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I. Introduction
	In March of this year Istanbul Mayor Ekrem Imamoglu, who is Turkey’s biggest rival to President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, was arrested in what has been widely viewed as a political move to silence dissent.[endnoteRef:1] His arrest is indicative of the continued slide from Democracy that is occurring in Turkey under Erdogan’s leadership. This paper investigates the history and tools used by Erdogan and the ruling Turkish political party to silence political dissent, using Imamoglu’s arrest as a case study. [1:  Paul Kirby, Erdogan’s main rival in Turkey makes first court appearance since arrest, BBC (April 11, 2025), https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/ckgexjkx3v3o ] 

II. Background: Recent Political Context in Türkiye
	Founded by current Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan in 2002, the Justice and Development Party, abbreviated as the AKP in English, has consistently secured the majority of votes in local elections.[endnoteRef:2] The 2024 election, however, was a departure from this trend as the AKP was defeated by a “center-left” party, CHP.[endnoteRef:3] This marked the “largest gains against Erdogan's AKP in over two decades” as CHP secured 37.8 percent of the vote nationally against AKP’s 35 percent.[endnoteRef:4] The significance of this victory is particularly relevant in light of the consolidation of power by the AKP since its inception.  [2:  AKP Election Defeat Signals Shifting Political Landscape In Turkey, ORION POLICY INSTITUTE (April 13, 2024), https://orionpolicy.org/akp-election-defeat-signals-shifting-political-landscape-in-turkey/ ]  [3:  Id. ]  [4:  Turkiye Events of 2024, HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2025/country-chapters/turkiye (last visited Oct. 31, 2025).] 

	When Erdogan and his Justice and Development Party came to power, there were “high hopes in the West about progress,” specifically on issues of “democratic governance, minority rights, and economic reform.”[endnoteRef:5] However, over the course of the last two decades, the “positive picture” once painted by the AKP faded, giving way to “authoritarian and dysfunctional politics.”[endnoteRef:6] The Brookings Institute has noted a variety of challenges that arose to Turkey’s democratic institutions over this period, including the increasing powers of the president, questionable elections, and the erosion of the rule of law.[endnoteRef:7] [5:  Kemal Kirisci & Amanda Sloat, The rise and fall of liberal democracy in Turkey: Implications for the West, FOREIGN POLICY AT BROOKINGS, https://www.brookings.edu/wp content/uploads/2019/02/FP_20190226_turkey_kirisci_sloat.pdf (last visited Oct. 31, 2025).]  [6:  Id. ]  [7:  Id. ] 

	Following the Gezi Park protests in May 2013, a movement that began as a “peaceful opposition to the urban development plan for an Istanbul park,” the government responded with a “violent crackdown by police.”[endnoteRef:8] Following these protests, Erdogan, facing “differences within his cabinet about how to respond,” used the moment to remove more liberal members, including then-President Abdullah Gul.[endnoteRef:9] Thereafter, Erdogan nominated himself as a candidate for Turkey’s “first direct presidential election,” which had been enabled by a constitutional referendum amending the procedure for choosing the president.[endnoteRef:10] Additional significant government consolidation by the AKP occurred in the wake of the attempted military coup of July 2016. Erdogan viewed the failed coup as a “gift from god” and “used new powers obtained through the state of emergency to crush remaining opposition.”[endnoteRef:11] The state of emergency, which was repeatedly extended, included “draconian provisions,” allowing police to hold individuals in pre-trial detention for 30 days without charges, and offering few mechanisms to refute false charges.[endnoteRef:12] During its declared state of emergency, the government used an “elastic” definition of what constituted terrorism, “altered the bounds” of permissible political actions, and instituted “retroactive consequences."[endnoteRef:13] The government summarily fired an “unprecedented number” of public sector employees, including “academics, health workers, judges, military officers, schoolteachers, security personnel, prosecutors, and others.”[endnoteRef:14] Many of these people remain imprisoned with “no effective remedy” as the justice minister announced in July that 13,251 people “alleged to be members of the movement” remain in prison.[endnoteRef:15] Altogether, the state of emergency resulted in a “chilling” of public opposition, shrunken press freedom, and “diminished confidence in state institutions."[endnoteRef:16] [8:  Id. ]  [9:  Id.]  [10:  Id.]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.]  [14:  Id.]  [15:  Turkiye Events of 2024, supra note 4.]  [16:  Kirisci, supra note 5.] 

	Formally, Erdogan’s presidential rule began on April 16, 2017, as Turkish citizens voted in a constitutional referendum, shifting the political system from a parliamentary to a presidential one.[endnoteRef:17] The reforms “eliminated the office or prime minister” and allowed the president to serve as head of the ruling party.[endnoteRef:18] The president was also granted new powers, including “the right to issue decrees, propose the national budget, appoint cabinet ministers and high-level bureaucrats without a confidence vote from parliament, and appoint more than half of the members of the high courts.”[endnoteRef:19] This has resulted in experts expressing concern about “insufficient checks and balances,” “excessive concentration of power in one office,” “limited parliamentary oversight,” and a "weakening of judicial independence.”[endnoteRef:20] [17:  Id.]  [18:  Id.]  [19:  Id.]  [20:  Id.] 

	Following the 2024 election, Erdogan and AKP’s consolidation of power, or rather, the extent to which they will allow opposition to flourish, has been put to the test. This is particularly relevant right now, as a Turkish court is set to rule on October 24 whether to annul the results of the election of the chairman of the CHP, Ozgur Ozel.[endnoteRef:21] Ozel was initially elected chairman of CHP in 2023, but Erdogan, in keeping with the autocratic tendencies of the last decade, has called the vote “tainted” and a “fraudulent process.”[endnoteRef:22] Meanwhile Ozel and 11 other CHP members, including jailed Istanbul Mayor Ekrem Imamoglu face charges ranging from financial irregularities to violations of Turkey’s political parties law.[endnoteRef:23] Critics have viewed this as part of a “broader crackdown on the CHP” for its significant electoral gains.[endnoteRef:24] [21:  Ece Toksabay, Turkey’s main opposition re-elects leader ahead of key court ruling, REUTERS (Sept. 21, 2025) https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkeys-main-opposition-re-elects-leader-ahead-key-court-ruling-2025-09-21/. ]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Id. ]  [24:  Turkey’s main opposition party reelects leader in a bid to avoid government crackdown, AP WORLD NEWS (September 21, 2025) https://apnews.com/article/turkey-opposition-chp-ozel-erdogan-fe61d4d33586cc8aa7935dce32fc588f.] 

III. Tools For Silencing Dissent
	The degradation of the “independence and impartiality” of the Turkish judiciary has led to the “capture” of the judiciary by the ruling coalition party, AKP, as part of its “broader assumption of effective control over State institutions” over the course of the last 15 years.[endnoteRef:25] The “capture” has been enabled by the government’s use of a variety of legal tools, including constitutional and legislative amendments weakening or removing key safeguards,” “politically motivated arrest, dismissal, and criminal and disciplinary proceedings against thousands of judges and prosecutors,”[endnoteRef:26] and the use of vague statutes to support “increasing numbers of investigations and prosecutions.”[endnoteRef:27] [25:  Defiance of European Court Judgments and Erosion of Judicial Independence, HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH (June 16, 2025) https://www.hrw.org/news/2025/06/16/defiance-of-european-court-judgments-and-erosion-of-judicial-independence.]  [26:  Id. ]  [27:  How Turkey weaponizes counter-terrorism legislation against human rights defenders, WORLD ORGANIZATION AGAINST TORTURE, https://www.omct.org/en/resources/reports/turkey-the-instrumentalization-of-the-counter-terrorism-legislation-and-policies-and-their-impact-on-hrds (last visited Oct. 31, 2025).] 

	In general, Turkish opposition leaders have faced “politically motivated prosecutions” that degrade their pirates’ “ability to function.”[endnoteRef:28] These prosecutions have been enabled by consolidation of power in the office of the president, allowing the executive branch to have wide influence over the Council of Judges and prosecutors, Turkey’s “main body administering the judiciary.”[endnoteRef:29] Under the 2017 constitutional amendments, the number of CJP members were dropped from 22 to 13, with the number of officials appointed directly by the president rising to 6 out of 13.[endnoteRef:30] None of the members are elected by the judiciary itself, as compared to the 10 out of 22 that had previously been.[endnoteRef:31] The alterations to the CJP have allowed Erdogan to provide political favors to judges and prosecutors who are involved in cases against “perceived government critics and opposition figures.”[endnoteRef:32] The consequences of the CJP’s politicization have been exacerbated further by is own “disciplinary proceedings, transfers, promotions, and case and judicial formation appointments,” which have been done “with the purpose of furthering the interest of the ruling political coalition.”[endnoteRef:33] There is no judicial review of CJP decisions.[endnoteRef:34] [28:  Freedom in the World 2025 Turkey, FREEDOM HOUSE, https://freedomhouse.org/country/turkey/freedom-world/2025 (last visited Oct. 31, 2025).]  [29:  Defiance of European Court Judgments, supra note 25.]  [30:  Id. ]  [31:  Id. ]  [32:  Id.]  [33:  Id.]  [34:  Id.] 

	The structural alterations to the CJP have resulted in a “self-perpetuating cycle of political influence” wherein the government controls the recruitment of judges and prosecutors, some of whom are appointed to the CJP, and the CJP holds "significant control” over the rest of the judiciary.[endnoteRef:35] This cycle has allowed Erdogan and the AKP to “maintain pressure” on judges and prosecutors, paving the way for politically motivated prosecutions.[endnoteRef:36] Since the attempted coup, “more than 1,700 lawyers have been prosecuted, 700 held in pretrial detention, and 553 sentenced to a combined 3,380 years in prison.”[endnoteRef:37] [35:  Id.]  [36:  Id.]  [37:  Ozge Karsu, ECtHR Faults Turkey Over Judges’ Lack of Legal Recourse Following Dismissals, AMERICAN SOCIETY OF INTERNATIONAL LAW (Jan. 24, 2025), https://www.asil.org/ILIB/ecthr-faults-turkey-over-judges%E2%80%99-lack-legal-recourse-following-dismissals.] 

IV. Case Study--Ekrem Imamoglu
	On March 23, 2025, Ekrem Imamoglu, the Mayor of Istanbul, was arrested on corruption[endnoteRef:38] and terrorism charges.[endnoteRef:39] Imamoglu is widely considered to be Turkey’s biggest rival to President Erdogan.[endnoteRef:40] His arrest followed his initial detention on March 19, and the cancellation of his bachelor’s degree on March 18,[endnoteRef:41] which is significant because it effectively disqualified him from running for president, which is an office for which Turkey requires candidates to hold a university degree.[endnoteRef:42] Imamoglu’s arrest, which came alongside the arrest of several other opposition figures, came shortly after the CHP, Imamoglu’s party, announced their intention to announce his candidacy for the 2028 Turkish presidential elections.[endnoteRef:43] [38:  Id.]  [39:  Kirby, supra note 1. ]  [40:  Id.]  [41:  Ozge Karsu, Turkish Authorities Arrest the Key Opposition Figure, Triggering Widespread Human Rights Violations, AMERICAN SOCIETY OF INTERNATIONAL LAW (Mar. 28, 2025) https://www.asil.org/ILIB/turkish-authorities-arrest-key-opposition-figure-triggering-widespread-human-rights-violations.]  [42:  Key Erdogan Rival’s university diploma is revoked in a move that blocks him from Turkey’s election, AP WORLD NEWS (Mar. 18, 2025)https://apnews.com/article/turkey-istanbul-mayor-imamoglu-diploma-4d803f6e75bbfff32f6b7afe7d6e286b.]  [43:  Karsu, supra note 41.] 

	Imamoglu was formally jailed on suspicion of “running a criminal organization, accepting bribes, extortion, illegally recording personal data and bid-rigging.”[endnoteRef:44] The factual basis for Imamoglu’s March arrest included suspicion that he had “aided the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party,” by forming an alliance with a “Kurdish umbrella organization” for the Istanbul municipal elections.[endnoteRef:45] The Kurdistan Workers’ Party is listed as a terrorist organization by Turkey.[endnoteRef:46] Other criminal charges included Imamogolu allegedly “threatening and targeting persons involved in anti-terrorism activities” following his “claim that Istanbul’s chief public prosecutor, who previously served as Deputy Minister of Justice, a political office, was pursuing him for political reasons.”[endnoteRef:47] Imamoglu also faced a charge for allegedly “attempting to influence a judicial officer,” after Imamoglu “noted in a press interview that the same expert witness for the prosecution was testifying against him in multiple cases and appeared to have political motivations.”[endnoteRef:48] Given the “numerous ways” available to Erdogan to “undermine Imamoglu’s candidacy,” including by leveraging his control over “media, institutions, and the judiciary” and the “uneven political landscape,” it is particularly notable that Erdogan has opted for the “nuclear option” of arresting Imamoglu.[endnoteRef:49] [44:  Turkish court orders Erdogan rival jailed pending trial on corruption charges as protests grow, AP WORLD NEWS (Mar. 23, 2025) https://apnews.com/article/turkey-mayor-jailed-istanbul-f962743f724f00a318f84ffaed7f58de.]  [45:  What we know about Istanbul’s mayor and why he was arrested, AP WORLD NEWS (Mar. 19, 2025), https://apnews.com/article/turkey-crackdown-istanbul-mayor-imamoglu-arrest-erdogan-a4b5e63c626df17b7075ccf6b6d9cdc8.]  [46:  Id.]  [47:  Cem Tecimer, The Arrest of Istanbul’s Mayor is Textbook Lawfare, VERFASSUNGSBLOG (Mar. 28, 2025), https://verfassungsblog.de/the-arrest-of-istanbuls-mayor-is-textbook-lawfare/.]  [48:  Id.]  [49:  What we know about Istanbul’s mayor, supra note 45.] 

	In July, Imamoglu was convicted of insulting and threatening Istanbul's Chief Public Prosecutor by accusing him of targeting opposition through politically motivated elections.[endnoteRef:50] He was sentenced to one year and eight months on those charges.[endnoteRef:51] This sentence, which Imamoglu is expected to appeal, comes in addition to a two-year sentence that he received in 2022 for criticizing election board officials over their decision to cancel the 2019 Istanbul elections in which he defeated a candidate from AKP.[endnoteRef:52] Imamoglu remains in jail awaiting trial for the other charges, even despite the fact that in Turkey, sentences are “not enacted until all appeals are exhausted.”[endnoteRef:53] [50:  Turkish court convicts jailed Istanbul mayor and Erdogan rival of threatening public official, CNN (July 16, 2025) https://www.cnn.com/2025/07/16/europe/turkey-court-convicts-mayor-ekrem-imamoglu-intl-hnk.]  [51:  Yurii Stasiuk, Turkish court sentences Erdogan’s top rival to almost 2 years in prison, POLITICO (July 16, 2025) https://www.politico.eu/article/turkey-istanbul-mayor-ekrem-erdogan-2-years-prison/.]  [52:  Id.]  [53:  Id.] 

	Not only does Imamoglu’s arrest and conviction illustrate the longstanding trend in Turkish governance of a drift toward authoritarianism through a weaponized judiciary, it also suggests that Erdogan’s grasp over the country may not be unshakeable. In the wake of Imamoglu’s arrest, the country saw the “largest street protests against the government” since the aforementioned Gezi Park protests in 2013.[endnoteRef:54] In total, rallies took place in “at least 55 of Turkey's 81 provinces, or more than two-thirds of the country.”[endnoteRef:55] While the tools that Erdogan’s government has used to silence dissent were certainly in play against Imamoglu, it is unclear whether the AKP will be able to quell the domestic unrest the arrest caused. [54:  Hamdi Firat Buyuk, Turkey’s Imamoglu Says Trial is ‘Punishment’ for Challenging President, BALKANINSIGHT (Jun. 17, 2025) https://balkaninsight.com/2025/06/17/turkeys-imamoglu-says-trial-is-punishment-for-challenging-president/.]  [55:  Emily Wither & Maia Davies, Fierce protests in Turkey after Erdogan rival jailed, BBC (Mar. 24, 2025) https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c0egjvj8vdro.] 

V. International and Domestic Responses
	Shockingly, the international response to Imamoglu’s arrest, even five months later, has “said little and done even less.”[endnoteRef:56] This remains true even as the politically motivated arrests “keep coming.” As of early September, 2025, “[m]ore than 100 CHP members remain behind bars.”[endnoteRef:57] The lack of a “strong, coordinated response,” from the United States and European nations reflects “how they perceive Turkey and their intention to continue doing business with the Erdogan administration.”[endnoteRef:58] [56:  Id.]  [57:  Id.]  [58:  Mustafa Enes Esen, What Does the Muted Reaction from the West to Imamoglu’s Arrest Tell Us?, INSTITUDE (March 20, 2025) https://www.institude.org/opinion/what-does-the-muted-reaction-from-the-west-on-imamoglus-arrest-tell-us#:~:text=The%20arrest%20of%20Istanbul%20Mayor,business%20with%20the%20Erdo%C4%9Fan%20administration. ] 

	Reasons for this include that the international community is simply more focused on other issues, chiefly “Israel's war in Gaza, and Russia's war in Ukraine.”[endnoteRef:59] This is particularly relevant to Turkey because of Erdogan’s “relatively good relations” with Vladimir Putin, Volodymyr Zelensky, and Donald Trump.[endnoteRef:60] These relationships have resulted in some diplomatic success, most notably through the agreement for Ukraine to “resume grain exports through the Black Sea in July 2022.[endnoteRef:61] Further, commentators have noted that Trump’s return to the White House has “created an international context where regional autocrats feel empowered.”[endnoteRef:62] Meanwhile, much of Europe has its hands tied because of Turkey’s valuable geopolitical position between Asia and Europe, Erdogan’s strong relationship with the Islamist rebels who overthrew President Bashar al-Assad in Syria, and Turkey’s powerful military and membership in NATO.[endnoteRef:63] [59:  Orla Guerin, This ‘tough guy’ president says he’s tackling corruption. Rivals say he’s silencing opposition, BBC (Sept. 9, 2025) https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/ckgqzk31qyzo.]  [60:  Id.]  [61:  Id.]  [62:  Id.]  [63:  Id.] 

	Europeans have been placed “in a bind,” caught between needing Turkey as a “bulwark against a revisionist Russia,” and Turkey’s notorious position as the country that has “experienced the most dramatic democratic backsliding in Europe.”[endnoteRef:64] Given that Imamoglu’s arrest has only worsened Turkey’s drift toward authoritarianism, the West will need to decide whether it is to act.[endnoteRef:65] This is especially true given the upcoming decision of a Turkish court as to whether to annul the results of the election of the chairman of the CHP, a decision which could have significant ramifications on Turkey’s already dangerously weak democracy. [64:  Asli Aydintasbas & Zeynep Koseoglu, How has Turkey changed after Imamoglu’s arrest?, BROOKINGS INSTITUTE (Apr. 17, 2025) https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-has-turkey-changed-after-imamoglus-arrest/.]  [65:  Id.] 
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