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O P I N I O N

Mohamad Waseem Malla*

Erdogan’s Re-election: Western Dilema and
Implications for India

Turkish President
Recep Tayyip
Erdogan won his
third presidential
term on 29 May 2023,

extending his hold over the
country’s governmental affairs for
over two decades. This was
expected after the run-off on 14
May 2023, wherein he failed to
secure the required lead of above
50 per cent of the votes, the
threshold for being elected to office.
This was his fifth electoral victory
since 2003, when his Justice and
Development Party (AKP) made a
sensational electoral debut and
brought Erdogan to the helm of
Turkiye as its prime minister.
Erdogan’s success shocked many poll
pundits as well as political actors,
mostly western, who were hopeful of
a change of political dispensation in
Ankara.1

Triumph of Western-
backed Opposition?

Over the years, Erdogan has
become the West’s Achilles heel.
Therefore, major political analysts in
the western media were seen to be
betting their support on the six-party
opposition bloc led by Republican
People’s Party’s (CHP) Kemal
Kilicdaroglu. As Middle East Eye’s
David Hearst argued, the West
remained “no neutral bystander” in
the elections.2 The Turkish president
exploited this to cast aspersions on
his challenger as a foreign-backed
candidate who would, if elected,
ensure bringing Turkiye under the
Western sphere of influence at the
cost of its autonomous foreign policy
interests.

Interestingly, on the eve of his
inauguration as US president in



January 2020, Joe Biden had
famously emphasised that the West
needed to “support opposition
leadership” to push Erdogan, the
‘autocrat’, out of power.3  Thus,
Erdogan weathered an intense
Western campaign in the lead-up to
the 2023 Turkish elections and
emerged victorious.

For instance, Foreign Affairs, in its
4 May 2023 cover story, described the
Turkish president outrightly as an
“Autocrat”, presenting a grim
outlook for the country’s democratic
future should he secure an electoral
victory. It outlined that “remaining
independent institutions, including
the courts that have not yet fallen into
his grasp, think tanks, universities,
news outlets, and the foreign
ministry” would likely succumb to
Erdogan’s control, resulting in severe
consequences not only for Turkiye’s
political framework but also its
foreign policy. 4

Likewise, The Economist joined the
chorus through its 4 May 2023 cover
feature by characterising the Turkish
presidential elections as a profoundly
significant political event while
unambiguously labelling President
Erdogan as a “dictator” and accusing
him of “systematically weakening
the institutions.” Its tone extended
beyond journalistic boundaries,
clearly advocating for Erdogan’s

removal from power and
emphasising the pivotal role of the
elections in effecting this
transformative change of “global
consequences” with Turkish people
“more free, less fearful and— in time
—more prosperous”.5 These strong
positions taken by the western media
organisations underscored the
palpable animosity towards Erdogan
on the international stage, where he
emerged as a polarising figure
beyond the confines of his own
country.

Despite a pronounced xenophobic
campaign aimed at discrediting
Erdogan’s religious leanings by
invoking the secular legacy of
Turkiye’s founding president, Mustafa
Kemal Ataturk, the incumbent
president managed to wade through
the rough waters, putting up a strong
fight vis-à-vis Kilicdaroglu. Although
he fell short of the required vote
percentage in the general elections
on 14 May 2023, he ultimately
emerged victorious in the 29 May
2023 run-off. Erdogan secured a total
vote percentage of 52.18 against
Kilicdaroglu’s 47.82 per cent. This was
a marginally lower than his earlier
score of 52.59 percent in 2018. The
Economist described elections as
neither ‘entirely free’ nor ‘fair’ and
emphasised that “Europe and the
wider world will have to deal with a
prickly and authoritarian populist.” 6
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Win Despite an Abysmal
Performance

Erdogan managed to turn the
electoral outcomes in his favour
despite his underwhelming
economic performance, a critical
determinant in the country’s
elections, as well as his tepid response
to a devastating earthquake in
February 2023 that claimed the lives
of nearly 50,000 individuals. This
adds to the accusations by many
analysts that Erdogan oversaw
Turkiye’s regression into an
authoritarian regime by
consolidating power through
constitutional amendments,
undermining democratic institutions
such as the judiciary and media, and
imprisoning critics, including
journalists.7

Nonetheless, this electoral victory
demonstrates the confidence of a
majority of Turks in Erdogan’s
leadership, perceiving him as a
credible political leader capable of
navigating the nation well through
its economic challenges and national
security concerns. It also reflects
positive reception of Erdogan’s
commitments to continue pursuing
an independent foreign policy
among a majority of Turkish
population, compared to
Kilicdaroglu’s proposition to return
to a more conventional pro-western
approach, if elected.

Additionally, the electoral outcome
also reflects the shortcomings of the
opposition bloc’s mismanaged
electoral campaign, which resorted to
xenophobic tactics and alienated
religious segments of society during
the campaign. In retrospect, it is
evident that the opposition’s electoral
campaign was ineffective as it did not
emphasise on Erdogan’s rather
lacklustre governance record,
particularly his detrimental economic
policies that led to the decline of the
national economy. Furthermore, the
opposition displayed a xenophobic
stance towards Syrian refugees
within the country, contradicting its
attempt to position itself as a liberal
bloc.

Following his re-election, Erdogan
has demonstrated an awareness of
the significance of incorporating
technocrats, such as Mehmet Simsek,
into his government, specifically to
improve his record in the sphere of
economic governance.8 Previously,
he had disregarded the counsel of
economists and persisted with an
ineffective low-interest policy,
exacerbating Turkiye’s economic
mismanagement.

Simultaneously, there are concerns
regarding the potential
consequences of this victory, as it may
encourage Erdogan to restrict civil
liberties further and enforce his
authoritarian agenda within the
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sociopolitical framework of the
country.

Managing Erdogan, the re-
elected president

It is imperative for the western
political dispensations to reconcile
with Erdogan and establish a
mutually beneficial and transactional
partnership. Erdogan has
demonstrated both flexibility and
rigidness in his dealings, as
exemplified by his endorsing
Finland’s membership of the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) while vetoing Sweden’s
application. In prioritising Turkiye’s
national interests, the Turkish
president has placed conditions on
Stockholm’s inclusion, such as
demanding action against Kurdish
activists, associated with the banned
Kurdish Worker ’s Party (PKK),
operating in Sweden and their
extradition to Turkiye.

Concurrently, western countries
should at least be seen to be
approaching Ankara as an equal
partner, avoiding condescension.
Erdogan has adeptly combined
nationalism and religion, fostering a
perception of autonomy in Turkiye’s
foreign policy pursuits, which
resonates with a significant portion
of Turkish voters. This has been
evident in his refusal to denounce
Russia’s military campaign in

Ukraine even as it continues offering
political and military support to Kyiv
as a NATO member.

Significantly, Erdogan has actively
engaged in mediation endeavours
between conflicting parties,
successfully facilitating a grain
agreement in July 2022. 9 It would be
unwise for Western powers to assume
that Erdogan can be compelled to
relinquish the hard-won strategic
autonomy that greatly influences
Turkiye’s regional positioning.
Whether one approves or not,
Ankara relies on its association with
Russia to safeguard its interests, not
only in nearby Syria but also in terms
of energy security. It would be naïve
to expect Erdogan to jeopardise his
own political future by changing his
style or rhetoric at this juncture, or
even anytime in future.

The western governments need to
understand that complete
abandonment of Erdogan cannot be
a viable option and, instead, they
should try confidence-building
measures to influence his decision-
making. As long as the West
maintains its assertive and
patronising attitude, it would be a
challenge to manage the Turkish
president, who has been leveraging
his NATO credentials and
geopolitical position to his advantage.
As Washington Post columnist Asli
Aydintasbas argues, the western
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governments must engage in a
transactional relationship with Ankara
and cultivate “moderating influences
in Erdogan’s government” to ensure it
remains in the western camp, even if
loosely. She would emphasise that the
Turkish president’s foreign policy is
driven by transactionalism, which
“does not necessarily imply
hostility” as he appears “willing to
work with transatlantic allies on an a
la carte basis”.10

Way forward for India

India and Turkiye share a working
and cordial, if not friendly relationship
with each other. President Erdogan’s
consistent support for Pakistan on the
Kashmir issue has hindered the
realisation of the full potential of the
bilateral relations so far. These relations
have had a historical foundation rooted
in India’s struggle for independence
and Turkiye’s War of Independence,
which led to establishment of the
Turkish Republic in the 1920s.
However, in recent years, both countries
have managed to separate their trade
and economic interactions from their
different geopolitical positionings.

As such, recent years have
witnessed a significant positive
trajectory in the bilateral relations. As

of December 2022, the bilateral trade
volume surpassed $10.5 billion, with
India’s exports to Ankara accounting
for a significant portion of $7 billion,
while imports from Turkiye
amounted to $3 billion, resulting in a
trade surplus of approximately $4
billion in favour of New Delhi.11

Following Erdogan’s electoral
victory on 29 May 2023, Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi expressed
optimism that the “bilateral ties and
cooperation on global issues will
continue to grow in the coming
times.”12 Like Erdogan, Indian
leaders have all long supported the
idea of ‘strategic autonomy’ in their
foreign policy choices and one would
expect his insistence in this regard
to be favourably received in India.
Whereas bilateral economic ties
between India and Turkiye are
expected to continue expanding,
Ankara would need to insulate its
trade and economic relations with
New Delhi from the negative vibes
in India resulting from its uncritical
support of Pakistan on the issue of
Kashmir. By bringing some balance
into Turkiye’s approach towards
India’s sensitivities, Erdogan can
unlock the full potential of the
bilateral relationship between the
two countries.
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