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Recep Tayyip Erdogan should heed Turkey's street protesters, not dismiss them

ROKEN heads, tear gas, wa

ter-cannon: it mustbe Cairo,
Tripoli or some other capital of a
brutal dictatorship. Yet this is
not Tahrir but Taksim Square, in
Istanbul, Furope's biggest city
and the business capital of

' democratic Turkey. The protests
area sign of rising dissatisfaction with Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
Turkey's most important leader since Awturk, The rioting
spread like wildfire across the country. Over 4,000 people
have been hurt and over 900 were arrested; three have died.

The spark of protest was a plan to redevelop Gezi Park, one
of the last greenspotsin central Istanbul. Resentmenthas been
smouldering over the government’s big construction projeets,
ranging from a third bridge over the Bosporus to a crazy canal
from the Black Sea. But only after this first protest was met by
horribly heavy-handed policing did the blaze spread, via Twit-
ter and other soclal media. A local dispute turned national be:
causeits elements-brutal police behaviour and mega-projects
rammed through with a dismissive lack of consultation—serve
as an extreme example of the authoritarian way Mr Erdogan
now runs his country (see page 20).

For some observers, Turkey's upheaval provides new evi:
dence that Islam and democracy cannot coexist. But Mr Erdo-
gan's religiosity is beside the point. The real lesson of these
events isabout authoritarianism: Turkey will notput up witha
middle-class democrat behaving like an Ottoman sultan,

Alighting from the democratic train

In some ways, Mr Erdogan has done well. oe growth has av-
eraged over 5% a year since his Justice and Development (Ax)
party took office in late 2002. The government also pushed
through enough reforms to earn the start of membership talks
with the Eutopean Union in 2005, a prize thathad eluded Tur-
key for 4o years. Mr Erdogan has done more than any of his
predecessors 1o setle matters with his country's 1sm repressed
and restless Kurds. Turkey has come to be seen as a model for
nations emerging from the Arab spring,

This record explains why Ax has won three commanding
elecioral victories, the most recent in June 2011 Mr Erdogan re-
mains popular, especially among small-business owners and
the conservative Anatolian peasantry who make up most of
the millions of recent migranis to the cities, Against a useless
apposition, Ak may well win again.

Yet there have long been worries about Mr Erdogan. He
once called democracy a train from which you get off once you
reach the station. He is disdainful of the cosmopolitan bour-
geoisie of Istanbul and lzmix His party’s religious roots led
many to fear the Islamisation of Ataturk's proudly secular
state: a new law restricting alcohol sales lent credence to those
waorries. Some fret thar, far from being a model of Islamist de-
mocracy, AK might expose the concept as an oxymoron.

Yet there are many in Mr Erdogan’s party who, like its co-
founder, Turkey's president, Abdullah Gul, disapprove of the
prime minister’s authoritarianism and find his interpretation

of democracy too narrow; and there are many non-Muslim
leaders, such as Russia's Vladimir Putin and Hungary's Vikor
Orban (see page 25), who behave high-handedly. The problem
is not Islam but Mr Erdogan. He has a majoritanian notion of
politics: if he wins an election, he believes he is entitled to do
what he likes until the next one. Sometimes, as in defanging
the coup-prone army, he has used power well But over time
the checks on him have fallen away. Ax nominees fill the judi-
ciary and Ak people run the provinces; their friends win the
big contracts. Mr Erdogan has intimidated the media into self-
censorship: as the protesters choked on tear gas, the television
networks carried programmes about cooking and penguins,

More journalists are injailin Turkey than in China. Mr Erdo-
gan has locked up whole staff-colleges of generals. Within his
own party, people are afraid to stand up to him. His self-belief
long ago swelled into rank intolerance. His social conserva-
tism has warped into social engineering.

The risk is that he will now hold onto power eveén more
tightly. Under ax party rules that limit deputies to three terms
inthe parliament, he must stand down as prime minister at the
next election in 2005. He may be tempted to change the const-
tution so that he can become a powerful executive president,
or run his party from the presidential palace, or simply change
the rules so thathe can stay on.

Ottomans are to be sat on, nowadays

For two reasons Mr Erdogan must abandon these idens and
prepare to pass leadership of Ax, and executive power, to the
more statesmanlike Mr Gul at the next election. One is that
many Turks are tiring of him-just as poll-tax riots in 1990 sig:
nalled that Britons had tired of Margaret Thatcher, or the
French rejected Charles de Gaulle after 1968, If Mr Erdogan
stays, he may find his country increasingly ungovernable.

He also needs to preserve his achievements, which are al-
ready fragile and are at risk of unravelling. The economy has
slowed sharply, partly because of recession in the ewro zone,
Turkey's biggest market. Talks with the U have ground to a
halt and Mr Erdogan seems to have lost interest. Negotiations
with the Kurds, particularly with Abdullah Ocalan, the jailed
leader of the Kurdistan Workers' Party, are ona knife-edge.

Mr Erdogan could use the promise of an orderly succession
to set Turkey on the right course. The country needs a niew con-
stitution to replace the 1982 one drafted by the army; but it
should be done by consensus among all parties and it should
devolve rather than centralise power. Were Mr Erdogan to de-
vote his remaining time 10 constitutional reform, to finding a
settlement with the Kurds and to using revived su talks to keep
democracy and the economy on track, his place in Turkish his-
tory would be secure.

This week's protests have not been all tear gas and stream-
ing eyes, Ordinary people in ordinary districts have been
banging pots and pans and hanging out flags to make their
voices heard. Many Turks have found a new sense of unity
that in time could foster genuine, pluralistic democracy—if
only the sultan would listen. Much is riding on how he treats
the protesters in Taksim Square. »
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Religion in Turkey

Erasing the Christian past

A fine Byzantine church in Turkey has
been converted into a mosque

Jul 27th 2013 | TRABZON | From the print edition

el Sinful paintings on the ceiling?

ON JULY 5th the mufti of Trabzon gathered with other citizens for the first Friday
prayers of the holy fasting month of Ramadan, not at a mosque but at an ancient
Byzantine church. The gathering was a symbolic re-enactment of the conquest in
1462 of this ancient Greek Black Sea port by Mehmet II, the Ottoman sultan who had
wrested Constantinople from the Byzantines in 1453. He marked his victory by
converting the Haghia Sophia cathedral of today’s Istanbul into a mosque.

Haghia Sophia’s sister of the same name in Trabzon is less grand. Yet with its
dazzling frescoes and magnificent setting overlooking the sea, the 13th-century
building is regarded as one of the finest examples of Byzantine architecture. As with
other Christian monuments, the Haghia Sophia in Trabzon has become a symbol in
the battle between secularists and Islamists. It was converted into a mosque around
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the 16th century and, after other incarnations, became a museum in 1964. But the
Islamists won the last round in 2012 when a local court accepted the claim by the
General Directorate of the Pious Foundations, the government body responsible for
Turkey’s historic mosques, that the Haghia Sophia belonged to the foundation of
Mehmet Il and was being “illegally occupied” by the culture ministry.

The decision provoked surprising anger in a city notorious for its ultra-nationalist
views. “It’'s about erasing the Christian past, reviving Ottomanism,” says a local
historian. “There are enough mosques in Trabzon, half of them empty, what was the
need?” chimes in Zeki Bakar, a neighbourhood councillor. A lawsuit has been
brought to undo the conversion.

Even so, the mildly Islamist Justice and Development (AK) government carried out
the conversion in time for Ramadan. A red carpet now obscures exquisite floor
mosaics. Shutters and tents beneath the central dome shield Muslim worshippers
from “sinful” paintings of the Holy Trinity. Shiny steel taps with plastic stools for
ablutions clutter a once-verdant garden filled with ancient sculptures.

Mazhar Yildirimhan of the Pious Foundations Directorate’s office in Trabzon shrugs
off complaints as propaganda. But for experts the conversion is tragic, and will
inevitably lead to damaging the building. “It seems to follow closely that of Haghia
Sophia in Iznik,” warns Antony Eastmond of the Courtauld Institute of Art, referring
to another conversion.

All this is prompting anxiety that the Haghia Sophia in Istanbul “will be next”. These
fears are overdone. Restoration work on the famous basilica has continued under a
decade of AK rule and Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the prime minister, has dismissed
worries about its fate. Yet Mr Yildirimhan makes no secret of his desire for a
conversion, which he says is shared by fellow Muslims. “It was ordained by the
sultan,” he says. “We have all the records.”
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