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The AKP, religion, and political values in
contemporary Turkey: implications for the future of
democracy
Birol A. Yeşilada

Mark Hatfield School of Government, Portland State University, Portland, Oregon, USA

ABSTRACT
The Justice and Development Party (AKP) came to power in 2002 with the
promise of reforms to further democratic consolidation in Turkey. At that
time, the AKP represented a rainbow coalition of individuals from the
previous Islamist parties and many liberal democrats who were fed up with
the failures of old secular political parties. The Turkish public shared their
frustrations and overwhelmingly supported the AKP. Unfortunately, these
reforms did not last. Today, it is indisputable that under the rule of the AKP,
and more specifically, President Recep T. Erdoğan, Turkey has become an
authoritarian state defined and shaped by one person. This article explores
what these developments mean for the future of Turkish democracy as the
country celebrates its centenary, and it includes an examination of whether
Turkish political culture is supportive of such changes.

KEYWORDS Political culture; AKP; authoritarianism; Islamism; political values

Introduction

Turkey once stood as an example of democracy for countries in the Middle
East and the Muslim world. It was a remarkable experiment in state-building
from the ashes of an empire. However, on the eve of the Republic’s centen-
ary, the Turkish political system cannot be characterized as a functioning
democracy. Many of its shortcomings are ably described in other contri-
butions to this Special Issue. As Turkey prepares for elections in 2023, it
not only has to deal with the devastating consequences of the February
2023 earthquakes, but also uncertainties and controversies, including
whether President Recep T. Erdoğan, who has announced his candidacy to
be re-elected, is constitutionally eligible to serve a third term.1
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When Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP)
came to power in 2002 with the promise of democratization and new leader-
ship from self-proclaimed reformist successors of the Virtue Party (Fazilet
Partisi), many students of Turkish politics welcomed it as a new beginning,
perhaps a transformation in political Islam that promised democratic conso-
lidation in Turkey. At that time, the AKP represented a rainbow coalition of
reformist members of the previous Islamist parties, Kurdish voters, and some
liberal democrats who were fed up with the old secular political parties and
their intransigent policies. However, a few scholars, including this author,
worried that these self-proclaimed reformist leaders of the AKP were
nothing more than wolves in sheep’s clothing who were ready to take advan-
tage of the economic and political crises of the country that followed the 2001
financial collapse. I maintained that the AKP had its own agenda of conquer-
ing the state from within, a long-held ambition of Islamist counter-revolution-
aries in Turkey. In an early assessment of what the post-Virtue Party AKP
might hold for Turkey, I concluded that if the self-claimed reformers truly
intended to create a new political party like the Christian-Democratic
parties in Western Europe, this would be a significant change toward the con-
solidation of democracy in Turkey. But, if they were to revert to the practices
and goals of their old mentors, then the future of democracy would be at risk.2

One cannot deny that during its first term in power, AKP pushed ahead
with reforms in pursuit of membership in the European Union (EU) and
gradually broke the grip of the powerful Turkish military on politics. At
that time, the AKP was a coalition of different leaders and groups which
held varying ideological positions. One group was the self-proclaimed refor-
mers of the former Welfare (Refah)and Virtue parties who left the old circle
around Necmettin Erbakan, a stalwart of Islamist politics in Turkey. This
group was led by Erdoğan, Abdullah Gül, Abdüllatif Şener, İdris Naim
Şahin, Binali Yıldırım, and Bülent Arınç, and was supported by overwhelm-
ing majority of the Milli Görüş followers who had long been associated with
Erbakan. The second group represented liberal and secular politicians,
writers, and businessmen who were followers of former center-right political
parties. Their main interest was to reform the economy and realize Turkey’s
EU membership aspiration. The third main group included former secular
leftists who had abandoned the rigid leftist ideologies of pre-1980 Turkey
and looked for a new beginning. The elections of 2002 gave AKP a lopsided
majority (two-thirds of the seats despite winning just over 34 percent of the
vote) because only two political parties managed to clear the ten percent
national elections threshold.

Following AKP’s 2002 victory, there were concern over whether Turkey
would see a shift in its secular politics and orientation towards the
Western world. Erdoğan repeatedly assured the public that the AKP did
not find it appropriate to mix religion and politics and that it viewed itself
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From the Islamic Democracy Party to AKP: a story of alliances and
resilience

To appreciate what the AKP means for political development in Turkey, one
must first understand the role political parties play in democracies. Political
parties provide a crucial link between the electorate and elites as well as
between citizens and government in functioning democracies.6 Political
parties fulfill several important tasks that include: (1) Organizing public par-
ticipation in politics, (2) Control and recruitment of elites, (3) Conflict man-
agement, (4) Competition management, (5) Policy innovation, and most
significantly, (6) Socializing the public to system consensus.7 It is in the
context of parties’ role that one can understand the rise of the AKP.

When one looks at how Islamist political parties have worked in Turkey,
one sees that they not only played a crucial role in the polarization of public
opinion, but they also campaigned diligently to convince their followers that
the current political system and its laïc (secular) nature were illegitimate. In
this respect, the AKP and its predecessors did not socialize their followers
toward system consensus. However, Erdoğan’s AKP did successful adapted
to changing political dynamics and voter realignment during the 1990s
and early 2000s. One constant, however, for both the AKP and its predeces-
sors was how they closely worked with religious leaders and tarikats to
advances their political agenda.

Islamist political parties in Turkey have always had ties to powerful tari-
kats and their influential religious leaders, known as sheikhs. Those tarikats
that ventured into politics had one common goal: to reverse Kemal Atatürk’s
reforms and bring Islam back into the realm of politics. However, until the
1990s, these groups lacked the necessary economic and human capital base
to challenge openly Turkey’s laïcité and its staunch defenders. Given their
lack of power, the tarikats adopted a powerful strategy that relied on
patience, so that if every believer did their part, sometime in the future,
Turkey would once again become an Islamist state and return to its rightful
place in the Islamic world. That strategy was composed of several elements:

1. Alliance with the dominant right-wing political party for protection in
return for providing voter support in elections;

2. Establishing a capital base with successful businesses to provide support
for Islamist projects;

3. Establishing an independent political party and forming coalitions with
other parties, whether the right of center or left of center, and securing
key ministries;

4. Recruitment of tarikat followers to positions of authority in state insti-
tutions such as the Ministry of Education, Judiciary, and State Planning
Organization;

4 B. A. YEŞILADA
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ordered the closure of the MNP for advocating anti-secular political views
and thus opposing the Republic. Erbakan left for Switzerland, began publish-
ing a newspaper Tek Nizam (One Order), and established the Milli Görüş
(National Vision) organization.12 The latter was to become one of the
most essential support bases of future Islamist parties in Turkey and
served as a mentor such future leaders such as Erdoğan. Following a court
dismissal of his personal case, Erbakan returned to Turkey and formed the
National Salvation Party (Milli Selamet Partisi, MSP) on October 11,
1972.13 This party became a critical partner of coalition governments until
the 1980 coup and utilized its vital position to expand its infiltration of
state institutions with crucial personnel appointments. Its efforts ended
abruptly when the military carried out a coup in September 1980 and
banned all political parties.

However, before the military coup, the Islamists did achieve a significant
victory in putting Turkey on the agenda of a global Islamist movement. This
occurred at a Sharia congress in Pakistan.14 It was known as the International
Sharia Congress and was sponsored by a Saudi Arabian institution Rabitat
al-Alam al-Islami (The World Muslim League). The participants, including
Islamists from Turkey, signed a declaration that outlined many goals,
including:

1. The constitutions of the Islamic countries should be restructured accord-
ing to Islamic principles, and the Arabic language should be spread
among the people.

2. The civil code should be replaced by Sharia law.
3. Women should obey the Islamic code.
4. Necessary economic and political steps should be taken to establish

modern Islamic states based on the Sharia.
5. At every level of education, Islam must be taught as a mandatory subject.
6. In secondary schools students must memorize the Koran.
7. Every Muslim should memorize the five principles of Islam.
8. To accomplish these goals, Islamic schools must be established in every

country.
9. To establish an Islamic Unity, all Muslim states should first recognize and

accept their Islamic identity and form a confederation under the guidance
of a commonly elected Caliph.15

The Sharia Congress in Pakistan was just the beginning of a significant
strategy of Islamist counter-revolution in Turkey. Its significance can be
seen in the educational changes the AKP introduced following its second
election victory in 2007. Reforms in education not only brought mandatory
‘religion and values’ courses to public schools, they also allowed the hijab to
be worn by girls starting in the fifth grade.16 The AKP also reversed the

6 B. A. YEŞILADA
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m
ovem

ent
that

needed
to

be
controlled

and/or
elim

inated:atheists,separatists,W
estern

hum
anists,intellectuals

w
ho

blam
ed

Islam
for

the
fallofthe

O
ttom

an
E
m
pire,and

the
laïcists.Itis

im
por-

tantto
note

thatthe
currentneo-O

ttom
anistm

ovem
entunder

the
A
K
P
con-

tinues
to

em
phasize

these
principles,

thus
providing

clear
proof

of
a
long-

term
strategy

of
goals

of
politicalIslam

in
the

country.
E
rdoğan

em
erged

on
the

political
scene

w
hen

E
rbakan

reorganized
Islam

ists
un

der
the

ban
n
er

of
the

W
elfare

P
arty

follow
in
g

a
gen

eral
am

n
esty.

H
e
becam

e
m
ayor

of
Istan

bul
in

1994.
H
e
w
as

on
e
of

the
criti-

cal
trusted

studen
ts
of

E
rbakan

w
ith

solid
view

s
and

criticism
of

T
urkey’s

W
estern

orien
tation.

T
he

return
of

E
rbakan

and
birth

of
the

W
elfare

P
arty

en
ded

the
Islam

ist
voters’

m
ass

support
of

A
N
A
P
.
Startin

g
w
ith

the
1991

n
ation

al
election

s,
E
rbakan

an
d

the
W
elfare

P
arty

began
to

have
m
ore

electoral
success.

T
he

party
leadership

expressed
view

s
an

d
policy

position
s
of

the
N
ation

al
V
ision

that
w
ere

sym
pathetic

to
the

con
-

servative
an

d
disen

chan
ted

voters
an

d
created

a
n
ation

w
ide

n
etw

ork
of

devoted
follow

ership
guided

by
party

activists
an

d
party

elites.
T
he

inform
al

party
organization

of
the

W
elfare

P
arty

w
as

extensive
and

relied
on

a
tightly

controlled
netw

ork
ofactivists

and
volunteers. 18

G
raduates

of
Im

am
-H

atip
schools

further
grew

in
num

bers
and

found
em

ploym
ent

throughout
state

bureaucracy. 19
T
he

strategy
of

public
education

through
Im

am
-H

atip
schools

w
as

to
bear

fruit
in

the
future

as
the

ever-increasing
num

ber
of

individuals
am

ong
the

graduates
entered

the
w
orkforce

as
dedi-

cated
follow

ers
of

the
Islam

ist
m
ovem

ent.
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The Welfare Party succeeded beyond its leaders’ wildest dreams in the
1995 national and local elections. Yet, their initial success was soon followed
by their downfall. The ‘post-modern coup’ of 1997 brought down the
Welfare Party-led coalition government between Erbakan and Tansu Çiller
of the True Path Party and eventually to the closure of Welfare Party on
January 16, 1998.

Afterward, some of Erbakan’s closest allies in the party established the
Virtue Party (Fazilet Partisi) and attempted to tone down their criticism of
secularism to present a new image for their party. These younger elites,
led by individuals as Erdoğan and Abdullah Gül, emphasized the need for
a system-oriented political party and openly challenged the older guard led
by the then-leader of the Virtue Party, Recai Kutan. However, it was
pretty clear that Erbakan continued to call the shots in the party while
being banned from politics for five years. The influence of Erbakan on the
became apparent during the first grand congress of the Virtue Party in
May 2000. Fed up with the old guard’s tight control and its unwillingness
to consider the new ideas of a younger generation, reformists (yenilikçiler),
led by Gül, challenged Kutan for the party’s leadership. The reformists
were upset by the traditionalists’ (gelenekçiler) domination of the party’s
Central Committee and by Erbakan’s continuing control of appointing
new members to the party’s leadership.20 The Virtue Party, however, did
not last long and faced a quick ban by a decision of the Constitutional
Court for its anti-secular and anti-system orientation.

Following the closure of the Virtue Party, the reformists and traditional-
ists split up and began to chart their separate ways. Erbakan chose his close
ally Kutan as the chairman of their camp’s new party – the Felicity Party
(Saadet Partisi, SP). On the reformist front, Erdoğan and other reformists
established the AKP, which received 51 members of the National Assembly,
mostly former Virtue Party members. Powerful figures from the Virtue Party
(such as Gül, Bülent Arınç, Cemil Çiçek, Abdülkadir Aksu, and Ali Coşkun)
decided to join the reformists.

The AKP in power

When AKP was established, it paid far greater attention to creating a system-
oriented image as its references to religion were softened, often included
under the general category of allowing a greater expression of individual
civil and political rights.21 It also presented itself as more pro-EU and
business-friendly and less nationalistic and Islamist than its predecessors.
It seemed that Islamic-oriented elites had a historic opportunity to reform
Islamic politics in Turkey and establish a truly democratically-oriented
Islamic political party. It should be noted, however, that system-oriented
in Turkey meant a party had to be committed to the principle of laïcité.
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E
rdoğan

and
his

allies’
call

for
a

system
-oriented

political
party

thus
suggested

a
new

beginning
for

Islam
ic-oriented

parties
in

T
urkish

politics.
T
he

question
,
how

ever,
w
as

w
hether

the
A
K
P
’s

rhetoric
w
ould

be
m
atched

by
policies

an
d

action
s
to

con
vin

ce
the

gen
eral

public
an

d
secular

establishm
en
t
that

it
w
as

a
gen

uin
e
system

-orien
ted

con
servative

political
party

w
ithout

Islam
ist

aspiration
s.

It
gain

ed
this

opportun
ity

after
com

ing
to

pow
er

after
the

2002
elections.

O
n
this

score,
it
did

have
som

e
tan

gible
accom

plishm
en
ts.

T
he

A
K
P
leadership

did
a
trem

en
dous

job,
at

least
in
itially,

of
portrayin

g
the

party
as

a
coalition

of
in
dividuals

from
diff

erent
politicalpoints

of
view

.It
pushed

ahead
w
ith

E
U

harm
oni-

zation
reform

s,
w
hich

con
vin

ced
m
ost

observers
that

this
w
as

a
system

-
orien

ted
political

party
w
ith

a
m
oderate

religious
orien

tation
.
H
ow

ever,
w
hen

on
e
con

siders
the

n
ature

of
tw

o
pow

erful
foun

dation
s
(vakıf)

that
played

a
sign

ifican
t
role

in
establishin

g
the

A
K
P
,
its

system
-orien

ted
im

age
should

have
been

seriously
question

ed.
T
hese

foun
dation

s
w
ere

the
B
irlik

V
akfı

an
d
the

İlim
Y
aym

a
V
akfı.

T
he

latter
w
as

the
product

of
the

previously
discussed

İlim
Y
aym

a
C
em

iyeti.T
he

form
er

w
as

established
in

1985
by

K
orkut

Ö
zal

w
ho,

w
ith

three
other

M
illi

G
örüş

follow
ers

(A
bdulkadir

A
ksu,A

liC
oşkun

,an
d
C
em

ilÇ
içek),aim

ed
to

brin
g
together

Islam
ic

con
gregation

s
to

prom
ote

the
T
urkish-Islam

ic
syn

thesis
in

every-
day

life
an

d
political

aren
a.O

ther
A
K
P
foun

ders
w
ith

a
M
illi

G
örüş

back-
groun

d
in
cluded

(in
addition

to
E
rdoğan

)
İsm

ail
K
ahram

an
,
H
asan

K
alyon

cu,an
d
Z
ekiE

rgezen
. 22

T
here

w
as

n
o
doubtfor

an
y
shrew

d
observer

of
T
urkish

politics
that

these
foun

dation
s
w
ere

orien
ted

to
socialize

their
m
em

bers
tow

ard
system

con
sen

sus.
O
n

the
con

trary,
they

w
an

ted
to

chan
ge

the
system

.
T
he

A
K
P
forged

another
key

coalition
w
ith

the
pow

erful
G
ülen

M
ove-

m
ent.

T
his

w
as

an
interesting

partnership
that

is
perfectly

captured
by

the
notion

‘the
enem

y
of

m
y
enem

y
is
m
y
friend

’B
oth

E
rdoğan

and
Fethullah

G
ülen,w

ho
has

been
living

in
self-im

posed
exile

in
the

U
nited

States
since

1999,
view

ed
the

K
em

alist
establishm

ent,
especially

the
pow

erful
T
urkish

m
ilitary,as

their
enem

ies.H
ow

ever,the
tw
o
leaders

represented
fundam

en-
tally

opposing
branches

ofpoliticalIslam
in

T
urkey.W

hile
E
rdoğan

em
erged

from
the

N
akşibendi

grouping,
w
hereas

G
ülen

w
as

a
leader

of
the

N
urcus.

H
istorically,

these
tw
o

branches
view

ed
each

other
as

opponents
w
ith

diff
erent

view
s
on

replacing
the

laïcité
system

w
ith

an
Islam

ic
state.

W
hile

E
rdoğan

used
E
U
-inspired

reform
s
to

gradually
break

the
m
ilitary’s

grip
on

politics,G
ülenists

successfully
in
filtrated

the
low

er
ranks

ofthe
judiciary,

the
m
ilitary,

and
other

m
ajor

state
institutions.

T
he

G
ülenists

also
built

a
global

netw
ork

that
bene

fited
from

the
help

of
the

A
K
P

governm
ent

to
open

doors
for

their
business

ventures
and

schools. 23
T
his

alliance
paved

the
w
ay

for
E
rdoğan

to
establish

his
hegem

ony
w
ithin

the
A
K
P

and
T
urkey.H

ow
ever,this

alliance
w
as

to
be

short-lived.
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Follow
ing

his
second

election
victory

in
2007,E

rdoğan
began

to
gradually

reverse
politicalreform

s,successfully
rem

oved
liberals

from
A
K
P
leadership

positions,and
replaced

his
opponents

in
the

rank
and

file
w
ith

staunch
M
illi

G
örüş

follow
ers

close
to

him
.N

ew
policy

m
easures

included
delegating

the
once-pow

erful
N
ational

Security
C
ouncil

to
an

advisory
role

and
gradually

putting
the

arm
ed

forces
under

civilian
authority.E

rdoğan
also

revised
the

separation
of

pow
ers

betw
een

T
urkey’s

executive
and

judiciary,concentrat-
ing

pow
ers

in
the

hands
of

the
form

er,w
hich

he
controlled.E

rdoğan
’s
and

G
ülen

’s
next

m
ove

targeted
the

m
ilitary

establishm
ent.

T
hrough

trum
ped-

up
charges,

300
active

and
retired

high-ranking
o
ffi
cers

w
ere

sent
to

prison
through

conspiracy
cases

such
as

B
alyoz

and
E
rgenekon.

T
he

purged
active

duty
o
ffi
cers

w
ere

then
replaced

by
those

sym
pathetic

to
E
rdoğan

and
G
ülen.

W
ith

the
m
ilitary

threat
gone,

it
becam

e
apparent

that
a
show

dow
n
betw

een
E
rdoğan

and
G
ülen

w
as

a
m
atter

of
tim

e
–
w
ho

w
ould

be
pre-em

inent
in

reshaping
T
urkey’s

future.
T
he

firstshotacross
the

bow
cam

e
from

the
G
ülenists.In

D
ecem

ber
2013,

a
series

ofpolice
investigations

revealed
financialcorruption

involving
high-

levelm
em

bers
ofA

K
P
,including

E
rdoğan

’s
son

B
ilaland

three
cabinetm

in-
isters.E

rdoğan
characterized

the
investigations

as
a
judicialcoup

designed
by

the
G
ülen

m
ovem

entand
unleashed

a
com

prehensive
crackdow

n
againstthe

latter.
T
he

State
P
rosecutor,

a
close

associate
of

G
ülen,

and
other

investi-
gators

w
ere

quickly
rem

oved
from

their
positions

and
reassigned

to
far

corners
of

T
urkey.Furtherm

ore,police
o
ffi
cers

in
charge

of
the

operations,
w
ho

w
ere

also
m
em

bers
of

the
G
ülen

M
ovem

ent,
w
ere

arrested.
T
he

next
phase

of
this

clash
occurred

w
hen

the
m
ilitary

attem
pted

a
coup

in
July

2016.Itw
as

a
totalfailure.T

here
are,how

ever,serious
questions

concerning
w
ho

planned
the

failed
coup.

W
as

it
planned

by
G
ülen

and
his

follow
ers

w
ithin

the
o
ffi
cer

corps?
O
r
w
as

it
som

ehow
staged

by
E
rdoğan

to
expose

those
G
ülenist

o
ffi
cers?

In
any

event,
E
rdoğan

used
the

coup
to

purge
G
ülenists

and
m
ilitary

o
ffi
cers

loyal
to

A
taturk’s

secular
principles

w
ho

w
ere

critical
of

E
rdoğan

and
his

political
regim

e. 24
A
ccording

to
inform

ation
available

through
open

source
T
urkish

m
edia,

the
authorities

arrested,
sacked,

or
suspended

over
130,000

people
including

soldiers,
judges,

teachers,
policem

en,
busi-

nessm
en

and
sports

o
ffi
cials,

detained
nearly

143
journalists,

arrested
or

rem
oved

alm
ost

50,000
m
ilitary,

police,
and

other
security

personnel
from

their
posts,

suspended
143

adm
irals

and
generals

(out
of

375),
dism

issed
262

m
ilitary

judges
and

prosecutors,
dism

issed
47

district
governors

and
arrested

30
of

81
provincialgovernors,dism

issed
3,000

judges
and

prosecu-
tors

and
arrested

over
1,500

law
yers

and
con

fiscated
their

properties,
dis-

m
issed

m
ore

than
15,000

E
ducation

M
inistry

o
ffi
cials,

revoked
licenses

of
21,000

teachers,
fired

3,623
professors

and
1,500

deans,
closed

1,043
private

schools,
1,299

charities
and

foundations,
19

trade
unions,

15
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universities, 35 medical institutions, and military schools(placing them all
under state control), and closed more than a hundred media outlets.25

With this move, Erdoğan eliminated his most powerful enemies. With
mass public support behind him, he then sponsored a referendum to
replace Turkey’s parliamentary system with a strong presidential one. This
passed in April 2017, and in July 2018, after having triumphed in the presi-
dential elections the previous month, Erdoğan began to formally transform
Turkey’s long-standing parliamentary system into a heavily centralized pre-
sidential one. This new system has entrenched his one-man authoritarian
rule.26

According to Ihsan Yilmaz and Galib Bashirov, what has emerged in
Turkey during the last two decades of AKP rule can be termed Erdoğanism.
It refers to the emerging political regime in Turkey that has four main
dimensions: (1) electoral authoritarianism as the political system; (2) neopa-
trimonialism as the economic system; (3) populism as the political strategy;
and (4) Islamism as the political ideology.27

Voter realignment in Turkey

The ability of political parties to adapt to voter realignment is at the heart of
survival in politics. Political party adaptation can form a dynamic process
where systemic developments characterized by social, cultural, and economic
changes in the country affect mass political behavior and parties’ response.
Systemic changes refer to socioeconomic development broadly defined.
This spills over to political development in the form of a civic society practi-
cing its political choice in the electoral process. As individual citizens’ atti-
tudes, beliefs, and values change, their participation in the political process
reflects these changes. If they are satisfied with the policies and views of
the political party they support, we can expect this support to continue. In
this case, the political party in question is adapting to the changing position
of its support base. If the party fails to make these adjustments, voters are
likely to move on to other political parties that are more in line with their
new position(s). This happened in Turkish electoral politics during the
1990s, ending with the rise of the AKP.28 Party leadership is also a very
important component of adaptation. Leaders recognize not only the policy
needs of the country but also see the changes in the party’s support base
and implement reforms that reflect these changes within the party structure.
Furthermore, if the top leader has a charismatic nature that attracts the
masses, it would contribute to adaptation.

Since the beginning of multiparty politics in 1946, the Turkish political
system has experienced a turbulent history, ridden with ideological polariz-
ation and fractionalization of political parties and interest groups, as well as
periods of social and political unrest. The most recent voter realignment in
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Turkey occurred in the mid-1990s with a significant shift from the political
center and more traditional center-right parties toward the far right.29 The
rise in conservative values among the public also supports this trend and
could explain the attraction of political parties like AKP for the electorate.
Data from the World Values Survey in Turkey (see Figure 1) provide impor-
tant insight into individuals’ self-identification on a political ideological scale
(0 = far left to 10 = far right).

What one observes in Figure 1 should be alarming for the future of
democracy in Turkey. The ideological middle has collapsed in Turkey
along with a rise in individual identification with the conservative political
right since the 1990s. And when the median voter’s dominance of the ideo-
logical spectrum disappears, what follows is polarization and decline of
democratic systems. These results confirm earlier findings of Ersin Kalaycıo-
ğlu and Ali Çarkoğlu on rising religiosity in Turkey since 1994 and that the
entire electorate shifted to the right of the ideological spectrum, thus high-
lighting a major voter realignment in this country. Since the mid-1990s,
surveys reveal a steady and stable shift of the entire political landscape
from left to right, with the centrist block collapsing. Election results
further support this observation. The reasons behind the shift are similar
to the 1970s. Simply, coalition governments of traditional parties in the
1990s failed to address the economic and socio-political crises facing the
country. When the financial meltdown of 2001 occurred, the voters simply
voted the AKP into power.

Figure 1. Voter Realignment in Turkey: 1991–2020. Source: World Values Survey.
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As discussed in the section on religiosity and political values below, Turks’
traditional values also explain this realignment. The ever-increasing number
of Imam-Hatip graduates have been spreading their Islamist influence
throughout Turkey. It is certainly true that not all graduates of these
schools favor the reversal of all of Atatürk’s reforms. However, they do
receive ample socialization and education that demonize Atatürk while
their conservative/traditional values are elevated.30 The rise and increased
influence of the Gülenist movement further contributed to this phenom-
enon. Economic hardship added to the materialist and survivalist needs of
ordinary citizens who longed for a leader who could meet their aspirations.
The importance of this realignment for the AKP is quite telling. By portray-
ing itself as a reformist conservative and moderately Islamist political party,
the AKP captured the conservative and other disgruntled center-rightist
voters’ support in 2002. The self-proclaimed reformists did not have to do
much as the ideological bloc moved in their direction to the right, and the
old parties of that spectrum lost their legitimacy in the eyes of the electorate.
The unfortunate outcome of this realignment and the AKP’s subsequent
actions is that this has made it easier for the gradual transformation of the
countryis political system from a parliamentary democracy to an authoritar-
ian presidential system.

Religiosity and Turks’ social and political values

Traditional and survivalist values of the average Turkish citizen can be seen
in Figure 2, which plots Turkey against other selected countries from data
found in the World Values Survey.31 Two indices provide rich information
along the x and y-axis. As the two maps from 1996 and 2020 show, average
societal values in Turkey along these measures have not changed significantly
and are in the opposite quadrant from the Western democracies. This is an
important factor in explaining, at least in part, why the public remained
largely silent about Erdoğan’s systematic dismantling of democracy in
Turkey during the last decade.

To understand the relationship between values and democratization at the
societal level, the two dimensions need to be explained. The first dimension
is Traditional (Religious) vs. Secular (Rational) values, which reflect division
between societies regarding religion and religiosity. The more traditional
societies emphasize religion, while more secular-rational ones do not. For
example, societies near the traditional pole emphasize the importance of
parent–child ties and deference to authority, absolute standards and tra-
ditional family values, and reject divorce, abortion, euthanasia, and
suicide. They tend to have high levels of national pride coupled with a natio-
nalistic outlook. Societies with secular-rational values have opposite prefer-
ences in all of these areas.

TURKISH STUDIES 13



The second critical dimension of cross-cultural variation is linked with the
transition from an industrial society to post-industrial society, which brings
a distinction between Survival (materialist values associated with the indus-
trialization phase of development) and Self-expression (postmodern/post-
industrial) values.32 Factor analysis of the mean national scores reveals
that individualism, autonomy, and self-expression (measures of postmodern
value system) all tap a single underlying dimension that accounts for 91
percent of the cross-national variance. The basic argument suggests that
the unprecedented wealth accumulation in advanced societies during
recent generations resulted in a more significant portion of the population
that takes survival for granted. These individuals shift their priorities from
an overwhelming emphasis on economic and physical security toward an
increasing focus on subjective well-being, self-expression, and quality of
life. Individuals also become free to emphasize a general need for self-

Figure 2. Inglehart-Welzel Culture Map. Source: Yesilada et al, Global Power Transition,
35. Note: The small circle in the left-bottom quadrant shows shifting position of average
Turkish values on the I-W index since 1991. The larger circle in the right-top quadrant is
the EU countries.
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expression and question authority. They demand political participation.33

The result is a gradual transition toward democratization in autocratic
nations and more effective political representation in democratic countries.34

However, important nuances must be addressed concerning the transition
to democratic governance. For example, it is essential to note that while the
desire for freedom is universal, human emancipation is not prioritized when
individuals grow up when survival is uncertain. Welzel’s more recent work
on changing values supports this observation.35 On the flip side, adopting
democratic institutions does not automatically produce a culture that
emphasizes self-expression values either. Take, for example, the findings
on ‘tutelary democracies’ including Turkey.36 One needs to distinguish
between embedded (genuine) and institutional democracies. The former
represents countries with more post-modern and secular values, whereas
the latter is found in traditional/religious and materialist/survivalist societies.
The latter is more prone to collapse and transformation into an authoritarian
political system than the former, as the population in materialist/survivalist
societies is more concerned with making ends meet than how democratic
their government institutions are.

An additional factor that is intensely debated among scholars is over how
religion affects the relationship between the emergence of post-industrial
values and the transition to democracy, especially when we consider the dis-
tinction between institutionalized and genuine (embedded) democracies. As
Yilmaz explains, modernization influences values in a predicted direction,
but the magnitude and occasionally the direction of the influence depend
on cultural heritage. This concept mainly pertains to religious traditions.37

Put differently, it can be argued that religious tradition is the most crucial
factor in cultural change. This is why observed differences in secularized
populations, such as Western European countries versus the United States,
depend on their respective religious traditions or heritage. This would also
explain the exception observed in high-income Islamic societies where
emancipatory values have yet to emerge on a large scale.

As seen in Table 1, since the mid-1990s, an increasing number of Turks
are supportive a strong leader who would not have to bother with parliament
and elections. Table 2 shows how these results break down by education level
from the most recent iteration of the survey. When controlled for the edu-
cation level of respondents, the following is observed (Table 2). It is impor-
tant (and perhaps surprising) to note that majority of those surveyed favored
a strong authoritarian leader, regardless of their level of education. Even uni-
versity-educated Turks are divided between 47 percent in favor and 42
percent against such a leader. Put differently, whereas modernization
theory would predict that education would lead to more democratic atti-
tudes, we do not witness such an outcome in Turkey. Furthermore, in
Table 3, we see that when controlled for values on the World Values
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Survey’s
autonom

y
index,there

is
alm

ost
an

even
divide

on
support

for
an

undem
ocratic

leader
betw

een
traditional/religious

(w
ho

are
far

m
ore

num
er-

ous)
and

m
ore

secular
respondents.

M
easuring

the
religiosity

ofT
urks

through
another

question
also

displays
an

insight
into

the
e
ff
ects

of
changes

m
ade

in
the

educationalsystem
under

the
A
K
P
.T

able
4
provides

view
s
on

religion
and

science.A
n
overw

helm
ing

m
ajority

ofT
urks

believe
thatw

hen
science

and
religion

con
flict,the

latter
is

alw
ays

right.Furtherm
ore,as

w
e
saw

in
T
able

2
on

support
for

an
undem

o-
cratic

leader,
the

level
of

education
attained

does
not

a
ff
ect

the
results

significantly.

P
ro
sp

ects
fo
r
th
e
fu
tu
re

A
s
the

R
epublic

nears
its

centenary
on

O
ctober

29,2023,the
observations

in
this

paper
should

raise
concern

for
the

future
of

the
country’s

dem
ocracy.

W
hen

the
A
K
P
cam

e
to

pow
er

in
2002,it

em
barked

on
am

bitious
econom

ic
and

politicalreform
s
that

finally
prom

ised
to

bring
em

bedded
dem

ocracy
to

Table
1.Support

for
a
strong,undem

ocratic
leader.

W
VS

1981–2022
Tim

e
Series

(Turkey)

Politicalsystem
:H

aving
a
strong

leaderw
ho

does
nothave

to
botherw

ith
parliam

ent
and

elections
(%

)

1994–1998
1999–2004

2005–2009
2010–2014

2017–2022

Very
good

9
27

21
17

15
Fairly

good
27

36
29

33
35

Bad
31

16
19

19
26

Very
bad

21
9

14
16

13
N
o
answ

er
1

1
2

2
2

D
ońt

know
11

10
15

14
10

(N
)

1907
4607

3672
1605

2415

Source:W
orld

Values
Survey

data.https://w
w
w
.w
orldvaluessurvey.org/W

VSContents.jsp

Table
2.Preference

for
a
strong,undem

ocratic
leader

by
education

level.
W
orld

Values
Survey

W
ave

7:2017–2022

O
pinion

on
strong

leader
w
ho

does
not

bother
w
ith

parliam
ent

or
elections

Early
childhood

education
/
no

education
Prim

ary
education

Low
er

secondary
education

U
pper

secondary
education

Bachelor
degree

or
equivalent

Very
good

13
13.9

16.4
16.4

12.9
Fairly

good
35.4

36.3
32.4

34
34.7

Fairly
Bad

23.1
27.2

23
28.9

26
Very

bad
10.5

11
17.2

11.8
16.3

D
on’t

know
13.7

10.8
9.4

7.2
7.5

N
o
answ

er
4.3

0.8
1.6

1.7
2.7

(N
)

277
876

256
585

412

Source:W
orld

Values
Survey

data.https://w
w
w
.w
orldvaluessurvey.org/W

VSContents.jsp

16
B
.A

.YEŞILA
D
A

® 



T
urkey

and
have

T
urkey

accepted
am

ong
the

E
U

m
em

ber
states.Y

et,since
2007,

m
ost

of
the

initial
reform

s
that

w
ere

m
ade

to
m
eet

E
U

m
em

bership
requirem

ents
have

been
reversed

and
have

been
replaced

by
an

authoritarian
dictatorship

of
a
single

individual.It
should

be
noted

that
the

E
U
’s
actions

have
aided

E
rdoğan

in
achieving

his
am

bitions.
E
ach

tim
e
T
urkey

show
ed

a
positive

step
tow

ard
m
eeting

accession
requirem

ents,
the

E
U

m
oved

the
finish

line
and

also
dem

anded
m
ore

concessions
from

T
urks

tow
ards

C
yprus

and
G
reece,

irrespective
of

how
the

latter
tw
o
have

underm
ined

chances
to

solve
the

C
yprus

problem
or

bilateral
disputes

betw
een

G
reece

and
T
urkey. 38

N
onetheless,

from
2008

onw
ard,

it
is

clear
that

dem
ocratic

developm
ent

in
T
urkey

has
regressed,

and
educational

and
social

Table
3.Support

for
undem

ocratic
leader

by
autonom

y
level.

W
orld

Value
Survey

W
ave

7
2017–

2022

Autonom
y
Index

(from
W
VS)

O
pinion

on
strong

leader
w
ho

does
not

bother
w
ith

parliam
ent

or
elections

O
bedience/

Religious
Faith

(-2)
−
1

0
1

D
eterm

ination,
perseverance/

Independence
(2)

Very
good

18.6
13.7

13
8.7

8.3
Fairly

good
37.2

40
38

43.8
43.3

Fairly
Bad

31
35.4

30.8
30.4

26.7
Very

bad
13.2

10.8
18.2

17.2
21.7

(N
)

129
582

598
507

60

Source:W
orld

Values
Survey

data.https://w
w
w
.w
orldvaluessurvey.org/W

VSContents.jsp

Table
4.View

s
on

con
flict

betw
een

science
and

religion.
W
henever

science
and

religion
con

flict,religion
is

alw
ays

right
(%

)

2010–2014
2017–2022

Strongly
agree

35
34

Agree
35

31
D
isagree

16
23

Strongly
disagree

5
5

D
ońt

know
7

5
N
o
answ

er
2

1
(N
)

1605
2415

W
henever

science
and

religion
con

flict,religion
is
alw

ays
right

H
ighest

educationallevel:
Respondent

(recoded
into

3
groups)

(2017-2022
W
ave)

Low
er

M
iddle

H
igher

Strongly
agree

38.6
26.7

28.6
Agree

31.3
32.8

29.1
D
isagree

19.1
27.7

29.4
Strongly

disagree
4.3

6.2
6.6

D
on’t

know
5.5

4.3
5.6

N
o
answ

er
1.2

2.2
0.7

Source:W
orld

Values
Survey

data.https://w
w
w
.w
orldvaluessurvey.org/W

VSContents.jsp
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developm
ents

have
resulted

in
the

deepening
ofsocietalcleavages

thatthrea-
ten

the
country’s

stability.
W
hile

the
A
K
P
can

celebrate
its

num
erous

election
victories,

its
recent

actions
should

concern
anyone

w
ho

cares
about

the
future

of
T
urkey.

T
he

sam
e
observation

also
applies

to
w
hat

has
happened

to
the

A
K
P

itself.
O
nce

a
coalition

of
varying

political
ideologies,

it
has

becom
e
a
party

of
one

m
an

w
ho

firm
ly
controls

the
actions

ofelected
politicians

and
appointed

o
ffi
cials. 39

T
here

is
no

denying
that

E
rdoğan

is
proud

and
self-con

fident,often
arro-

gant
and

vindictive,
and

has
a
diff

erent
vision

for
T
urkey

than
his

secular
predecessors.H

e
enjoys

popularity
am

ong
a
large

sector
of

T
urkish

society
by

projecting
the

im
age

of
a
strong

leader.
T
hey

call
him

R
eis

(captain
or

leader
of

the
country).

T
his

attribute
is
highly

valued
am

ong
m
any

T
urks,

as
show

n
above.A

s
H
arold

Lassw
ellnoted

m
any

years
ago

about
in
fluential

leaders,
E
rdoğan

is
equally

successful
in

displaying
his

m
otives

on
public

objects
and

rationalizing
them

in
term

s
of

public
interest.

H
e
can

‘reach
and

touch
’those

from
the

low
er

classes
and

m
anipulate

their
feelings

by
fre-

quentreferrals
to

pastO
ttom

an
greatness

and
Islam

ic
values.C

oncerning
the

latter,he
is
keen

on
prom

oting
sectarian

Sunni
values

and
institutions

that
w
ould

spread
Islam

ic
principles

as
opposed

to
K
em

alist
secularism

.
H
e

view
s
his

role
as

the
‘legitim

ate’
leader

of
the

faithful
and

expects
all

w
ho

are
below

him
to

bow
to

his
preferences.

T
his

is
typicalof

a
form

er
m
ürid

(loyalfollow
er)

m
entality

and
explains,

in
part,w

hy
he

is
unw

illing
to

step
aside

and
becom

e
an

im
partialpresident.

E
rdoğan

w
as

a
m
ürid

under
the

late
N
ecm

ettin
E
rbakan,dating

back
to

1976
as

a
youth

leader
in

the
N
SP

.H
is
rise

to
the

helm
of

A
K
P
is
an

im
pressive

story
of

politicalintrigues
that

deserves
in-depth

analysis
beyond

the
scope

of
this

paper.
A
s
far

as
he

is
concerned,

he
has

paid
his

dues
to

reach
this

position
and

is
likely

to
insist

on
staying

in
pow

er
as

long
as

possible.C
er-

tainly,
the

preference
for

a
strong

leader
and

traditional/conservative
values

w
ithin

T
urkish

society
favor

E
rdoğan.

H
e
is

also
charism

atic
and

capable
of

persuading
voters

to
flock

to
his

side.
H
ow

ever,
is

it
possible

that
given

the
terrible

econom
ic

conditions
in

T
urkey

during
the

pastseveralyears
(as

w
ellas

the
catastrophic

earthquakes,
w
hose

im
pact

w
as

m
ade

w
orse

by
shoddy

construction
and

lack
of

enforce-
m
entofbuilding

codes)
could

m
ake

the
voters

think
tw
ice

and
abandon

him
and

hand
A
K
P
a
defeat?

M
any

liberaland
secular

observers
ofT

urkey
w
ould

like
to

believe
this

is
possible.Y

et,one
should

not
be

overly
optim

istic.T
o

tackle
the

econom
ic
hardship,E

rdoğan
is
forging

significant
financial

deals
w
ith

rich
G
ulf

states
to

inject
fresh

capital
into

the
econom

y.
H
is
populist

econom
ic

policies
also

aim
to

satisfy
the

aspirations
of

the
average

citizen,
albeit

they
m
ight

be
less

than
desired.H

istory
also

inform
s
us

that
no

dicta-
tor

w
ho

succeeded
in

concentrating
absolute

pow
er

in
his

hands
has

been
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replaced through fair elections. One fear is that, if all looks bleak, he would
not hesitate to venture into a foreign conflict to galvanize national fervor and
rally support around him.

Notes

1. For a good analysis of what this election means for Turkey’s future, see a
special report from The Economist. “Erdoğan’s Empire,” January 20, 2023.

2. Yesilada, “Virtue Party.” Turkish Studies Spring, 2002, pp. 62–81.
3. For more on Hedef 2023, see “İşte ekonomide 2023 hedefleri,” Haberturk,

January 23, 2011, available at https://www.haberturk.com/ekonomi/makro-
ekonomi/haber/594402-iste-ekonomide-2023-hedefleri

4. These terms used by various observers of Turkish politics (i.e., Ersin Kalaycıo-
ğlu, Mahir Tokatlı, Birol Yeşilada) refer to a presidential system that resembles
late Ottoman constitutional monarchy but with a highly centralized authori-
tarian head of state and government. (See references)

5. It is not the purpose of this paper to discuss the extensive network of those pol-
itical parties as they have been written about extensively in the past. For
example, see Yesilada, “The Virtue Party” Turkish Studies Spring, 2002, and
Yesilada, “Refah Party Phenomenon,” in Birol Yesilada, ed., Comparative Pol-
itical Parties and Party Elites: Essays in Honor of Samuel J. Eldersveld, Ann
Arbor, the University of Michigan Press, 1999, pp. 123–50, and Banu Eligur,
The Mobilization of Political Islam in Turkey, Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2010.

6. For a detailed discussion, see Eldersveld, Political Parties in American
Society, New York: Basic Books, 1982; Robert Michels, Political Parties: A
Sociological Study of the Oligarchical Tendencies in Modern Democracies,
New York: Dover, 1959, first published in German in 1911, Elmer Schattsch-
neider, Party Government, New York: Holt, Reinhart and Wiston, 1941, and
Birol Yesilada, “Realignment and Party Adaptation: The Case of Refah &
Fazilet Parties,” in Politics, Parties and Elections in Turkey, eds. Sabri Sayari
and Yilmaz Esmer, Boulder: Lynne Reinner Publishers, 2002.

7. Eldersveld and Walton, Political Parties in American Society, 2nd ed., New
YorK: Bedford/St.Martins, 2000 pp., 387–90.

8. For a detailed discussion of this point, see Yesilada, “The Virtue
Party, ” Turkish Studies Spring, 2002,

9. Celil Bozkurt, Yahudilik ve Masonluga Karsi Cevat Rifat Atilhan,
Istanbul, Dogu Kütüphanesi, 2012..

10. Among those who were present at this gathering were key Islamist figures,
including Hasan Aksay, Mustafa Yazgan, Arslan Topçubaşı, Osman Yüksel
Serdengeçti, and İsmail Hakkı Yılanoğlu. The consensus was that through
its veto of Erbakan, the AP had turned its back on Islamist values. See
Okutucu, Istikamet Seriat, Refah Partisi [Direction Sheria: The Refah Party],
Istanbul: Yeryüzü Yayınları, 1996, p. 29.

11. The charter members of this party included such key figures of the Nakşibendi
Order and Nurcu movement as Erbakan (member of the parliament from
Konya and Nakşi), Ahmet Paksu (member of parliament and Nurcu), and
Hasan Aksay (former member of parliament and Nakşi). These individuals
played an important role in Islamist politics for years to come. The initial
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Court had found him guilty of inciting domestic unrest and religious hatred
for, among other things, having quoted from a poem by Ziya Gökalp in a
speech given in Siirt in December 1997. As a result of this decision he was
also barred from politics. Until that time, Erdoğan was viewed as the most
likely challenger to Erbakan and Kutan in the party. Erdoğan was hand-
picked by Erbakan for the former’s oratory skills and was elected mayor of
Istanbul in 1994 on the Welfare Party ticket. In addition to having recited
Gökalp’s poem, the Court cited Erdoğan’s statement where he identified
society as having two fundamentally different camps – those who blindly
follow a charismatic leader, such as the Kemalists, and those who follow
justice and were true Muslims who believed in Sharia.

21. Yesilada, “Virtue Party,” 78–9.
22. These individuals saw themselves as the continuum of the Islamist National

Turkish Student Union (Milli Türk Talebe Birliği) of 1966. They succeeded
in bringing together followers of the powerful İskender pasha congregation
and Fethullah Gülen and played a key role in establishing the Virtue Party
and later the AKP. Many members of AKP cabinets had close ties to Korkut
Özal. In addition, Özal had substantial ties to members of the İlim Yayma
Vakfı and was considered mentor of many of its key figures including Kadir
Topbaş (Istanbul Metro Mayor), Ahmet Davutoğlu (Foreign Minister), Ali
Coşkun, Mehmet Aydın (State Minister), and Nevzat Yalçıntaş. See Cumhur-
iyet, May 26, 2006.

23. It is not in the scope of this paper to provide an in-depth discussion of the
Gülen Movement. For a detailed analysis see Yusuf Akdag, Din, Kapitalizm,
ve Gülen Cemaati, (Istanbul, Evrensel yayinevi, 2011), Caroline Tee, “
Gülen Movement: BetweenTurkey and International exile,” in Muhammad
Upal and Caroline Cusack eds. Handbook of Islamic Movements and Sects,
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2021), ch. 4, pp. 86–109.

24. Ihsan Yilmaz and Galib Bashirov, “The AKP after 15 years: emergence of Erdo-
ğanism in Turkey,” Third World Quarterly, Vol. 39, no. 9, p. 8.”

25. Wikipedia has an occasionally updated page that as of 2023 lists over 200 news
articles and more extensive reports that document the extent of these purges.
See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2016%E2%80%93present_purges_in_
Turkey.

26. Kemal Kirişci and Ilke Toygür, Turkey’s new presidential system and a chan-
ging west Implications for Turkish foreign policy and Turkish-West relations.
January 2019. Brookings Institution.

27. Ihsan Yilmaz and Galib Bashirov, “The AKP after 15 years: emergence of Erdo-
ğanism in Turkey,” Third World Quarterly, Vol. 39, no. 9, pp. 1812–1830.

28. This relationship between voter realignment and party adaptation is a
complex one to operationalize and test but one can employ a set of criteria
outlined by Samuel Eldersveld and Hanes Walton Political Parties in Amer-
ican Society. 2nd ed. that include: (1) The type of leadership selected by a
party as its candidates for public office, (2) The organizational form and
process which party adopts, whether very democratic and decentralized
internally, or hierarchically controlled from the top down, or an in-
between ‘stratified’ structure with considerable autonomy in decision
making at all levels of the party, (3) The social base of support for the
party, or the character of its social group coalition, (4) The ideological
line and direction of the party in the context of public opinion shifts, (5)
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