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Open letter to 

His Excellency Recep Tayyip Erdoğan

Prime Minister of the Republic of Turkey

(Original text written in Turkish)

As a political scientist and Member of the German Bundestag of Turkish origin, I follow current events in Turkey very closely and with great interest. Profound concern about present developments has prompted me to write this open letter to you. I hope that you will give it due consideration.

Dear Prime Minister,

I cannot claim to have been particularly pleased when you won the election in 2002 and were subsequently appointed to the office of Prime Minister. Nevertheless, I have always been a sincere advocate of the view that election results should be respected and that you should be given a fair chance. I judged it only right to wait and see whether the misgivings that most of my friends had about you were warranted or not. For this reason, I did not join in the clamour for fresh elections but supported the reforms and the economic policy pursued by the Government in your first years in office. I expressed this view unequivocally in the books and papers I published in German in 2005 and 2006. 

I stood by that opinion, although I am a rational Kemalist on the left of the political spectrum and regard secularism as Turkey’s most important achievement and as the cement that bonds the country together. Quite a few of my friends and political soulmates were very quick to realise how wrong I would turn out to be in my assessment of your policies.

Particularly in the light of the policy you have been pursuing since the start of 2007, I have been forced to acknowledge that my friends were right.

In my opinion, Prime Minister, the greatest error committed by you and your Government is that you have been promoting an extreme polarisation of Turkish society. I still refuse to believe that you are doing this knowingly and intentionally. Whatever your true motives may be, the fact is that your Government is responsible for this very situation in which Turkish society finds itself today. 

The acts of repression and victimisation that have been initiated in the wake of these truly alarming developments against respected and patriotic citizens of Turkey are unacceptable, especially as they are based on undemocratic and unlawful methods. It is evident that the primary aims of the operations carried out as part of what is known as the 'Ergenekon Process' are to engage in defamation with a view to discrediting academics and media representatives who are critical of the Government as well as proponents of a modern and secular social order, to arrest them and even to imprison them without specific charges. This will undoubtedly become apparent to critical observers in Western countries before long. Quite frankly, there can be no doubt that these repressive measures are reprisals and acts of vengeance on the part of advocates of a ‘sharia’ state which are targeted at genuine rational Kemalists with secularist views.

It is beyond dispute that those military personnel and civilians who have committed unlawful acts with government support must be called to account with the utmost rigour. No one but the culprits themselves can have any objections to that. It is nothing short of iniquitous, however, that members of the organisation known as Ergenekon, who are accused of plotting coups and of racism, nationalism and involvement in murders, should be equated with people who are not, by any stretch of the imagination, remotely similar to them in terms of ideology, politics or ethics. To top it all, this is being done as part of a campaign of vengeance knowingly waged in the name of a supposedly independent judiciary.

If these operations were actually conducted by what we call the independent judiciary, this would be totally incompatible with the rule of law in the true sense of the term. In a state that is truly based on the rule of law, it is not possible to tap hundreds of thousands of people’s phones without a court order. In such a state people’s homes cannot be searched without a judicial warrant, nor can people be dragged from their beds and arrested in the middle of the night without compelling evidence and then presented to the summoned press reporters as criminals. If Turkey considers itself to be subject to the rule of law, it must classify these types of conduct as unlawful and unconstitutional.

Should these actions, however, conform to the law as it now stands, such a state of affairs would be incompatible with a proper understanding of democracy and the rule of law.

It was in no way reconcilable with the rule of law, for example, when police searched the home of Professor Türkan Saylan, a cancer sufferer who has spent her life fighting to secure access to education and training for children and young people from poor families, when executive members of the Association for the Promotion of Contemporary Living (Çağdas Yaşamı Destekleme Derneği) were interrogated or when heads of universities or representatives of the media, like the highly respected 83-year-old journalist İlhan Selçuk, were arrested and interrogated like common criminals.

From the perspective of a political scientist and politician, Prime Minister, let me say that the circumstances in Turkey which I have described above could give rise to extremely alarming and critical developments that neither you nor anyone else in government could have wanted. It is primarily your responsibility to lead Turkey out of this polarisation and to restore social and political harmony as quickly as possible. It is also the implicit task of your Government to display the virtue of tolerance in the face of criticism of itself and its Prime Minister, which should not be regarded as a criminal offence but as a civil right and a civic duty, even when it is voiced by political opponents. The unwarranted and unfounded accusations against rational, progressive and secularist thinkers, writers, journalists and academics as well as non-governmental organisations and professional associations must be curbed. 

I appeal to you to take all necessary measures without delay for the well-being, the social harmony and the fraternity of the Turkish people and, to that end, to put a stop to the polarisation that currently prevails in Turkey. You may be assured that you yourself have most to gain from such action.

Yours sincerely,

Hakkı Keskin
In the course of the 'Ergenekon arrests', more than 100 people have been taken into custody. They include numerous critics of the Government from the ranks of university lecturers, journalists and representative organisations.

Here are a few of their names:


· Kuddisi Okkır, an entrepreneur, who was taken into custody on 20 June 2007; he was held without trial for more than a year; his health deteriorated so badly that he died on 6 July 2008, five days after his release, without ever having learned the precise nature of the charges against him; 

· İlhan Selçuk, a writer and columnist for the left-wing Kemalist-orientated newspaper Cumhuriyet;


· Professor Kemal Alemdaroğlu, Principal emeritus of the University of Istanbul;

he had strictly applied the ruling of the Constitutional Courts which prohibited the wearing of headscarves in universities; 

· Ferit İlsever, Director-General of Ulusal, a television station with Kemalist and secularist leanings;

· Serhan Bolluk, Editor-in-Chief of Aydinlik, a magazine with a secularist left-wing orientation;

· Professor Kemal Gürüz, former Chairman of the Higher Education Board; 

· Professor Osman Metin Öztürk, Principal of the University of Giresun;

· Nurseli İdiz, an actress;

· Şener Eruygur, retired general, chairman of the Atatürkist Thought Association;

he was arrested on 1 July 2008; on 17 September 2008, he fell down a stairway in prison and suffered serious cerebral haemorrhages; 

· Sinan Aygün, Chairman of the Ankara Chamber of Trade;

he had criticised the Government’s economic and social policies. 

The people listed above have been released, subject to conditions, such as a travel ban, and still await trial.
· Sevgi Erenol, press spokeswoman of the Orthodox Church, held since 27 January 2008; 


· Doğu Perinçek, Chairman of the Workers’ Party of Turkey, held since 24 March 2008;


· Tuncay Özkan, journalist and politician, critic of the Government, held since 23 September 2008;


· Mustafa Balbay, columnist for the Cumhuriyet newspaper;

arrested on 1 July 2008 and held for five days; back in custody since 5 March 2009; 


· Hurşit Tolon, retired general;

· Professor Ayşe Yüksel of the University of Van, held since 17 March 2009;

· Professor Mustafa Yurtkuran, Principal emeritus of the University of Uludağ-Bursa, held since 17 March 2009;

· Professor Ferit Bernay, Principal emeritus of the University of Samsun, held since 17 March 2009;

· Professor Fatih Hilmioğlu, Principal emeritus of the University of İnönü – Malatya, held since 17 March 2009;

· Professor Türkân Saylan, Chairwoman of the Association for the Promotion of Contemporary Living;

police searched the home of the 83-year-old chairwoman, who is seriously ill with cancer; she has won many international awards for her dedication, including the Gandhi Peace Prize in 1986;

on 14 April 2009, more than 60 other female activists from various associations were arrested in a nationwide operation;

· Professor Erol Manisalı, university professor and columnist for the Cumhuriyet newspaper, held since 17 April 2009; 

· Professor Mehmet Haberal, Principal of the University of Başkent, professor of medicine in Ankara;

was arrested on 17 April 2009; shortly afterwards, his health deteriorated to such an extent that he is now in intensive care at the Institute of Cardiology of the Istanbul University Clinic; his condition remains critical.
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