Turkey's 'Good Dictator'

Prime Minister Erdogan has been an economic modernizer, but he's never been comfortable with criticism or shared power.
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Turkey has changed in eye-popping ways since Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan came to power in 2002. What remains unchanged is anxiety over the intentions of this unique political talent, who looks poised to win a third term in Sunday's elections. He wants to reshape Turkey much as the founder of the republic Kemal Ataturk did. But to what end? 
In part one of the Erdogan experiment, a party rooted in political Islam modernized itself and then the nation. A sustained economic boom, with growth at 8.9% last year, has remade Turkey's cities and society. The old secular elites rub shoulders in corridors of power with men who pray five times daily and women in headscarves. Turkey is a model for revolutionaries of the Arab Spring, and Mr. Erdogan, who's also picked furious fights with Israel and the U.S., a darling of the Muslim world. 
But after Sunday's elections, the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) wants to write a new constitution. It's unclear if the nation's flawed and mildly authoritarian system will be replaced by a liberal democracy, or just an updated version of what now exists with different people in charge. The outcome rests in Mr. Erdogan's hands, which isn't reassuring.

The prime minister polarizes Turks. To judge by polls, roughly half adore him. The other half distrusts or hates him. But everyone agrees he's a new sort of Turkish politician: a charismatic speaker who, starting with his stint as Istanbul mayor in 1994, built his political career on delivering for his constituents.

His campaign is a picture of professionalism and machine efficiency. At least half a million people turned out last Sunday to see his last appearance in Turkey's commercial and cultural capital before election day. The crowd formed a sea of red (the Turkish flag) and orange, blue and white (the party colors) and moved to a steady beat of campaign songs. "One more time," said one, "for the bright future." Five giant screens showed aerial views from the two helicopters overhead. 
Mr. Erdogan walked onstage with his wife, dressed in a silvery gray headscarf and suit. "I started in politics in this city," he says, walking the stage, and is answered by a roar. "They sent me to prison from this city" he adds, referring to an episode in 1998, when he recited a poem with Muslim overtones. The crowd boos loudly. "We are the voice of the voiceless," he goes on. Grievance gives way to populist swagger, briefly, when he says he "won't waste time" by talking to the opposition about the new constitution.

This year's campaign slogan is "Goal 2023," to finish the makeover of Turkey by the centennial of the republic. Three elections will be held before then, but it's clear Mr. Erdogan intends to finish the job himself. His constitutional plans would provide for a strong French-style presidency.

Mr. Erdogan's concentration of power has upset some within his own party. President Abdullah Gul, formerly the AKP No. 2, wasn't consulted and has publicly opposed the change, along with some other senior leaders. If the party wins two-thirds of the seats Sunday, it could enact a new constitution without having to hold a referendum.

The dissent in the party was unusual. Mr. Erdogan insists on loyalty and discretion among his tight circle. Few people in or out of the AKP will talk critically about him on the record these days. They say they're afraid. Mr. Erdogan has a thin skin, suing or threatening countless critics in the media or business.

The tough guy act goes down well with many ordinary Turks, who see it as reflecting the prime minister's working-class roots in Istanbul. So do his attacks on Israel, the only country less popular here than America. Yet his closer associates have noticed a change in him since 2007, when the AKP won a landslide election victory. In his victory speech, Mr. Erdogan promised to be the leader of all Turks. But he took another path, going after the military and others who wanted to bring him down, allegedly for betraying the founding secular principles of Kemalist Turkey. 
Some 163 active officers are in prison for allegedly planning a campaign to destabilize the government. The investigation has also ensnared a couple of opposition journalists, who are also in prison. The country's largest media concern, the Dogan Group, was slapped with a $2.5 billion tax bill. The company agreed to sell two papers and pay a smaller fine.

Inside the party, Mr. Erdogan filled the cabinet with "yes, prime minister" types. Ahead of this election, he personally vetted the list of 550 candidates for parliament to remove Gul loyalists and ensure MPs who will back his constitutional reform. "He doesn't believe in democracy, I know it," says a friend who was involved in the founding of the AKP in 2001, after a split within the Islamist movement. "Not even in his own party. He has no tolerance for criticism." 
Turhan Comez, a former MP, bonded with Mr. Erdogan in Istanbul in the early 1990s and agreed to become his personal secretary. But the men fell out a couple years ago and Mr. Comez found himself under investigation for plotting with the military. He lives in exile in London. "Although he tries to have a democratic and Western style," Mr. Comez says of Mr. Erdogan, "his thinking is much closer to eastern countries, Arabic countries."

Cuneyd Zapsu got close to the prime minister during Mr. Erdogan's four months in prison in 1999 and came to be the liberal face of the AKP. "He has too much power, you are right," Mr. Zapsu, a prominent businessman, tells me. "Some people say he's a dictator. Well, he's a good dictator. What should we do? Bring him down? He's not misusing his powers." 
"He could have killed Dogan, like this," Mr. Zapsu continues, snapping his fingers, talking about the tax case against the media giant. "He didn't." I ask Mr. Zapsu about the prime minister's view of democracy. "Democracy is a tool to bring people happiness. Those are his words. Democracy is just a tool, not the aim." Mr. Erdogan once said: "Democracy is like a streetcar. When you come to your stop, you get off," although he has distanced himself from those comments. Other AKP officials say they're democrats because they reflect the "popular will."

Taken together even in the best possible light, those definitions suggest a restricted view of democracy. And since membership talks with the EU fell off track in 2005, the government has slowed reforms that would provide stronger protections for minorities (whether ethnic or political) and establish proper checks and balances. "Look at our neighborhood," says an AKP supporter on the campaign trail the other day, dismissing such things as niceties only the West can afford. 
Mr. Erdogan showed courage in standing up to the military and implementing a vision to develop Turkey's economy. But his recent behavior doesn't give much confidence that he can carry through a democratic revolution to the end.
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