turk-
ish leadership would present itself as the embodiment of the spirit of the people, 
representing their wishes and desires while external enemies were always out 
there waiting to hinder them. As Triandafyllidou wrote on national and populist 
discourses, “a common enemy (…) reminds them ‘who we are’ and emphasizes 
that ‘we are different and unique’. In times of crisis, the significant other serves 
also as a scapegoat” (1998, p. 603). Thus Gülen was discursively cast into this role 
rather efficiently via government rhetoric and government controlled/influenced 
media, coupled with hyperproduction of conspiracy theories. The more serious 
the power struggle is, the harder the rhetoric will be. Akin Unver, a professor 
of international relations at Kadir Has University, stated tersely: “Whenever 
something shocking and horrific happens in Turkey, the reflex is conspiracy” 
(Arango & Yeginsu, 2016). When the AKP won the 2011 elections and talks 
of tighter centralization of powers in the president’s hands began to be heard, 
Erdoğan’s rhetoric during some of his public rallies and outreaches was so radi-
cal that Cerrahoğlu (2015) envisioned him as Louis XIV saying “L’etat c’est moi”. 
Thus the media and democracy were under constant pressure (Akser & Baybars-
Hawks, 2012; Kaya & Çakmur, 2010) from what was becoming a nearly fully 
fledged authoritarian mode of governance, aiming solely at preservation and 
expansion of power. The leader of the Republican People’s Party (CHP), Kemal 
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Kilicdaroglu, called out the AKP on the police and judicial operations conduct-
ed against certain media outlets in 2014, even going as far as to proclaim that 
the government was staging a coup against democracy (Haberler, 2014).

4.  After the 2016 coup: open authoritarianism

The culmination of this five-year struggle between Erdoğan and the Gülenists 
was the 2016 attempt of a coup d’etat. In the summer of 2016, rumors were going 
around that certain Gülenists would be discharged from the military – the same 
people which filled the army ranks after the purges following the Ergenekon 
case (Rodrik, 2016). Whether this was true or not, a coup was attempted – most 
probably by various factions within the military forces, out of which most no-
table were the Gülenists – and was quickly suppressed. What exactly happened 
prior to and during the coup is still unknown. Following this attempt, a large 
scale violation of human rights, prosecutions, arrests, removals from workplace, 
and media oppression occurred state-wide, including 162 journalists arrested, 
138,610 people sacked, 94,982 people detained, 4,272 judges and prosecutors dis-
missed, 149 media outlets shut down, 2,099 schools and dormitories shut down, 
and numerous other civil and human rights violations continuing for several 
years (Turkeypurge.com, 2017). This creates an impression that the government 
was waiting for a pretext to introduce such wide-sweeping measures. Though 
this cannot be corroborated, the cui bono question does have an answer: it can 
be found in Erdoğan’s rhetoric as he himself stated that the coup was a “gift from 
God” (Champion, 2016). The purge went to such extremes that Kilicdaroğlu pro-
claimed that “the Turkish government is going too far”, lobbying for the release 
of the arrested writer Asli Erdoğan (Hurriyet, 2016). In the aftermath of the coup, 
even the slightest criticism of the government or official state policies or any sort 
of contact with Gülenists (such as staying in one of their student dormitories) 
could be incriminatory under Erdoğan’s state of emergency (ohal durumu). As 
Yesil wrote, “the AKP (…) exacerbated the existing repressive environment by 
abusing the legal framework to criminalize Kurdish journalists, by instrumen-
talising a major political investigation – the Ergenekon to prosecute dissenting 
journalists, and by exploiting its economic relationships with media conglomer-
ates to engender self-censorship in the press” (2014, p. 1), drawing a grim picture 
of the censorship and media repression in the post-coup Turkey. It has long been 
theorised that it is the duty of the press to keep the checks and balances within 
the state as a vital part of the democratic process (Curran, 2011; Dahlgren, 2009; 
McNair, 2012); the state of the media under Erdoğan has, however, been moving 
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increasingly in the opposite direction. What is problematic is that despite al-
leged criminal/terrorist dealings, Gülenists ran a large number of institutions 
and organizations which were mostly of educational/charitable character; thus 
repressions particularly touched certain demographics such as students, foreign-
ers, or the destitute. More often than not that the post-coup Turkish government 
seems to follow the “guilty until proven innocent” adage.

The authors believe it would be pertinent here to contrast the types of cam-
paigns which the AKP led during the early 2000s and now. Whilst in league 
with Gülen against Kemalists, the discourse which dominated the AKP’s public 
campaigns was based on “victimization” and the framing of ordinary, conserva-
tive Turks as mazlumlar or the “wronged ones against the privileged secularist 
elites known as Beyaz Türkler or White Turks” (Yavuz & Ozcan, 2007). Ever 
since the AKP entered into open struggle with Gülenists in the context of secu-
lar establishment’s disenfranchisement, the AKP’s rhetoric changed its tone and 
placed itself along Black Turks in the position of power, threatening the country 
with the Kurdish issue, terrorism, and poor economic conditions that might 
arise if coalitional governments came to power. While during its first terms 
the AKP was employing what Sornig dubs a “seductive strategy” in its discourse 
of political persuasion (1989, pp. 97–98), in the later period, especially during 
the 2015 battle for votes in the general election, it switched to the coercive side 
of the spectrum, where the recipient, i.e. the people, were asked to adjust their 
behaviour in line with the requirements of the persuaders.

Returning to the previously mentioned statement of Akin Unver, it is evident 
to what extent the state-influenced media control and shape the public discourse 
within Turkey. According to Freedom House, since 2015 the media in Turkey 
have been coming under increasingly tight control of the state, and a great num-
ber of journalists have been arrested (162 up to the point of writing this article), 
while many previously influential media houses have been either closed down 
(149), or had a change in leadership (FreedomHouse, 2016). By using the media 
in this way, Erdoğan is directly creating a polarizing discourse which demonizes 
everyone who has even the slightest inkling of dissatisfaction with authorities as 
them, and only them, embody the “will of the people”, with Erdoğan discursively 
positioning himself at the apex of this structure, securing votes and popularity. 
This type of opinion spun through the media is an ideal tool for Erdoğan’s type 
of pseudo-democracy based on populist voting and referendums as the ultimate 
methods of governmental legitimation, resembling somewhat Viktor Orban’s 
oxymoronic discursive construction, the “illiberal democracy” (Bugaric, 2008, 
p. 198). Western countries which criticize Erdoğan over issues such as the unfair 
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judicial process and an overall lack of liberal democracy were among the first 
targets for his regime; how they are presented is entirely skewed in the public 
discourse. A good example of this is a Twitter poll created by a well-known gov-
ernment-backed newspaper, the Daily Sabah, asking the Turkish public to state 
their opinion as to which US institution backed Gülen in organizing the coup 
attempt; the choices offered were the CIA, the FBI, the Department of State, 
and the White House (Sabah, 2016). The questionnaire offered no options that 
the coup was not orchestrated by the US, thus reinforcing the negative portrayal 
of that state.

This entire discursive structure created a myriad of polarizing factors 
within the society since Erdoğan’s universalist rhetoric attitude leaves no room 
for inclusivity, and thus political and public discourse became dominated by 
what in 2017 came to be known as “alternative facts”. The strength of such 
discourse becomes immediately enhanced, considering that Erdoğan does 
not avoid involving religion as a factor, which compounds the normativity of 
his presentation. Shades of metaphysical involvement, predestination and on-
tological chosen-ness of some over others are very discernible. Immediately 
after the failed coup attempt, the government started using the phrase taken 
from an Islamist/conservative poet, Sezai Karakoç, ascribing their salvation to 
the involvement of higher powers: “Ne yapsalar boş göklerden gelen bir karar 
vardır” (Yeni.Akit, 2016a), roughly translating to “No matter what they do, there 
is a decision coming from the heavens”. Erdoğan was known to incorporate this 
phrase along with the rest of the poem in his speeches; Istanbul was plastered 
with billboards which carried the aforementioned verse. Furthermore, after 
the night of 15 June, the people who got killed in the skirmishes with the armed 
forces were quickly dubbed as “martyrs” by the official state sources, and their 
families were extended various benefits for their support of the constitutional 
order and the removal of the threats to national unity, togetherness, and various 
other values, which came “under attack”. A so-called “martyrdom discourse” 
was established (Damir-Geilsdorf, 2004; Moss, 2012) via lexical choice. What is 
important to note is the discourse the official state apparatus uses, dubbing those 
who apparently organized the “vile” coup attempt as traitors, while the public 
and the president’s wisdom (which is the embodiment of the former) ultimately 
prevailed over the “abominable” enemy, as propounded officially by the Presi-
dency (Başbakanlık, 2016). Moreover, the government renamed some of the key 
infrastructural elements of Istanbul, such as bridges or bus/metro/metrobus 
stations, with the names of coup attempt victims or terms which invoke related 
imagery (Gazetesi, 2016). This can be seen either as a genuine appreciation of 
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the those fallen on the night of July 15 coup attempt, or as a clear attempt to 
accentuate government’s own legitimacy in the eyes of the people and side-line 
all of its social and political adversaries who, apparently, according to the official 
state discourse, do not embody the “will of the people”. This type of exclusion 
from the political space – through very bold public discourse – is of horizontal 
form, where a dichotomous relationship exists and the society is divided into “us 
versus them”, side-lining a vertical type of exclusion where obvious and empiri-
cally measurable wealth gaps can be detected (Taket et al., 2009, p. 10); Turkey 
does have an acute problem with the wealth gap, according to the 2016 Global 
Wealth Report (Kersley & Koutsoukis, 2016).

Moreover, the ruling Justice and Development Party used the coup attempt as 
the final straw, a determinant which tipped the scales towards the implementa-
tion of new amendments to the constitution in favor of a presidential system. 
This can be viewed as a culmination of a process towards which Erdoğan’s party 
was striving for a long time. By the vote conducted on 21 January 2017, the Turk-
ish parliament approved the bill which would give a significant authority increase 
to the president of the Republic, and the referendum which was announced for 
the spring of 2017 was the only instance that could have prevented its full de 
jure implementation (Hacaoglu & Kozok, 2017). As far as the referendum it-
self is concerned, the Erdoğan-backed and AKP-led campaign of evet (yes) to 
constitutional revision and a presidential system was fully promoted from its 
official starting date on 25 February (A.Haber, 2017). According to the article 48 
of the Turkish constitution, the president of the Republic, if elected by the Grand 
National Assembly from within the party, necessarily has to cut all his ties to 
the said party and practice full impartiality. Yet with Erdoğan siding with and 
promoting the program of his “former” party, the main constitutional tenets are 
therefore brought into jeopardy. It is akin to using non-constitutional means to 
amend the constitution itself. A good example of this is Erdoğan’s speech from 
Mersin where he called upon the audience to answer with evet and hayir (options 
that would be included on the constitutional referendum ballots) to the overtly 
leading and manipulative questions (Sözcü, 2017). Weeks later a route consisting 
of five cities was created, which would serve as his stops in the promotion of 
the evet kampanyasi (Birgün, 2017).

After the coup, further populist measures were introduced, resulting in 
Erdoğan’s popularity increase. He started to use referendums as means to 
accomplish his goals, skewing and manipulating the public opinion. It is im-
portant to note how Erdoğan’s use of referendums is extremely reductionist in 
nature, thus simplifying an already complex situation to a simple evet or hayir. 
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It was already noted by Margaret Thatcher, who referenced back to Lord Attlee, 
how referendums can be dangerous and undemocratic tools working in favour 
of those in power, as “perhaps the late Lord Attlee was right when he said that 
the referendum was a device of dictators and demagogues” (Stephens, 2007). 
However, Erdoğan did not stop at a single plebiscite. Besides giving implicit and 
explicit support for the referendum on constitutional change, he also announced 
a referendum concerning the return of the death penalty, which was in line 
with his conservative rhetoric. What is important to note is that in 2004, during 
Erdoğan’s time as a prime minister, a bill was signed which abolished the capital 
punishment (Özgönül, 2017). That was back in a day when Turkey worked on its 
path towards EU accession. In what can be considered a true populist fashion, 
Erdoğan often delegated his own wishes to the “will of the people” and “national 
interest”. The death penalty debate went no different:

My citizens rightly speak of execution. This decision is held by the parliament. If 
such decision comes, I will approve it. Some Europeans ask why we talk of capi-
tal punishment. I say to them: “Sovereignty without any reservations belongs to 
the people”. Our country is run by democracy. Above the people’s decision, there 
is no other decision. The great majority of the world today has capital punish-
ment. Recently, a man who was captured in America 19 years ago, was execut-
ed. They lecture us, but they should rather keep it to themselves (Haber7, 2016).

What he stated here was how all “will” lies with “the people”, and how there 
is no decision above it, and should the parliament pass it, he would do so as well. 
The “will of the people”, as scholarly work on populism and political discourse 
concludes, is a recurring theme, as

by appealing implicitly to the people, a populist communication style stresses 
the sovereignty of the people and the popular will. Political actors speak about 
the people all the time. They frequently use words such as (the) people, (the) 
public, (the) citizen(s), (the) voter(s), (the) taxpayer(s), (the) resident(s), (the) 
consumer(s), (the) population (…). By referring to the people a political actor 
claims that he or she cares about the people’s concerns, that he or she primarily 
wants to defend the interests of the people, that he or she is not alienated from 
the public but knows what the people really want. The implicit populist’s motto 
is: “I listen to you because I talk about you” (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007, pp. 3– 4).

Furthermore, “appealing to the people forms the essential core of populism. 
Without reference to the people, populism is unthinkable. In all available defi-
nitions appealing to the people is a minimal and necessary condition” (Jagers 
& Walgrave, 2007, p. 4). Erdoğan’s politics and rhetoric are favourable only to 
particular segments of population, that is, to people of conservative, religious 
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and mostly rural backgrounds. To put it in the words of Serif Mardin, “until re-
cently, the confrontation between centre and periphery was the most important 
social cleavage underlying Turkish politics and one that seemed to have survived 
more than a century of modernization” (1973, p. 170).

5.  Conclusions

With the AKP coming to power, the periphery penetrated the centre, which has 
not happened often in the modern Turkish history, due to the vehement disap-
proval of the Kemalist secular establishment. An examination of official statistics 
makes it clear that Turkey is still behind the countries of the OECD in terms of 
primary, secondary and tertiary education, albeit with significant improvements 
have been made over the years (OECD, 2013). If one observes regional differences 
within Turkey, the results are even more striking. Around 39% of the women are 
illiterate in the Southeast, and around 21% in the Black Sea region; around 9% 
of the men and 30.8% of the women are illiterate in the rural areas. What this 
tells us is that the periphery in Turkey still suffers from lack of education, and as 
such, it is subject to majoritarian manipulations in the political arena. As Filiz-
tekin and Bakis state, in order for the periphery (which is, according to Mardin, 
mostly composed out of peasants, farmers and artisans) to shield itself against 
radical modernization attempts by the centre, it often relies on religion as well 
as on ethnic or local ties, and it would appear that the periphery continues to 
elect the AKP as its representative. In conclusion, they mention that location 
indeed shapes electoral outcomes, which the AKP found favourable (Filiztekin 
& Bakis, 2014). This strongly ties in with the research which Dahl expounded 
in his seminal text A Preface to Democratic Theory, where he measured the cor-
relation between a person’s socioeconomic standing with their political prefer-
ence: the lower it is, the more likely it will be that their political choices will 
be authoritarian; additionally, they are less likely to be active politically (2006, 
p. 89). What this tells us is that the worse the person’s socioeconomic standing is, 
the more likely they are to become attracted by dogmatic machinations of politi-
cians who know how to manifest a strong, authoritarian sentiment, as well as by 
appropriate discourses. Erdoğan and the AKP seem to be aware of this, counting 
on the support of exactly that “peripheral” sector of the electorate. Out of the pe-
riphery, only the chosen few reap the benefits (as the 2014 Global Wealth Report 
shows), while the rest are being “whipped into submission” by violent discourse, 
international and domestic rows, scandals and political threats. To this end, be-
fore any sort of majoritarian-based political event, one of these aforementioned 
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exclusionary methods and discourses are bound to be used. A good example 
is the recent political scandal involving the Netherlands, which escalated with 
immense speed, whilst Erdoğan was using decidedly undiplomatic language, 
even blaming the Netherlands for the 1995 Srebrenica massacre (Hurriyet, 
2014). An anti-consensual majoritarian approach to democracy is being taken 
in Turkey, one that can be classified as “populist-majoritarian” in the typology 
of Marxer and Pállinger (2009, pp. 35–36). This mode of governance is strongly 
supported by a set of discursive practices aimed at creating the “enemy” to be 
fought by Erdoğan himself, while he enjoys increasing popularity.
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