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In Turkey, Bitter Feud Has Roots in History 
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A protester carried a sign Saturday in Istanbul that read “In the 80s, We Were small, but Now You Are Small,” referring to the role of the military in several coups. 

ISTANBUL — As Turkey’s governing party braces for a high court ruling that could close it down and bar many of its members from politics, party officials like to talk about what they did that caused so much trouble. 

“Watch out, you’re talking to a sinner,” said Sadullah Ergin, an official in the party, Justice and Development, whose founders, some of them former Islamists, now want Turkey to be a more open society for practicing Muslims. 

Mr. Ergin’s offense, detailed in a more than 160-page indictment of the party and its officials that has paralyzed Turkish politics since it was filed in March, was saying that a ban on women wearing head scarves in universities violated human rights, adding his signature to a draft law that helped cancel it and talking about it on a television talk show.

Most of all, his crime lay in his association with Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the leader of the party, known as A. K., the initials of its Turkish name. With its control of the presidency, the Parliament and the government, the faction has come further than any other in modern Turkey in breaking the grip of the secular establishment on power. 

The indictment accuses the party of trying to turn Turkey, a secular democracy, into an Islamic state, a charge that Mr. Ergin contends is “political, not legal.”

Even Turkey’s liberals, who would be among the first to speak out against Islamic activism in government, agree with that assessment. Many see the case as the last stand by Turkey’s secular old guard — a powerful class that includes the military and judiciary — that is against the ropes and trying desperately to hang on to power. The military’s attempt to stare down Mr. Erdogan last year led to a pro-A. K. retaliation at the ballot boxes, and now it has turned to its judicial allies to try to stop Mr. Erdogan. A ruling by the constitutional court is expected in the next few months.

“They are playing their last game,” said Baskin Oran, a professor of international relations at Ankara University. “The military is no longer able to make coups. The last line to hold onto is the constitutional court.”

On Saturday evening, a diverse crowd of several thousand people marched in central Istanbul, blowing whistles, banging drums and carrying round, pink signs that read, “Make Noise Against Coups.” 

“This is the first time that people are speaking out against coups,” said Hilal Kaplan, a graduate student shaking a soda can filled with corn. “People were really angry. It filled up in us over all those years and now it’s coming out.”

The party that is supported by the old guard, the Republican People’s Party, known as C.H.P., the initials of its Turkish name, says Mr. Erdogan is packing ministries with his own people and must be stopped to preserve the secular nature of Turkey.

“Secularism is like the lungs of a Muslim society that opens it up to freedoms,” said Bihlun Tamayligil, a C.H.P. member. “It is the greatest insurance for women.”

Mr. Erdogan says he also wants a secular state, just with more freedoms for its citizens.

Turkey’s current struggle is the latest chapter in a remarkable history that began in the 1920s, when Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, looking toward Europe, destroyed all connections to the East, changing the alphabet into Latin letters, placing mosques under state control and crushing the religious hierarchy.

“Turkish society has been traumatized,” said Dengir Firat, vice chairman of A. K. “Overnight they were told to change their dress, their language. Their religious ways were dismantled.”

“Societies without that trauma could not care less how people dress,” said Mr. Firat, whose offense in the indictment was to have told a journalist that people who were nervous about head scarves should see psychiatrists.

Turkey’s painful experiment, unique in the Muslim world, has resulted in a vibrant society that remains extremely self-conscious about issues of religion, ethnicity and class.

Turkey’s political system had another peculiarity: A powerful coterie of generals and judges steered the country from behind the scenes for years, deposing elected governments four times since 1960. They exerted influence through a series of unelected institutions that imposed vetoes in education, the judiciary and security matters. Those institutions have been weakened through the retooling the government has undertaken as part of its bid to join the European Union, heightening the secular establishment’s anxiety.

A headline from a mainstream Turkish daily from the 1940s helps illustrate just how sharp the class divisions were. “It got hot and the people rushed to the beaches,” it read, adding that “the citizens could not bathe.” Translation: Ordinary Turks crowded the privileged elite out of swimming areas.

The old guard “despises the people,” Mr. Oran said “For them, the masses are shapeless and ignorant.”

That class divide has persisted into the current day — A. K. represents the masses — and adds to the deep fears of secular women that their way of life will be curtailed in a more openly religious society. 

Another worry about Mr. Erdogan, liberals say, is that he is simply replacing Turkey’s current elite with his own. The fear is that without a sincere effort to strengthen institutions, for which there is less incentive now that A. K. controls so many of the important political posts, Turkey will remain just as troubled.

If A.K. wins, “it will not necessarily mean that democracy wins in this country,” said Mithat Sancar, a law professor in Ankara. “But if it loses, democracy will lose.”

In a troubling sign, a company with strong links to Mr. Erdogan — its top manager is his son-in-law — bought the newspaper Sabah in February in an auction with no other bidders with financing from state banks, a purchase that even party members were hard pressed to explain.

“They think that their high percentage of votes gives them the right to do whatever they want,” said Birgen Keles, a C.H.P. deputy, referring to the 47 percent Mr. Erdogan won in last year’s election. “This is not democracy.”

But the secular party is no longer the vanguard of liberalism. It voted against a law that would have expanded free speech and one returning property to religious minorities, both central to Turkey’s European Union bid, and its members berate Mr. Erdogan for accommodating Europeans. 

“The present government tries to get legality within the country by pleasing foreigners,” Ms. Keles said. She contends Europeans are using the party “to realize their ambitions in Turkey.”

Joost Lagendijk, a member of the European Parliament who works on Turkey issues, said, “You can’t claim to be pro-European and vote against all the laws that are necessary to take you in.”

Real change hurts, and many liberals argue that Mr. Erdogan pushed it too far too fast. 

A constitutional amendment that would allow women wearing head scarves to attend universities was rushed through Parliament without adequate explanation of its limits, Mr. Oran said. 

“We warned them 1,000 times to make this clear, but they didn’t,” Mr. Oran said. “Now not only do they have to pay for it, but we have to pay for it, too.”
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