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Spindle Autocracy in 
the New Turkey

Since Turkey’s founding in 1923, Islam has played an important role in uni-
fying the Turkish nation around various nationalist narratives and rituals while 
simultaneously providing a basis for challenging that unity. Islam has worked 
to support as well as oppose the secularist vision enunciated by Turkey’s first 
president, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, who implemented a series of radical West-
ernizing reforms. After his death in 1938, his followers (Kemalists) committed 
themselves to protecting what they perceived to be his program and values. Typi-
cally, scholars have reduced the core of Turkey’s conflicts to an Islam-secularism 
divide. However, this is not a particularly useful lens for understanding political 
developments in Turkey, which has lurched from political crisis to political crisis 
on average every decade since its founding. While Islam has been central to the 
development of what Turkey’s current president, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, calls the 
“New Turkey” by motivating his conservative followers and intensifying tensions 
with those continuing to espouse Kemalism, there are other, more fundamen-
tally disruptive forces at work, of which competing nationalisms are a symptom 
rather than a cure. The feud that is currently driving the Turkish descent into 
autocracy is not, as one might expect, between secularists and Islamists, but is 
instead between two moderate Sunni Islamic networks, the ruling Justice and 
Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) and Fethullah Gülen’s 
Hizmet movement. The dynamics of group formation and competitive networks 
in Turkey may provide a better explanation of Turkey’s cycles of political frag-
mentation and collapse than a focus on Islam, which—despite its centrality in 

Jenny White



the brown journal of world affairs

Jenny White

24

nationalist narratives—is only one of Turkey’s many fault lines. 
In this essay, I will discuss Turkish cultural values as they relate to group 

formation and examine why group dynamics in Turkey tend toward individual 
hierarchies that shatter along lines of Islam-secularism or other competing 
identifiers. Hierarchies characterizing Turkish political life are brittle because 
they are not founded in organizational competence, in rules and procedures, 
in merit, or even on a relationship of trust between leader and followers. These 
networks instead constitute what I call a spindle autocracy, grounded in loyalty 
and obedience to a single, central person instead of the organization itself or to 
the concept of merit as a marker for leadership and promotion.1 Rather than 
being precisely strategic, actions within a spindle autocracy are ad hoc and reflect 
only the goals and desires of the leader. Disobedience and disagreement, as in 
public comments or civil demonstrations critical of the leader or his policies, 
become personal betrayals that require the dissenter to leave the group or be 
shut out of society. In a spindle autocracy, if a person leaves the group, they 
take their network with them. This can cascade into a realignment of the entire 
system: while central figures remain, the surrounding parties and their followers 
can be ephemeral, shifting loyalties from one faction to another, demonizing 
former friends as enemies, and spinning out new networks formed along the 
same lines around new leaders. 

These dynamics continually scale up into polarization and violence with 
short-lived interludes of attempted consolidation—what one might call out-
breaks of unity. To illustrate, I trace the complex links between Islam and Turkish 
national identity within competing Kemalist and Muslim nationalisms. Corol-

lary to this is a dissection 
of the social, economic, 
and political factors 
since the 1980s that have 
changed what it means 
to be Muslim in Turkey. 
Questions about Turk-

ish and Muslim identity are entangled in the dynamics of spindle autocracy as 
citizens join hierarchies of obedience around singular leaders and their personal 
visions, or else break off into competing groups. Even social developments that 
produced more cosmopolitan, globalized expressions of Muslim and Turkish 
identity have ultimately proved powerless against the centrifugal force of auto-
cratic leadership and the tendency of spindle autocracy to splinter into hostile 
camps. In other words, nationalism in Turkey has not been a successful path 

Rather than being precisely stra-
tegic, actions within a spindle au-
tocracy are ad hoc and reflect only 
the goals and desires of  the leader.
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toward unity, but rather a symptom of episodic attempts by elites to centralize 
the control necessary to claim legitimacy. The result has been continual fractur-
ing, regardless of the political leadership or its guiding ideology. 

Due to weak national institutions and low levels of interpersonal trust 
within Turkey, citizens must seek safety and sustenance within clientelistic net-
works.2 These take the form of informal kin and patronage networks or more 
formal associations based on affiliation by region, sect, or ethnic or professional 
identity. They are hierarchical and personalized and bring to the table the re-
sources of a person’s family and connections and, in turn, their connections in 
an enormous inter-nested web of networks and sub-networks. Political parties 
provide patronage and assistance; AKP, consequently, has developed powerful 
networks in the wealthy cohorts of the business and political worlds, shouldering 
aside the old elites. In addition to funneling money to loyal supporters through 
massive construction projects and social services, AKP also gives direct assistance 
to constituents and material rewards to loyal religious communities. President 
Erdoğan positions himself as the patriarch of the national family—the strong, 
protective leader who cannot be questioned. He claims to be the embodiment 
of milli irade (the national will) and expects model citizens to obey the state 
that he represents and the values he espouses. His government does not engage 
in dialogue with dissenters; they are demonized as terrorists, fired from their 
jobs, imprisoned, and shunned by a fearful society. The hunt for “traitors” ex-
tends deep into Erdoğan’s own circles, beginning with the feud with Fethullah 
Gülen—once Erdoğan’s close associate—but also ensnaring a former president, 
a prime minister, and others whose ideas do not align with his own. Given the 
personal nature of political relations, a dissident’s network suffers the same fate 
as its leader, creating a shifting landscape of association and disassociation.

Like a drop spindle, a wooden pin that spins raw wool into yarn, the 
autocratic group leader is the fulcrum around which raw recruits are bound 
into productive networks. As the spindle, the central authority figure remains 
visible, spinning in place, while followers are socialized into organizational life 
(the Turkish phrase terbiye etmek comes to mind, which can mean to discipline, 
train, break in, nurture, polish, or chasten). Group members develop their 
own connections and career paths and then betray the leader by spinning off. 
As followers break away with their own networks, they clash with their former 
leader and other groups in an endless cycle of hostile competition. An illusion 
of continuity is maintained as former members of a group or followers of a 
political party enshrine the name of a “founding father” and recite a genealogy 
of political personalities descended from this ideological ancestor in order to 
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legitimate current alliances and beliefs. In a spindle autocracy, the political is 
truly personal. 

Since its founding, Turkey has been unable to develop a unifying national 
identity that entirely represents its various constituents. Every generation has 
experienced an attempt at national recalibration, a repression of those elements 
of society that do not conform, and a violent resistance by those seen to have 
betrayed the reigning hierarchy. At various times, society has splintered along 
lines that can be glossed as Islamist/secular, left/right, Kurd/Turk, Alevi/Sunni, 
Muslim/non-Muslim, liberal/conservative, as well as left/left, Kurd/Kurd, and 
Sunni/Sunni. If one peels off the labels, what remains is a pattern of splintering 
into mutually hostile groups marked by similar systems of loyalty and obedi-
ence to chosen hierarchical leaders. This fragility is contradicted by displays of 
longevity in the form of well-known personalities—including political figures 
like Atatürk, Demirel, Ecevit, Türkeş, Erbakan, and Erdoğan; religious leaders 
like Gülen; faction leaders; heroic opposition figures; and victims produced 
and commemorated in times of crisis, such as the Gezi protests and the 2016 
coup attempt—who remain in popular memory for decades as unifying politi-
cal genealogies.

Relations between groups are often marked by deeply felt hatred and de-
monization of others that seem to increase in intensity the closer the antagonists 
had previously been and the more similar their ideas and values are now. The 
feud between Gülen and Erdoğan is a case in point, but is not the only example. 
Turkish republican history is marked by a continuous cycle of polarization 
and by ultimately short-lived attempts at centralized control through building 
depersonalized institutions, writing new constitutions, and imposing unifying 
identities (for instance, through nationalism or Islam). The political scientist 
Umut Özkırımlı has called Turkey “an archipelago of communities held together 
by fiat” or force, wielded by powerful leaders or the military. Turkey is character-
ized by what he calls “uncanny communitarianism”: lacking shared values and 
institutions, each community is distrustful and intolerant of the other.3

Turkey is not the only country exhibiting inter-group hostility, of course, 
but it appears to be an extreme case in which such sociocultural patterns con-
sistently undermine attempts at cooperation and unity.4 The social systems 
scholar Oğuz Babüroğlu writes that Turkey in the 1970s was a classic example 
of a stalemated social system, characterized by vicious cycles of polarization 
and regulation.5 This created two clusters, left and right, each with subclusters 
that tended to splinter into ever more extremist groups, all accompanied by a 
succession of infighting coalition governments. Society divided into exclusive 
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and mutually hostile groups and institutions, which shared no middle ground 
and were closed to constructive feedback from the outside world. This division 
reinforced in-group feelings that became increasingly radical, rigid, and prone 
to ideological totalism and a search for an omnipotent guide. Without social 
mechanisms to provide an integrating framework, polarization increased and 
long-range planning became impossible. 

Babüroğlu suggests that stalemated systems perpetuate themselves due to 
an unspoken (and perhaps unintended) collusion. He calls this a “metagame” 
played by leaders to preserve such conflicts because they derive their actual 
power from their control of this source of uncertainty about the future and, 
indeed, the survival of the social system. For this reason, they are interested in 
the survival of the opposing party, not in its extinction.6 The Turkish stalemate 
disintegrated following a coup in 1980, in which the military violently put 
down the polarized factions that had proliferated during the preceding decade. 
Their memberships and ideologies dissolved in the face of the new ideologies 
and economic imperatives of the 1980s and beyond, discussed below, though 
the names of party and faction leaders—the spindles around which activists had 
coalesced, then split off—are recited to this day, giving the illusion of continuity 
and a coherent political narrative.

islam anD the state: cycles oF PolariZation anD control 

After World War I, there were only 13 million people (mostly Muslim) left within 
the borders of the new nation state of Turkey who had survived the breakup 
of the Ottoman Empire. Between 1923 and 1946, a single party ruled Turkey, 
top-heavy with urban elites who implemented an aggressive top-down program 
of social transformation and reform. A central pillar of republican national iden-
tity was the principle of laiklik, which enacted state control over religion and 
mandated a dominant governmental role in keeping religion out of the public 
sphere.7 The government banned religious orders, which it considered alterna-
tive power bases that could constitute a threat to the state. It instead supported 
a secular, Westernized lifestyle but entrenched Sunni Islam within the state 
by means of the newly established Diyanet, or Presidency of Religious Affairs. 
The Diyanet trained and oversaw all religious specialists, who worked as civil 
servants; supervised mosques, religious schools, and Islamic education; vetted 
sermons; and translated and interpreted religious texts.8 The public display of 
religious symbols was banned. Western clothing became compulsory for men, 
and women were prohibited from covering their heads in public institutions, 
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such as parliament and the civil service and, later, universities. These prohibi-
tions were lifted only in the last few years. 

Kemalists defined Turks by religio-racial standards. Turks needed to have 
Turkish-Muslim ancestry—soy, or bloodline—and Muslim heritage, even if they 
lived secular lifestyles. As a result, the state regarded non-Muslim Turkish citizens 
as outsiders, regardless of their willingness to assimilate.9 In keeping with this 
view, Diyanet and the state ideology it represented were concerned only with 
Sunni Islam and had an adversarial relationship with non-Sunni Islamic sects in 
Turkey, such as the Alevi, and with non-Muslim communities, such as Arme-
nian and Greek Orthodox Christians and Jews. Similarly, the state considered 
Muslim Kurds to be Turks, whether they agreed with that designation or not. 
In other words, public Islam was delinked from faith and instead linked with 
race as a national identity. The political scientist Soner Cagaptay wrote in 2006 
that “There is a tension in Turkey between Islam as a religion and Islam as an 
identity... While nominal Islam is a marker of Turkishness, Islam as a faith is 
outside the public sphere.”10 

Despite Turkey’s participation in NATO and the EU accession process, 
Kemalist nationalism has been accompanied by intense isolationism and sus-
picion of outsiders. As a popular saying goes, “Turks have no other friends but 
Turks.” The state continually stoked citizens’ fear of the “outside enemy,” a fear 
directed toward Western countries that sought to undermine Turkish unity and 
destroy the nation, just as they had dismembered the Ottoman Empire and 
divided the spoils during World War I.11 Warnings against the “inside enemy” 
featured in classrooms, newspapers, political discourse, and conspiracy theories 
spread from neighbor to neighbor. The inside enemy under Kemalism referred 
to non-Muslim citizens, who were assumed to be disloyal to the state because 
they lacked Turkish-Muslim blood, and to Kurds and Alevis who, though nomi-
nally Muslim, were believed to be steered by outside powers aiming to divide 
Turkey. Politicians and the media, for instance, labeled Christian missionaries 
as a national threat, inspiring sporadic violence against priests and individuals 
suspected of being missionaries.12 Until recently, suspicion also extended to 
Arab Muslims, whose practice many Islamic Turkish nationalists, Kemalists, 
and even some Islamists considered to be infected with Arab culture. Turks 
believed Turkish Islam, with its Central Asian roots, to be superior.13 National 
community was thus a product of a sense of continual threat, and the state and 
military presented themselves as crucial guarantors of the health and safety of 
the national family and its bloodline. 

Turkey held its first fair multiparty elections in 1950. But the parties that 
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competed for votes and institutions, including the judiciary, educational system, 
military, legislature, and even civil society—which would ordinarily balance 
the varied societal interests—worked instead to entrench one set of interests at 
the expense of another, thus magnifying social divisions. Autocratic hierarchies 
developed around political personalities who competed with one another and 
split off, taking their networks with them. 

Adnan Menderes, for example, was leader of the Democrat Party, which 
won the election. He had been expelled from the Republican People’s Party for 
disagreeing with the policies of its leader, Ismet Inönü, whom the party had 
awarded the titles of National Chief and Everlasting Chairman. When Mend-
eres became prime minister, he had Inönü’s picture removed from the national 
currency. Despite improving the economy and overseeing Turkey’s admission 
to NATO, Menderes expanded his networks and control over society, including 
by jailing critical journalists. His government has been accused of instigating 
the 1955 pogrom against Istanbul’s Greek ethnic minority, which it vilified as 
an inside enemy and a danger to the Kemalist state.14 In 1960, a military junta 
overthrew his government and executed the prime minister on the basis that he 
had become too autocratic.

Turkey’s experiment in democracy was punctuated by military coups in 
1960, 1971, 1980, by a failed coup in 2016, and by many other military in-
terventions in politics on a lesser scale. In all but the 2016 coup attempt, the 
dynamics of which are still unclear, the military, seeing itself as the guardian of 
Kemalism, stepped in whenever it believed the balance of power had swung too 
far in the direction of an ill-favored party or unapproved ideology.15 The 1960s 
and 1970s were characterized by increasing polarization along what has been 
glossed as left/right politics, resulting in nationwide street violence that caused 
the deaths of 5,042 people between 1976 and 1980, and of 1,928 people in 
the first nine months of 1980 alone.16 The violence—bombings, shootings, and 
beatings—occurred within the context of tremendous economic hardship and 
political dysfunction throughout the government, from top to bottom. There 
were parallel police forces and parallel governments, with ministries captured 
by one or another coalition party operating against the others at all levels of 
society. Multiple organizations divided and subdivided endlessly; the army itself 
was split. By the late 1970s, there were more than 50 leftist groups alone, many 
fighting each other. While Islam inspired some right-wing factions, it played a 
minor role on the killing field.17 A coup in 1980 pressed the reset button. The 
resultant political forces were organized in the same way: as spindle autocracies, 
hierarchical networks of loyalty and obedience that were primed to fracture and 
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polarize.
Fresh elections in 1983 brought a secular, centrist party to power under 

the leadership of Turgut Özal, who initiated several major policies that changed 
the direction of Turkish political and religious interaction. One element of his 
reform program was the implementation of policies that brought Islam into 
public life as an antidote to communism.18 Islam as faith reentered the public 
sphere, challenging the nationalist understanding of Islam as a racial identity 
and replacing it with Islam as a self-consciously modern Muslim lifestyle choice. 

Just as important, new 
media technologies that 
the state was unable to 
control, such as cable 
television, led to an ex-
plosion of magazines, 

newspapers, and radio and television channels devoted to Islamic issues, includ-
ing long-forbidden topics such as Sharia law. The most transformative of Özal’s 
policies, however, was to open Turkey’s economy to the world market. This 
released the entrepreneurial potential of pious provincial businessmen whose 
new wealth created a self-consciously Islamic elite. Through the collective efforts 
of these reforms, the presence of Islam in social and public life expanded, and 
Muslim and Turkish identity were transformed. 

conscious muslims

In the decades following Özal’s economic reforms, a prosperous, religious middle 
class arose, with its own taste in fashion, lifestyle, leisure activities, publishing, 
media, and music. New Muslim rituals incorporated consumer products—for 
example, a party with gifts became a standard means to celebrate a girl’s first 
head covering. 

Rather than tradition or prayer-based piety, Islam came to mean a life-
style choice, especially among the young (half of the population is under 30, 
16 percent between the ages of 15 and 24).19 Individual choice—the choice to 
be şuurlu, a “consciously” believing Muslim, as opposed to blindly following 
tradition—became a highly-valued sign of Muslim modernity. Many of these 
Muslims did not act out their faith in traditional Islamic brotherhoods, or tarikat, 
but rather expressed their religion through civil society activism, the pursuit of 
a “meaningful life,” and social justice. 

Lifestyle choice, however, is distinct from individualism. In Turkey, indi-

Rather than tradition or prayer-based 
piety, Islam came to mean a lifestyle 
choice, especially among the young.
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vidual decisions are made within a communal framework in which loyalty to 
the family or group remains paramount and group solidarity is strengthened 
by shared intolerance for nonmembers. The country remains characterized by 
powerful group identities. Given Turkey’s weak institutions, people must have 
the backing of a family, group, or political party to protect and provision their 
families and provide a social identity.20 This means that leaders, whether pa-
terfamilias or pater patriae, remain powerful arbiters of communal norms and 
practices, the spindles around which networks of adherents are nurtured and 
disciplined. Despite important changes in Islamic self-definition and the develop-
ment of Muslim lifestyles based on consumer choice, studies have documented 
intensified “community pressure” around the country to veil, follow Islamic 
rules of comportment, and participate in Islamic networks.21 The community 
enforces and chastens its members; the risk of disobedience is expulsion from 
one’s family and social or political community.

sunni versus sunni

The rise of a Muslim middle class was accompanied by the emergence of a series of 
overtly Islamist political parties beginning in 1970 under the leadership of Nec-
mettin Erbakan.22 The most successful of these was the Welfare Party, founded in 
1983, which ultimately led to the Justice and Development Party (AKP, Adalet 
ve Kalkınma Partisi) under the breakaway leadership of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. 
These new parties represented the legitimation and incorporation of Islamic 
faith, as opposed to Muslim race, into national identity. They also replicated 
Turkey’s pattern of spindle autocracy and hostile competition between political 
groups and structures as the original parties broke apart (often after being shut 
down by the state). They then reformed around Erbakan—until Erdoğan left 
the party and formed his own, taking his networks with him. 

The AKP won the 2002 elections and remains in power as of this writing, 
in some elections gaining as much as 50 percent of the vote. AKP claims to be 
a conservative democratic party that abandoned Islamist views as it set about 
to build what it called the New Turkey.23 With its pious supporters, the AKP 
developed an alternative definition of Turkishness that does not imagine Turkey 
as a nation embattled within its present political borders, but as the self-confident 
successor to the Ottomans in a rediscovered (and reinvented) past. The New 
Turkey imagines itself as a geo-strategically central player, rather than as a poor 
cousin on Europe’s periphery.24

These global ambitions and institutional growth were matched by Hizmet, a 
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movement which emerged in the 1960s around the preacher Fethullah Gülen.25 
Hizmet is organized into foundations that promote a moderate form of distinc-
tively Turkish Islam and self-improvement, religious outreach, education, and 
business development. The foundations comprise a vast, global network that at 
its height ran more than a thousand secular schools, dormitories, and businesses 
in Turkey and abroad.26 When AKP came to power, its leadership relied on the 
Gülenists—with their superior education and training—to fill institutional 
posts in the judiciary and police, to staff schools, and to develop media and 
businesses at home and abroad as part of Turkey’s soft power. Hizmet gradu-
ates populated these institutions and influenced them to the benefit of AKP. 
As Hizmet grew exponentially in political, economic, and institutional power, 
it started competing with AKP networks. Beginning in 2011, the movements’ 
relationship began to deteriorate, kindled by disagreements over their respective 
political programs. Gülen, for instance, was against the government’s attempts 
to negotiate peace with the PKK—the Kurdish separatist movement that had 
been at war with the Turkish state for more than thirty years—in Oslo as part of 
the government’s short-lived attempt to solve Turkey’s “Kurdish problem.” This 
and further disagreements between these two autocratic networks set in motion 
a familiar cycle of accusations of treason, polarization, and vindictive hostility.

When their confrontation came into the open in 2013, Erdoğan accused 
Hizmet of setting up a parallel state and closed its lucrative network of Turkish 
prep schools. In turn, presumably Hizmet-linked prosecutors and police tried 
to arrest members of Erdoğan’s inner circle for corruption. Erdoğan quashed 
the case by undercutting the independence of the judiciary, in the process firing 
or moving hundreds of judges, prosecutors, and police. Evidence of corruption 
was leaked to social media, causing Erdoğan to entirely censor YouTube and, at 
various points, Twitter, Facebook, and many other websites.27 The government 
confiscated the assets of nearly a thousand Hizmet-affiliated businesses worth at 
least 11 billion dollars—universities, newspapers and other media, civic associa-
tions, and a large bank—and officially designated it a terrorist organization with 
the acronym FETÖ (Fethullahist Terror Organization). 28 The AKP has revived 
the fear paradigm used by the Kemalists with an updated cast of inside and 
outside enemies. After nearly a century of indoctrination, this threat paradigm 
now has deep roots in the Turkish psyche. Official AKP discourse has demonized 
FETÖ as a Trojan horse for the United States, the CIA, the Rothschild family, 
an evil global “higher intellect” (üst akıl), and the Christian Crusaders, many 
familiar demons from the Kemalist era. 

The AKP blames the military-attempted coup on 15 July 2016 on Hizmet-
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linked officers, but U.S. and European intelligence forces suggest it was led by 
several different factions within the military.29 The unsuccessful coup allowed 
the government to implement a state of emergency and begin an ongoing purge 
of perceived enemies at all levels of society; nearly 150,000 have been dismissed 
from their jobs, 125,000 have been detained, and 58,000 imprisoned as of this 
writing.30 The most dangerous enemies are the invisible insiders who turn against 
their family, and the worst traitor is the one who is closest to one’s heart, such 
as Gülen, who had partnered with Erdoğan for so many years before their fall-
ing out. As in the 1970s, the central autocrat’s perception of disobedience and 
disloyalty created intense, deadly hostility toward treasonous individuals and 
their networks. The purge of those accused of being FETÖ is particularly tragic 
and revealing; the government often confiscates their properties and cancels their 
passports, and their fearful families and support groups shun them, leaving them 
entirely without protection and support in a kind of social and economic death.

A referendum in April 2017 narrowly approved changes in Turkey’s 
constitution that will place the state’s institutions and government under the 
president’s control, effectively implementing a one-man rule.31 Erdoğan’s move 
to a non-competitive system—an executive presidency—will in theory eliminate 
or subsume all other competing networks and identities, including Hizmet, the 
Kemalists, Kurds, and others, thus completing the project that the Kemalists 
had not realized: that of national unity through social and political control. 
The date of 15 July 2016 is already being entered into Turkish schoolbooks as 
the victorious founding moment of the New Turkey, with Erdoğan rather than 
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk as founding father, national hero, and embodiment of 
the nation.32

outbreaks oF unity

Between 2002 and 2008, Turkey seemed to have largely overcome its history 
of aggressive polarization. It was a globally influential Muslim-majority democ-
racy on track to EU membership, with solid economic growth, impressive new 
infrastructure, and an expanding middle class. The government, with Hizmet’s 
help, used the EU accession process and the courts to weaken the intervention-
ist military and, in theory, remove the possibility of another coup. Parliament 
began work on rewriting the Constitution—which was prepared under military 
oversight after the 1980 coup and as such primarily protected the rights of the 
state—with a more liberal version that enshrined citizen rights. In the decade 
after 2002, AKP reached out to Kurds and non-Muslim minorities, expanded 
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cultural rights, and returned some properties that had been confiscated in the 
Kemalist era. A peace deal with the PKK seemed on the horizon.

Some observers hoped that the liberalizing and homogenizing effects of 
capitalism and globalization on Muslim and Turkish identity would lead to a 
rapprochement between different beliefs and lifestyles. The 2013 Gezi protests 
began in reaction to environmental issues (construction in an Istanbul park) and 
to a government that the largely secular protestors viewed as unresponsive to 
their needs and values. After the government’s violent response to the protests, 
they spread nationwide. As with the global Occupy movement, Gezi protesters 
disdained individual leaders and organizational affiliation in favor of a celebration 
of tolerance that effectively represented a repudiation of spindle autocracies. They 
proved no match, however, for the centripital force of Erdoğan’s personality-led 
hierarchy and the institutionally entrenched networks and polarizing forces that 
ultimately pushed the Gezi protests aside.

In June 2017, in response to the purge and arrests of opposition members 
of parliament, Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu, leader of the Republican People’s Party, initi-
ated a March for Justice between Ankara and Istanbul that united and mobilized 
previously dissonant networks—for instance, Gülenists and Kemalists—which 
had been galvanized by accumulated anger and dissent. At its final rally on 9 
July, the March for Justice attracted over 1,000,000 people.33 As an outbreak of 
unity, however limited, the March for Justice intended to apply public pressure to 
derail Turkey’s descent into autocracy.34 It also highlighted existing antagonisms 
that will likely polarize Turkey further, including the possibility of violent civil 
unrest. On 15 July, the AKP called out millions of its supporters in massive ral-
lies to commemorate the one-year anniversary of the failed coup. In his searing 
speech to the crowd, Erdoğan demonized Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu, vowed to rip 
off the heads of traitors, and read a nationalist poem. Mosque sermons on that 
Friday, prepared by the central government, compared victims of the coup to 
those who died in Turkey’s war of liberation.35 

Despite Erdoğan’s attempt to establish certainty in his power, Turkey’s po-
litical culture is unlikely to support unrivaled leadership, and we can expect—and 
already begin to see—the unraveling of existing networks. The major opposi-
tion parties are in disarray, plagued by infighting over leadership.36 Erdoğan 
has sidelined prominent AKP figures, such as former President Abdullah Gül, 
former Deputy Prime Minister Bülent Arınç, and former Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoğlu, for displaying disloyalty by deviating from his program.

Today, a disturbingly familiar revolutionary, nationalistic, and religious zeal 
has taken hold of the population, inspired in part by inflammatory government 
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rhetoric about the 2016 coup attempt. The term şehit (martyr) has long been 
used in Turkey to refer to a soldier who died in the service of his nation but, 
for the first time, children’s books put out by Diyanet discuss martyrdom as a 
religious duty as well as a national one, implying that one could choose to be 
a martyr, presumably through jihadi suicide. Polarization and repression have 
soared.37 Accusations of treason have mushroomed as citizens follow the lead 
of government and media in identifying those disloyal to their “side,” with new 
accusations continually moving the boundaries that designate the enemy. Today 
citizens can—with impunity—accuse disliked neighbors, co-workers, landlords, 
and even relatives of being FETÖ terrorists and traitors, triggering their arrest. 
Factionalization and acrimonious splintering of social and political groups has 
reached levels reminiscent of the 1970s, but in a form less defined and thus 
more dangerous to the general population. 38

Spindle autocracies, as political systems rooted in personalized clientelistic 
networks rather than independent institutions, are inherently unstable and prone 
to cycles of collapse as networks compete with one another, each claiming an 
identifiable niche in the larger political order and scrambling to protect or expand 
it. This is as true in today’s Turkey, where the feud between the AKP and Hizmet 
has degraded its institutions and unleashed merciless antagonism between its 
citizens, as in the 1970s—when a splintered Turkish right and left competed, 
often violently, for primacy. The continual fracturing of Turkish society has 
meant that the Kemalist project of defining a Turkish nation-state by imposing 
a unifying set of political, ethnic, racial, and religious criteria has remained a 
moving target, attempted but never accomplished. Instead, various antagonis-
tic forms of nationalism 
compete to claim legiti-
macy, the most recent of 
which is Muslim nation-
alism. Given continually 
emerging fault lines, one 
can argue that nationalism is a symptom of periodic attempts at centralization 
and control amid the continual fracturing of Turkish society. 

Turkey’s current democratic decline is not due to religion or to one person 
with an ideological or theological message. Rather, Turkey’s strong, personalized, 
divided culture of group belonging explains why a single, exceptional person 
can be so effective. Much as a spindle gives the illusion of consolidation while 
individual strands continue to form and fall away, vicious cycles of polarization 
and control have created endemic turbulence that hinders productivity and 
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social integration and that, counterintuitively, helps keep strongman leaders 
like Erdoğan in place.

notes 

1. The model which I present here for the first time relies on more than 40 years of anthropological 
research in Turkey and is inspired by my recent research into the social dynamics of Turkey’s near–civil war 
between left and right forces in the 1970s. I would like to thank Betty Anderson, Tom Barfield, Cengiz 
Çandar, Paul Levin, Augustus Richard Norton, and Ruth Yontz for their helpful comments and the Stock-
holm University Institute for Turkish Studies for funding the research. The conclusions are entirely my own.

2. Ali Çarkoğlu and B. Toprak, Religion, Society and Politics in a Changing Turkey (Istanbul: Türkiye 
Ekonomik ve Sosyal Etüdler Vakfı, 2007), 56, 86. This survey indicates that the majority of the popula-
tion values democracy and civil liberties, but shows little sensitivity toward others’ rights. Democracy 
is understood as a system that represents the views of the majority, rather than protecting the rights of 
minorities; OECD, Education at a Glance: OECD Indicators (Paris: Organisation for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development, 2010). For a closer look at the documented lack of interpersonal trust in Turkey, 
see: “Turkey’s Institutions are Failing to Comply with Good Governance Principles and Combat Corrup-
tion,” Transparency International Turkey, April 7, 2016, https://www.transparency.org/news/pressrelease/
turkeys_institutions_are_failing_to_comply_with_good_governance_principles.

3. Umut Özkırımlı, “Why Turkification Will Never Work,” Open Democracy, May 3, 2017, https://
www.opendemocracy.net/umut-ozkirimli/uncanny-communitarianism-key-to-understanding-pre-and-
post-referendum-turkey.

4. Sarah Binder, “How Political Polarization Creates Stalemate And Undermines Lawmaking,” Wash-
ington Post, January 13, 2014.

5. O. N. Babüroglu, “Towards a Theory of Stalemated Social Systems: The Turkish Case,” in Dependence 
and Inequality: A Systems Approach to the Problems of Mexico and other Developing Countries, ed. Rudolf F. 
Geyer and Johannes Van der Zouwen (Oxford: Pergamon, 1982), 89–103.

6. Ibid.
7. Laiklik, from the French laïcité, is often wrongly translated as secularism.
8. Ahmet Kuru, Secularism and State Policies Toward Religion: The United States, France, and Turkey (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2009).
9. Jenny White, Muslim Nationalism and the New Turks (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

2013), 30.
10. Soner Cagaptay, Islam, Secularism, and Nationalism in Modern Turkey: Who Is A Turk? (London: 

Routledge, 2006), 162.
11. Ayşe Gül Altınay, The Myth of the Military Nation: Militarism, Gender, and Education in Turkey 

(New York: Palgrave, 2004).
12. Jenny White, “Fear and Loathing in the Turkish National Imagination,” New Perspectives on Turkey 

42 (2010): 225–46.
13. Jenny White, “The End of Islamism? Turkey’s Muslimhood Model,” in Remaking Muslim Politics: 

Pluralism, Contestation, Democratization, ed. Robert Hefner (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2005), 87–111.

14. On September 6 and 7 of 1955, coordinated mobs attacked the Greek Orthodox population of 
Istanbul on the basis of a fabricated rumor spread by nationalists that Atatürk’s birth house in Salonica 
had been burned down as part of a plot against Turkey. White, Muslim Nationalism, 83–84.

15. Patrick Kingsley, “Mysteries, and a Crackdown, Persist a Year After a Failed Coup in Turkey,” New 
York Times, July 13, 2017.

16. Sabri Sayari, “Political Violence and Terrorism in Turkey, 1976-1989: A Retrospective Analysis,” 
Terrorism and Political Violence 22, no. 2 (2010): 201–2.

17. Conservative values, however, especially those regulating male and female interaction, were policed 
by both left and right. Secularism provided no guarantee of gender egalitarianism. Jenny White, “State 

A
W



Spindle Autocracy in the New Turkey

Fall/Winter 2017 • volume xxiv, issue i

37

Feminism and the Turkish Republican Woman,” National Women’s Studies Association Journal 15, no. 3 
(2003): 145–59.

18. William Armstrong, “The Mobilization of Turkish Islamism,” Hurriyet Daily News, July 18, 
2017, http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/opinion/william-armstrong/the-mobilization-of-turkish-
islamism-64129.

19. Household Labor Force Results, July 2011 (Ankara: Republic of Turkey Turkish Statistical Institute).
20. Deniz Kandiyoti, “Women, Islam, and the State: A Comparative Approach,” in Comparing Muslim 

Societies: Knowledge and the State in a World Civilization, ed. Juan Cole (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1992), 256. Hasan Atak and Figen Çok, “The Turkish Version of Inventory of the Dimensions of 
Emerging Adulthood (The IDEA),” International Journal of Human and Social Sciences 2, no. 3 (2008): 
148–54. 

21. Binnaz Toprak, Türkiye’de Farklı Olmak (Istanbul: Metis Yayınları, 2009).
22. His first party, founded in 1970, was banned a year later by the Constitutional Court. The National 

Salvation Party, founded in 1972, was outlawed after the 1980 coup.
23. Kuru, Secularism and State Policies Toward Religion, 8.
24. Aykan Erdemir and Merve Tahiroglu, “Turkey’s Patchwork Foreign Policy: Between Islamism and 

Pragmatism,” Foreign Affairs, July 5, 2017. 
25. Gülen has been in self-imposed exile in the United States since 1999.
26. James C. Harrington, “History of the Gülen Movement and Fethullah Gülen’s Philosophy Revisited,” 

Gulen Movement, www.gulenmovement.com.
27. “Turkey Blocks: Mapping Internet Freedom in Real Time,” Turkey Blocks, https://turkeyblocks.org/.
28. Mehul Srivastava, “Assets Worth $11bn Seized in Turkey Crackdown,” Financial Times, July 7, 

2014, 4.
29. Bruno Waterfield, “Erdogan Plotted Purge Before Coup, Say Brussels Spies,” Times, January 17, 2017, 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/erdogan-plotted-purge-before-coup-say-brussels-spies-2hh8mgx6h.
30. See Turkeypurge.com for updated numbers.
31. The constitutional changes creating an executive presidency will not come into effect until after the 

2019 presidential and parliamentary elections. “Technical Academic Evaluation Report on The Bill On The 
Amendment of the Constitution of the Republic of Turkey,” Association of Research on Constitutional 
Law, January 13, 2017. 

32. Ryan Gingeras, “The Dangerous Implications Behind Erdogan’s ‘Second War of Independence’,” 
Muftah, July 11, 2017, https://muftah.org/dangerous-implications-behind-erdogans-second-war-inde-
pendence/#.WhD9WLT82i4.

33. Carlotta Gall, “‘March’ for Justice Ends in Istanbul With a Pointed Challenge to Erdogan,” New 
York Times, July 9, 2017.

34. Amberin Zaman, “No Time For Rest As Turkey’s Justice March Reaches Istanbul,” Al-Monitor, 
July 10, 2017, https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/07/turkey-justice-march-ends.html. To 
appease his party’s nationalist base, Kılıçdaroglu did not reach out to Kurds, who also have been victims 
of government repression.

35. Cengiz Çandar, “Turkey’s Divisions on Display on ‘Day of National Unity’,” Al-Monitor, July 16, 
2017, https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/07/turkey-failed-coup-anniversary-division-
erdogan-opposition.html; Patrick Kingsley, “Erdogan and Supporters Stage Rally on Anniversary of Failed 
Coup,” New York Times, July 16, 2017.

36. “MHP Dissident Akşener to Form New Nationalist Turkey Party,” Daily Sabah, June 22, 2017, 
https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/2017/06/22/mhp-dissident-aksener-to-form-new-nationalist-turkey-
party.

37. Emre Erdogan, “Turkey: Divided We Stand,” German Marshall Fund of the United States, April 
12, 2016, http://www.gmfus.org/publications/turkey-divided-we-stand.

38. Goldstone et al. write that partial democracies with factionalism are thirty times more likely to be 
unstable and at high risk for adverse regime changes and civil war. Jack A. Goldstone et al., “A Global 
Model for Forecasting Political Instability,” American Journal of Political Science 54, no. 1 (2010): 190–208.


