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The Justice and Development Party (AKP) rose to power in the context of multiple tensions that
have strained Turkey since the creation of the Turkish republic in the early 1920s. Modern
Turkey has been divided in many respects—divided between residents of cities and rural areas,
between supporters of secularism and adherents to religion and tradition, between those who
embrace Westernization and those who oppose it, between advocates for liberal democracy and
backers of a deep state.! The AKP has succeeded politically where its Islamist predecessors
failed because it has skillfully navigated and exploited those divisions.

This report explores extremist trends and thinking within the AKP and their impact on freedom
and democracy in Turkey. The report will first describe the background of Islamism in Turkey,
including the Islamist parties that preceded the AKP. It will then discuss the founding and initial
stated ideology of the AKP, before examining its initial years in power and then its authoritarian
turn.

Islamism in Turkey Before the AKP

The simplest definition of Islamism is the employment of Islam not simply as a religion but as a
political ideology. Ihsan Yilmaz says that “Islamism is the instrumentalization of Islam by
individuals, groups and organizations in order to pursue political objectives... Islamists believe
that Islam is the solution to every problem in the modern world.”?

Islamism in Turkey developed in the late 19" century as a response to the decline of the Ottoman
Empire. The “Young Ottomans” group, which Yilmaz describes as “proto-Islamists,” opposed
“Ottoman authoritarianism” and supported political pluralism and democracy guaranteed by a
constitution.® Seeking legitimacy for their agenda, they argued that these liberal principles,
including constitutionalism, were found in Islam.* While Sultan Abdulhamid II “alternatively
suppressed and co-opted the Young Ottomans,” the assumption of dictatorial power by the
secular nationalist “’Young Turks” put an end to this early Islamist project.®

Following the collapse of the empire, a group led by Field Marshal Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk
established an authoritarian republic, with Atatiirk as president. Atatiirk’s ideology, commonly
known as Kemalism, dictated the imposition of top-down secularism, nationalism, and
Westernization as the antidote to the perceived failure of Islamic rule to sustain Turkey’s empire.

! Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation,
2008), 33, https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND_MG726.sum.pdf.

2 Ihsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 104.

3 Ihsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 105.

4 Ihsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 105-06.

5 Ihsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 106.
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Such Westernization included the use of the Latin alphabet for the Turkish language instead of
the Arabic one and the removal of Persian and Arabic words from the Turkish language.®

Kemalism did not imply the separation of religion and state but rather the subordination of
religion to a secular state and the exclusion of religion from public life—closer to the French
laicité model than the American system.” The Turkish republic abolished the sultanate and
caliphate and placed regulation of Sunni Islamic practice under the control of a government
institution called the Diyanet.? The government controlled mosques and required that the call to
Muslim prayer be issued in Turkish, not in the traditional Arabic.® “Progressive” Islam was
encouraged instead of “regressive” Islam.® Women could not study at universities while wearing
headscarves. Traditional independent religious brotherhood organizations were forbidden, and
religious schools were closed, with students forced to go abroad for an Islamic education.!
(Counter to the Kemalists’ intentions, some of these students became indoctrinated in the
Muslim Brotherhood’s ideology and imported it when they returned to Turkey.)*? Islamist
organizations and activities were criminalized, and Islamists were expelled from parliament.*®
All this was mandated by the authoritarian government—a “revolution from above”—with little
buy-in from average Turks—particularly rural ones that adhered closely to Islamic traditions and
were left feeling marginalized by their rulers.** A Kemalist slogan stated that the authorities
governed “for the people, despite the people.”®

However, the Kemalists’ authoritarian secular agenda collided with their desire after World War
Il to join the Western alliance. In order to join the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, Turkey

& Nilufer Gole, “Secularism and Islamism in Turkey: The Making of Elites and Counter-Elites,” Middle East
Journal 51, no. 1 (Winter 1997): 50; Omer Taspinar, “Turkey: The New Model?,” Brookings Institution, April 25,
2012, archived in the Internet Archive,
https://web.archive.org/web/20221113182236/https://www.brookings.edu/research/turkey-the-new-model/.

" lhsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 108; Niltfer Gole, “Secularism and Islamism in Turkey: The Making of Elites and Counter-
Elites,” Middle East Journal 51, no. 1 (Winter 1997): 48.

8 Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation,
2008), 11-12, https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND_MG726.sum.pdf; Ihsan
Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2021), 107-08; Svante E. Cornell, “The Nagshbandi-Khalidi Order and Political Islam in Turkey,” Hudson
Institute, September 3, 2015, https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-nagshbandi-khalidi-order-and-
political-islam-in-turkey.

% Nilufer Gole, “Secularism and Islamism in Turkey: The Making of Elites and Counter-Elites,” Middle East
Journal 51, no. 1 (Winter 1997): 50.

10 Ihsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 108.

11 Svante E. Cornell, “The Nagshbandi-Khalidi Order and Political Islam in Turkey,” Hudson Institute, September 3,
2015, https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-nagshbandi-khalidi-order-and-political-islam-in-turkey.
12 Svante E. Cornell, “The Nagshbandi-Khalidi Order and Political Islam in Turkey,” Hudson Institute, September 3,
2015, https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-nagshbandi-khalidi-order-and-political-islam-in-turkey.
13 Ihsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 103.

14 Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation,
2008), 32, https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND_MG726.sum.pdf.

15 Omer Taspmar, “Turkey: The New Model?,” Brookings Institution, April 25, 2012, archived in the Internet
Archive, https://web.archive.org/web/20221113182236/https://www.brookings.edu/research/turkey-the-new-model/.
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had to introduce a multi-party system, forcing politicians to compete for votes and appeal to
long-ignored rural and traditional constituencies.'® In order to combat Communism at home, a
“Turkish-Islamic synthesis” was imposed: Turkish leaders reintroduced Islam into the national
educational curriculum, and religious brotherhoods were permitted to function openly once
more.!” Schools (Imam-Hatip) were created to train religious functionaries.® And economic
reforms facilitated the rise of a new middle class, the “Anatolian bourgeoisie,” with Muslim
roots.®

Initially, this led to the integration of devout Muslims into broad-based conservative nationalist
political parties.?’ However, an Islamist movement was created in the mid-1960s that opposed
Kemalism and Westernization, called for a return to traditional Muslim values and governance,
and delegitimized their political opponents as enemies of “good Muslims” and as tools of the
West (which, in turn, was purportedly a tool of world Zionists).?! The movement, Milli Gériis
(National Outlook, or NOM)—and the various political parties that emerged from it—exploited
the Kemalists’ lack of success in reaching rural areas and feelings of victimhood amongst the
rural masses.??

The founder of this new Islamist movement was Necmettin Erbakan, an engineer-turned-
politician who de facto headed each Islamist party save for the AKP.? He came from the

16 |hsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 108; Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa
Monica: RAND Corporation, 2008), 35,
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND_MG726.sum.pdf.

17 Svante E. Cornell, “The Nagshbandi-Khalidi Order and Political Islam in Turkey,” Hudson Institute, September 3,
2015, https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-nagshbandi-khalidi-order-and-political-islam-in-turkey;
Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation,
2008), 37, https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND_MG726.sum.pdf.

18 Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation,
2008), 19], https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND_MG726.sum.pdf.

19 Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation,
2008), 38, https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND _MG726.sum.pdf; Omer
Tagpinar, “Turkey: The New Model?,” Brookings Institution, April 25, 2012, archived in the Internet Archive,
https://web.archive.org/web/20221113182236/https://www.brookings.edu/research/turkey-the-new-model/.

20 |hsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 109-10.

2 |hsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 103, 109-10; Svante E. Cornell, “The Nagshbandi-Khalidi Order and Political Islam in
Turkey,” Hudson Institute, September 3, 2015, https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-nagshbandi-
khalidi-order-and-political-islam-in-turkey; Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in
Turkey (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 2008), 40,
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND _MG726.sum.pdf.

22 |hsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 103; Svante E. Cornell, “The Nagshbandi-Khalidi Order and Political Islam in Turkey,”
Hudson Institute, September 3, 2015, https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-nagshbandi-khalidi-
order-and-political-islam-in-turkey; Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey
(Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 2008), 40,
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND _MG726.sum.pdf.
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Nagshbandi Sufi order (which, unique among Sufis, adhered to orthodox Islamic views) and
received the blessing of prominent Sufi Islamist sheikh Mehmet Zahid Kotku to found the first
Islamist political party in Turkey.?* His movement romanticized the Ottoman Empire and
believed, as Yilmaz describes, that the empire fell because of “decay in religious faith, traditions,
and culture, as a result of the Westernisation process.”?® Erbakan’s rallies included chants that he
was a “mujahid,” or one who engages in jihad.?®

A pattern emerged by which each Islamist party did well enough electorally—at the expense of
an increasingly weak left and a right that was viewed as corrupt—to inspire fear among
Kemalists that it posed a threat to the republic.?” Consequently, each party was eventually
banned by the army or Turkey’s Constitutional Court. Thus, the National Order Party (MNP),
which existed from 1970 to 1971, was succeeded by the National Salvation Party (MSP, 1972—
80), which was followed by the Welfare Party (RP, 1983-98), and then by the Virtue Party (FP,
1997-2001).28 Even in 1996, when the RP came in first in the parliamentary elections and
Erbakan was appointed prime minister of a coalition government, his agenda was denounced by
media outlets as “the Iranisation of Turkey.”?® He was forced to resign by the military in 1997
and banned from politics for life.*

What Islamists learned from these multiple rounds of repression by Turkey’s deep state was that
so long as they were perceived as opposed to secularism and to Westernization, they would never
be allowed to wield power. Only an Islamist party that claimed to support the Turkish republic
and that purportedly wanted Turkey to be part of the West would be allowed to survive. In short,
to win in Turkish politics, Islamists had to stop defining themselves as Islamists. Enter the AKP.

24 Svante E. Cornell, “The Nagshbandi-Khalidi Order and Political Islam in Turkey,” Hudson Institute, September 3,
2015, https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-nagshbandi-khalidi-order-and-political-islam-in-turkey.
% |hsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: ldeology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 110.

2 |hsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: ldeology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 111.

27 Behliil Ozkan, “The Cold War—era Origins of Islamism in Turkey and Its Rise to Power,” Hudson Institute,
November 5, 2017, https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-cold-war-era-origins-of-islamism-in-
turkey-and-its-rise-to-power; Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa
Monica: RAND Corporation, 2008), 31,

https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND MG726.sum.pdf.

28 |hsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 110; Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa
Monica: RAND Corporation, 2008), 4145,
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND_MG726.sum.pdf; Omer Tagpinar, “Turkey:
The New Model?,” Brookings Institution, April 25, 2012, archived in the Internet Archive,
https://web.archive.org/web/20221113182236/https://www.brookings.edu/research/turkey-the-new-model/.

2 |hsan Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 112; Omer Taspinar, “Turkey: The New Model?,” Brookings Institution, April 25, 2012,
archived in the Internet Archive,
https://web.archive.org/web/20221113182236/https://www.brookings.edu/research/turkey-the-new-model/.

30 Svante E. Cornell, “The Nagshbandi-Khalidi Order and Political Islam in Turkey,” Hudson Institute, September 3,
2015, https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-nagshbandi-khalidi-order-and-political-islam-in-turkey;
Omer Taspnar, “Turkey: The New Model?,” Brookings Institution, April 25, 2012, archived in the Internet Archive,
https://web.archive.org/web/20221113182236/https://www.brookings.edu/research/turkey-the-new-model/.
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Founding of the AKP

The AKP emerged from a split in Turkey’s Islamist movement following the banning of the
Virtue Party (FP) by Turkey’s Constitutional Court in 2001. Necmettin Erbakan and other old-
guard Islamists formed the Felicity Party (SP), which subscribed to the NOM’s longstanding
anti-republic, anti-Western, anti-globalization philosophy.3! However, pragmatist elements
within the FP, led by Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Abdullah Giil, founded the AKP.%2

Erdogan, Giil, and company sought to gain widespread, mainstream popular support for the AKP
by jettisoning NOM policies and labels that had scared off secularists.>® The NOM believed in a
clash of civilizations, opposing the West and seeking to create closer ties with the Muslim world;
the AKP supported European Union (EU) membership for Turkey, which was popular with most
voters.3* The NOM called for populist economic policies; the AKP backed neoliberal
economics.®® Most importantly, while the NOM embraced political Islam, the AKP explicitly
rejected the Islamic label. Instead, they called their ideology “conservative democracy,” and
indicated the AKP were “Muslim democrats” in the same way that many European parties were
Christian Democrats.®® Religion, in other words, was not blatantly central to the AKP’s public
brand.

31 Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation,
2008), 45-46, https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND_MG726.sum.pdf.

32 Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation,
2008), 45-46, https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND_MG726.sum.pdf; Ihsan
Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: ldeology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2021), 117.

33 Behliil Ozkan, “The Cold War—era Origins of Islamism in Turkey and Its Rise to Power,” Hudson Institute,
November 5, 2017, https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-cold-war-era-origins-of-islamism-in-
turkey-and-its-rise-to-power.

3 Behluil Ozkan, “The Cold War—era Origins of Islamism in Turkey and Its Rise to Power,” Hudson Institute,
November 5, 2017, https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-cold-war-era-origins-of-islamism-in-
turkey-and-its-rise-to-power; Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa
Monica: RAND Corporation, 2008), 46,
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND_MG726.sum.pdf.

3 Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation,
2008), 45-46, https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND_MG726.sum.pdf;
Burhanettin Duran, “The Justice and Development Party’s ‘New Politics,”” in Secular and Islamic Politics in
Turkey: The Making of the Justice and Development Party, ed. Umit Cizre (London: Routledge, 2007), 82.

% Behliil Ozkan, “The Cold War—era Origins of Islamism in Turkey and Its Rise to Power,” Hudson Institute,
November 5, 2017, https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-cold-war-era-origins-of-islamism-in-
turkey-and-its-rise-to-power; Angel Rabasa and F. Stephen Larrabee, The Rise of Political Islam in Turkey (Santa
Monica: RAND Corporation, 2008), 3, 47, 54,
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND _MG726.sum.pdf; Omer Tagpmar, “Turkey:
The New Model?,” Brookings Institution, April 25, 2012, archived in the Internet Archive,
https://web.archive.org/weh/20221113182236/https://www.brookings.edu/research/turkey-the-new-model/; Ihsan
Yilmaz, Creating the Desired Citizen: Ideology, State and Islam in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2021), 117; “AKP Explains Charter Changes, Slams Foreign Descriptions,” Hirriyet (Istanbul), March 28,
2010, archived in the Internet Archive,
https://web.archive.org/web/20140731012047/http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/default.aspx?pageid=438&n=akp-
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This reformist, nonsectarian, nonconfrontational, democratizing message proved popular with
many voters, including conservatives, liberals, democrats, and traditional Muslims.3” The
Kemalists were burdened by a devastated economy, public perceptions that they were corrupt,
and a backlash against the military’s repeated coups.® Consequently, the AKP prevailed in the
2002 parliamentary elections. While the party only received 34 percent of the popular vote, it
won almost two-thirds of the seats because Turkish law required parties to receive at least 10
percent of the total vote to earn parliamentary representation, and only one other party crossed
that threshold (a Kemalist party that earned only 19 percent).® Erbakan’s Felicity Party won
only 2.5 percent of the vote and no parliamentary seats.*°

The AKP’s orientation towards the West and democracy gained it support not only domestically
but abroad. The AKP considered Western support crucial in order to weaken the party’s most
powerful enemies, Turkey’s military and judiciary.** Particularly after the September 11, 2001,
attacks, the U.S. was hungry for moderate Muslim allies in the fight against radical Islamic
groups.*> The AKP recognized that desire.

In January 2002, Erdogan visited the United States and met with former U.S. ambassador to
Turkey Morton Abramowitz and with Graham Fuller, a Middle East expert at the CIA and one of
the minds behind the RAND Corporation’s “moderate Islam” initiative.*® Speaking at the Center
for Strategic and International Studies in Washington, Erdogan called America “Turkey’s natural
partner.”** Turkish journalist Derya Sazak reported on Erdogan’s maneuvering in this regard,
writing, “Making references to the ‘moderate Islam’ of his electorate, Erdogan has declared that

explains-charter-changes-slams-foreign-descriptions-2010-03-28; Kenan Cayir, “The Emergence of Turkey’s
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the political model found in Turkey, based on the principle of ‘coming to power and departing
from power through elections’ within a democratic, secular state order, can set an example for
every country in the Muslim world.”*® Senior American policymakers believed they had found
their moderate Muslim model in the AKP.#¢ U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell said in 2004
that post-Saddam Irag would “be an Islamic republic, as there are other Islamic republics—
Turkey and Pakistan.”*’

It bears noting that the AKP’s adoption of a pro-Western, pro-democracy stance was a tactical
move. Erdogan himself stated in 1993, when Istanbul chair of the Welfare Party, that
“democracy can’t be an objective but only an instrument... democracy is like a tram. You ride it
until you arrive at your destination, then you step off.”*® While Erdogan served as mayor of
Istanbul in 1996, he called himself “a servant of shari’a [Islamic law]” and the “imam of
Istanbul.”*® In 1997, while mayor of Istanbul, he earned himself a short prison term and lifetime
ban from public office (later rescinded by the AKP government) by reciting a controversial
Turkish poem: “The mosques are our barracks, the domes our helmets, the minarets our
bayonets, and the faithful our soldiers.”® In January 2002, he said, “I have never used the
expression, ‘I have changed.’ If saying that one has changed means a renunciation of one’s
values, then using such an expression is impossible. We have merely shed our old skin in
response to worldwide developments.”! Erdogan’s adoption of increasingly authoritarian tactics
in the future demonstrates that his embrace of the title of conservative democrat was
disingenuous.

The AKP’s Early Years in Power

The AKP, in their first several years in government, mostly kept its promise to govern as non-
Islamist, problem-solving democrats. (Gul became prime minister after the AKP won the 2002
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elections, as Erdogan was still barred from holding public office for life. However, the AKP-
controlled parliament amended the Turkish constitution the following year so that Erdogan could
assume the position of prime minister.>?)

The backdrop to the AKP’s agenda during this period was their pledge to do what it took to
stabilize the economy and satisfy the EU’s requirements for the beginning of negotiations on
Turkey’s entrance into the Union.”® These requirements, the “Copenhagen criteria,” determine
the ability of any state to join the EU.>* The Copenhagen criteria are:

[S]tability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights and
respect for and protection of minorities;

a functioning market economy and the ability to cope with competitive pressure and
market forces within the EU;

the ability to take on the obligations of membership, including the capacity to effectively
implement the rules, standards and policies that make up the body of EU law... and
adherence to the aims of political, economic and monetary union.*®

To improve the economy, the AKP government undertook reforms requested by the International
Monetary Fund.®® Turkey and the AKP subsequently benefitted from strong, prolonged national
economic growth. (The economy grew by an average of 7.5 percent annually from 2002 to
2011).%7

To meet the Copenhagen criteria, the AKP made extensive reforms to Turkey’s judicial system,
to its human rights laws, and to the role of the military.*®

In 2002, before the AKP’s victory in that year’s elections, the Turkish parliament voted to
abolish capital punishment in peacetime.*® In 2004, the AKP-controlled parliament enacted a ban
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on executions during war, as well.%° That said, the move was not a dramatic step, as a
moratorium on the use of the death penalty had been in effect since 1984.5! The State Security
Courts were also dismantled.®?

As part of its reforms to the Turkish penal code, the AKP government instituted life
imprisonment for honor killings.®® The AKP took other pro-women measures, such as an
education ministry campaign to improve girls’ literacy and ratifying the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.% However, the government also
tried to use its penal code changes to criminalize adultery, but withdrew that change in the face
of a domestic and European backlash.®

The government took several steps to increase human rights protections for minorities. These
moves were not unprecedented. In 2002, the previous government had lifted a prohibition on the
use of the Kurdish language in education and broadcasting.®® The AKP implemented this change,
launching state broadcasting in languages including Arabic, Bosnian, Circassian, and Kurdish in
2003.5” The government also promulgated legislation to liberalize regulations regarding
foundations run by minorities and enable the return of state-confiscated minority properties.®®
The government also established that international treaties regarding human rights superseded
Turkish domestic legislation.®®

The AKP platform said that while Turkish should remain the official language of the state and
the education system, it viewed “the cultural activities in languages other than Turkish, including
broadcasting, as an asset which reinforces and supports the unity and integrity of our country,
rather than weakens it.”"® Erdogan emphasized that Turkish citizenship should trump differences
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in religion or ethnicity. “We are a mosaic which is composed of different elements,” he said. “No
matter which ethnicity nor religion any citizen of this country belongs to, we should all unite to
live as brothers under the “supra-national identity of citizenship of Turkey.”"*

The third pillar of the necessary reforms to begin the EU accession process for Turkey was the
reduction of the military’s role in politics, which coincided with the AKP’s interests in
weakening rivals to its power. The government moved to elect a civilian chief of the National
Security Council and scrap military spots on the Radio and Television High Council and the
Council of Higher Education.’

Perhaps the most controversial part of the AKP’s agenda involved expanding educational
opportunities for traditional Muslims. In 2005, the education ministry allowed graduates of
Islamic Imam-Hatip schools to more easily be admitted to programs in non-religious subjects in
university, instead of having to being limited to a concentration in a field of Islamic studies or
having to fulfill additional tasks not required for high school graduates in secular schools.” The
AKRP also pushed to liberalize laws on dress code for university students so that women who
wear headscarves could attend, but met resistance from the Constitutional Court, which ruled
that wearing a headscarf violates articles 3 and 14 of the constitution.’* The European Court of
Human Rights then ruled in 2005 that preventing a woman from attending university because she
wore a headscarf did not violate her human rights.” Erdogan provoked secularist backlash when
he protested the decision by saying, “I don’t understand the way they view the headscarf. A court
can’t make decisions on such matters, the ulema [Islamic scholars] should.”’®

Nonetheless, in most respects the AKP kept its promise to govern democratically and with
moderation during their first term in government. In their second term and beyond, however, as
this report will describe, the party has moved to consolidate its rule and undermine not only the
military but other institutions that checked the AKP’s ambitions.

The Beginnings of the AKP’s Authoritarian Turn

In 2007, the AKP ran Foreign Minister Abdullah Gl as its candidate for president of Turkey, an
office then selected by the parliament. However, Gil drew fierce opposition from Kemalists
because of their perception that he was a clear Islamist, as symbolized for them by the fact that
his wife wore a headscarf.
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Opponents of Giil’s candidacy tried to stop it on two fronts. First, secularist MPs boycotted the
parliamentary vote for president, leaving that body without the two-thirds quorum required for
election.”” Second, the military leadership, in what was nicknamed an attempted “e-coup,”
posted a message on its website stating that “if necessary, the Turkish Armed Forces will not
hesitate to make their position and stance abundantly clear as the absolute defenders of
secularism.”’®

However, the military’s statement backfired, uniting liberals and democrats behind the AKP,
which was then seen as a defender of Turkish democracy.’® The confident AKP government
responded by seeking a renewed popular mandate through early elections, which it won with
about 47 percent of the vote—13 points more than it received in 2002.8° The new parliament
then elected Gl president, and the military did not follow through on its implied threat.

Emboldened, the AKP swiftly launched the first of multiple purges of its enemies. Prosecutors
initiated the so-called “Ergenekon” and “Sledgehammer” investigations, which alleged that
hundreds of military officers, opposition politicians, and journalists had plotted to bring about a
Kemalist coup.®2 The investigations and subsequent trials had the effect of ridding the AKP of
numerous rivals. Ihsan Yilmaz writes:

[The trials] were naively seen by many domestic and international democratic
individuals, myself included, as well as observers, experts, and institutions such as the
EU, as a chance to get rid of Turkey’s notorious deep-state our, to put it more directly,
the Kemalist tutelage led by the military. Unfortunately, it turned into an undemocratic
power struggle within the state. ..

In 2008, Kemalists took one more shot at stopping the AKP. Turkey’s chief prosecutor sought
the party’s closure in court, claiming the AKP had tried to undermine the secular republic in
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furtherance of an Islamist program.® The closure petition fell one vote short of success in the
Constitutional Court, however.®

In 2010, the AKP further tightened its hold on power through a successful constitutional
referendum. The referendum was held to decide on reforms considered necessary to bring
Turkish institutions in line with the EU.% The changes on the ballot, which were supported by
the European Commission and opposed solely by the Kemalists, had the effect of ending
Kemalist power over the judiciary and reducing the military’s role in politics.8” The number of
seats on the Constitutional Court and the Supreme Board of Judges and Prosecutors that are
appointed by the president and parliament was increased, for example.®8 Some changes were less
controversial, such as expanding labor rights and increasing protections against discrimination on
the basis of age or disability.® 58 percent of voters supported the constitutional amendments.*

The AKP followed up its triumph in the 2010 referendum by winning a third consecutive
mandate in the 2011 parliamentary elections, gaining just short of 50 percent of the vote.%
During the campaign, Erdogan set forth more divisive, nationalistic rhetoric, driving away
Kurdish voters.®? And after the election, the government began to rule more autocratically, in
what Thsan Yilmaz describes as “AKP 2.0.”:

[T]he AKP’s reformist and democratizing agenda became steadily weakened. Erdogan
was re-elected as prime minister, but thereafter he began to react to political challenges in
an increasingly demagogic and autocratic manner. AKP version 2.0 is an example of
what happens when domestic and external social, political and economic forces and
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constraints disappear. The requirement to be a Muslim Democrat was no longer called for
so strongly and some former Islamist leaders returned to their original ideology.®®

In 2011, the government again took on the military and won. The military’s chief of staff
resigned amidst a clash with Erdogan about staff promotions.** The very same day, the army,
navy, and air force chiefs requested early retirement.% By early 2012, 50 percent of Turkish
admirals and 10 percent of generals were in jail for conspiring against the government.®

During this period, the AKP, in a move reminiscent of its Islamist predecessor parties, embraced
populism and explicitly Islam-based political appeals. Erdogan re-adopted an identity he had
previously worn, in the 1990s, as a member of the so-called “Black Turks”—conservative
Muslims.®” The Black Turks were portrayed by Erdogan and his fellow Islamists as the “pure”
people, as opposed to the “White Turks”—Kemalists, portrayed by Islamists as enemies of the
Black Turks.® Instead of behaving like problem-solving, big-tent conservative democrats, the
AKP now was “otherizing” the political opposition, leaving voters a stark choice between good
and evil %

In this context, the AKP finally accomplished its goal of ending the ban on wearing headscarves
in universities, enacting legislation to that effect in 2011.1% (Previously, in 2008, the AKP-
appointed head of the Higher Education Council then ordered universities to begin admitting
female students who wore headscarves, but less than 10 percent of universities complied.)!** The
AKEP also tried to limit alcohol consumption, heavily taxing and otherwise restricting the sale of
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alcoholic beverages.'%? Stores carrying alcohol had to be located at least 100 meters away from
schools and places of worship, and could no longer sell alcohol between 10 p.m. and 6 a.m.1%3
Further, Turkish Airlines no longer served alcohol on domestic flights.'* Thus, after years of
building up power through eschewing the Islamist brand, Erdogan and company now were strong
enough to carry out an Islamist agenda that they seemingly had never abandoned at heart.

It should be noted that by this point, Erdogan had also reoriented Turkey’s foreign policy partly
away from the West. Facing EU hesitance to allow Turkey membership, the AKP government
developed closer ties with Russia, Middle Eastern Muslim states, and Central Asia.'® Turkey
also formed a relationship with the de facto Hamas government in the Gaza Strip.1% Erdogan
condemned Israel at the World Economic Forum in 2009, soon after the conclusion of Israel’s
military operation Cast Lead in Gaza.'®” Erdogan also hosted Sudanese dictator Omar al-Bashir,
accused of war crimes, multiple times in Turkey since 2008.1% Further, Erdogan congratulated
Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad on his controversial, disputed reelection in 2009,
which had brought Iranians to the streets in mass protests against the regime.'% And after the
Arab Spring in 2011, Erdogan supported political parties affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood,
particularly in Egypt, Libya, Syria, and Tunisia.!°

The Gezi Protests and Subsequent Repression

In 2013, Turks went to the streets in what became known as the Gezi Protests. The demonstrators
objected to a government scheme to construct a mosque and shopping mall in the location of the
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public Gezi Park.!*! The scheme reflected the Erdogan regime’s general problem of
clientelism—building a social order in which private persons and entities supportive of the state
were rewarded with public goods.!*? As Yilmaz notes, “A vast majority of ‘welfare’ projects
were centered around privatizing public sectors, and this led to the rise of a new bourgeoisie who
profited from, the neo-liberal reforms. They were naturally loyal to Erdogan’s patronage.”!3
Protesters had had enough of the selling off of public property to benefit a select few.

While the protests were peaceful, the government’s response was anything but.'** The police
killed 11 people, and Erdogan demonized and otherized the protesters and the supporters thereof,
accusing them of engaging in “terrorism propaganda” and “insulting” the government.!!® The
regime falsely accused protesters of drinking alcohol inside a nearby mosque, going into the
mosque while wearing shoes (forbidden in Islam), and assaulting a headscarf-clad woman
carrying a baby.!

Additionally, in a sign of things to come, Erdogan castigated those journalists who backed the
protesters and criticized the government. “There is no difference between a terrorist holding a
gun or a bomb and those who use their pen and position to serve their aims,” he said.*!’
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Soon after, in December 2013, Erdogan launched another purge of his enemies. That month,
police investigations revealed widespread corruption among senior AKP figures, including three
cabinet ministers and Erdogan’s son, Bilal.}*® The government responded by labeling the
investigations a “judicial coup” undertaken by members of the Glilen Movement (GM), an
Islamist group that had long been allied with the AKP.1® The investigation was dismantled, with
the police officers involved in it arrested, the prosecutors reassigned, and the cases shut.?°

The government then proceeded to crack down on the GM, appropriating the movement’s
businesses and property, as well as seizing GM media outlets and making them pro-AKP in
orientation.?! Erdogan claimed that GM members were wiretapping him and other senior
Turkish government figures, thereby justifying mass arrests of GM-affiliated judges, civil
servants, and police officers.'?? Erdogan alleged that the movement was constructing a “parallel
structure” within the Turkish state and promised that he would “go into their lairs” and dismantle
this network.?® Thus, as with the military and judiciary before it, the AKP had painted the GM
as the enemy and the AKP as the protector of Turkey against it.

Simultaneously, companies allied with the regime took over most other press outlets, including
television stations and newspapers, leaving little media outside governmental control.'?* The
government temporarily blocked Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and multiple other websites.*?®
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In 2015, Erdogan turned his ire on the People’s Democratic Party (HDP), a pro-Kurdish group.
When the HDP criticized Erdogan’s intent to replace Turkey’s parliamentary system with a
strong presidential system lacking checks on executive authority, the government arrested
hundreds of HDP members on purported charges of ties to terrorist organizations. Then, in
January 2016, after hundreds of scholars put their names on a petition calling on the government
to end military operations in majority-Kurdish provinces in southeast Turkey, the government
compelled universities to fire most of those academics.?

Term-limited as prime minister, Erdogan was elected president in 2015. While the presidency
was then weaker than the office of prime minister, the AKP had long sought to change the
constitution to make the president a strong executive, and would do so soon enough, leaving
Erdogan in place and ready to take advantage.

The 2016 Coup Attempt and the Subsequent Purges

In July 2016, a small faction of the Turkish military attempted to overthrow the government but
failed miserably. Erdogan called the coup attempt “a blessing in disguise” and “a gift from God,”
using it to declare a state of emergency.'?’ Pursuant to the state of emergency, the government
carried out massive further purges—particularly of the GM, which he blamed for the coup.1?8
The government dismissed over 150,000 service members, police, civil servants, and academics
from their jobs and arrested additional thousands.'?® Foundations were shuttered, including not
only GM ones but the Association of Judges and Prosecutors, a secular group critical of an AKP-
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backed law regarding the judiciary.**® Human rights lawyers were also arrested en masse.*3! And
detainees claimed that they were tortured or otherwise ill-treated while in custody.!%

Further, the regime increased persecution of what remained of independent Turkish media.
During the state of emergency, the authorities shuttered over 170 media outlets and prosecuted
journalists—including more than a dozen at the secular nationalist daily Cumhuriyet—on
terrorism charges.!® Turkey has become one of the world’s worst jailers of journalists, with 40
journalists in custody as of December 1, 2022.1** The government also has cracked down on use
of social media, prosecuting thousands each year on concocted terrorism, defamation,
incitement, or other charges by using social media posts as evidence.!*® In October 2022, the
government introduced legal amendments that would impose a sentence of one to three years’
imprisonment for “disseminating false information.”

In 2018, Cumhuriyet’s then-head, Akin Atalay, said state repression had reached new heights.
“It's the most anti-democratic I've seen it,” said. “Critics are thrown in jail. All dissent is under
oppression all the time. There are thoughts they allow you to think, and other thoughts you are
not allowed to think. And if you dare to think it and voice it, you’re going to be punished.”*%’

The government also used its powers to remove local governments controlled by the opposition.
In Turkey’s majority-Kurd southeast, for example, the regime took over dozens of municipalities
that in 2014 had lawfully elected governments led by the Democratic Regions Party, a sister
party of the opposition HDP, and jailed numerous mayors on terrorism-related charges.'3®
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While then-Prime Minister Binali Yildirim of the AKP said in 2016 the government intended for
the state of emergency to last only three months, it continued for two years, ending in July
2018.1*° In 2017, in the midst of the state of emergency, Turkey went through another
constitutional referendum, this time one that approved the AKP’s long-desired change to create a
strong presidency and abolish the office of prime minister.!*° The month before the state of
emergency was lifted, Erdogan was reelected, locking in AKP rule for another five years.'#

Parliament also voted to make some of the emergency measures permanent—including
restrictions on movement, prohibitions on public assembly, and expanded police powers to
detain suspects without charge—and extend the president’s power to dismiss judges and other
public servants at his discretion for three years.!*? Indeed, according to one of Erdogan’s former
deputies, the government had only lifted the state of emergency in order to improve the economy
by assuaging worried global markets.#

Regressive Measures against Vulnerable Communities

In addition to the government’s repeated purges of civil servants, the judiciary, military, the
police, academia, the media, and civil society, AKP rule has seen regression on human rights on
other fronts. For example, for years, several provincial governors have banned lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) groups from holding public events, including pride marches,
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which have been banned in Istanbul for eight straight years.*** Senior office holders have harshly
criticized LGBT people in speeches and supported discrimination against them.#

The regime has also used homophobia as a pretense to undercut women’s rights. In 2021, by
presidential decree, Turkey withdrew from the Council of Europe’s Convention on Preventing
and Combating Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence.'*® Erdogan’s head of
communications justified the decision by pointing to the convention’s prohibition of
discrimination based on gender identity or sexual orientation, claiming the convention was
“hijacked by a group of people attempting to normalize homosexuality—which is incompatible
with Turkey’s social and family values.”*’

Erdogan has also resorted to antisemitic propaganda. In 2021, he used language reminiscent of
blood libels when he accused Jews and/or Israel (using the words interchangeably) of
committing “terrorism” against Palestinians. “It is in their nature,” he said. “They are murderers,
to the point that they kill children who are five or six years old. They are murderers, to the point
they drag women on the ground to their death and they are murderers, to the point they kill old
people... They only are satisfied by sucking their blood.”48

Islamist Infrastructure, Governance, and Rhetoric

The AKP government has used the Diyanet to advance its Islamist agenda and give an Islamic
seal of approval to its authoritarian policies and actions. Under AKP rule, the budget and
personnel of Diyanet has dramatically increased, to the point where, 2015, its budget exceeded
that of eight major cabinet ministries combined.14°
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The Diyanet, echoing the Erdogan regime’s rhetoric during its prosecution of military campaigns
against Kurdish groups, has published cartoons and magazines glorifying martyrdom.**° It has
issued communications supporting Erdogan’s rhetoric that abortion is murder.'>! After Erdogan’s
son-in-law, the minister of energy, refused to shake the hand of the wife of an AKP MP, the
Diyanet issued a fatwa forbidding men from shaking hands with women. %2

The Diyanet’s Erdogan-appointed head from 2010 to 2017, Mehmet Gérmez, also condemned
the GM during the regime’s widespread persecution of the movement. He said in 2015:

[T]his movement [sic] desire for political power damages not only the state structure, but
also Islam itself. In this regard, we as the Diyanet will never let this instigation enter into
the mosques and in our nation. In this situation, one of the main aims of the Diyanet is to
act together with our nation, our government and our state, and without any doubt it will

play its part.1>3

The Diyanet has also lent religious legitimacy to Erdogan’s war on social media. At a Diyanet
forum in 2016 on “Social Media and the Family in the Context of Privacy,” Gormez said,
“Unfortunately, every kind of lies, imposture, defamation, humiliation and gossip is located in
social media and thus they may damage all of humanity. In this regard we, as religious
authorities, have to write a social media catechism, which will give the main principles of how to
use social media.”*%*
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The Diyanet also used its power to help defeat the 2016 coup attempt. Erdogan and Grmez
reportedly ordered imams to issue public calls to prayer to mobilize the masses into the streets
against the coup attempt.**> The Diyanet denied Islamic burial to those suspected of involvement
in the coup attempt.*®® The Diyanet released a fatwa supporting the government’s subsequent
repressive measures.*®’

Erdogan and company have also Islamized the education system. The regime has made religious
education mandatory in Turkish schools and changed the governance of educational institutions
so as to make education less secular.!®

In 2020, in a divisive move, Erdogan reopened the Hagia Sophia as an operating mosque.*® The
Hagia Sophia had been built as a cathedral before being turned into a mosque under the
Ottomans and then into a museum under Atatiirk.®® For the purpose of reopening, Christian
artwork in the Hagia Sophia was covered up by drapes. “Restoring Hagia Sophia as a mosque is
a long-stated goal of the Islamists,” Turkey expert Soner Cagaptay of the Washington Institute
for Near East Policy said. It is something [Erdogan] has always believed in, and he wants to do it
before he is gone.”6!

Erdogan laced his speech announcing the reopening with Islamist, anti-Western, and Turkish
nationalist rhetoric:

The resurrection of Hagia Sophia is the statement that we have new words to say to the
world as the Turkish Nation, Muslims and all humanity. The resurrection of Hagia
Sophia is our remembrance of our breakthrough periods in our history, from Bedir to
Manzikert, from the Battle of Nicopolis to Battle [sic] of Gallipoli. The resurrection of
Hagia Sophia is the symbol of our determination to protect the trust of our martyrs and
veterans, if necessary, at the expense of our lives. The resurrection of Hagia Sophia is a
salute to all the symbolic cities of our civilization, from Bukhara to Andalusia. The
resurrection of Hagia Sophia is the requirement of our loyalty to our ancestors, from
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Alparslan to Fatih and Abdul Hamid... The resurrection of Hagia Sophia is the symbol of
the re-rise of our sun of civilization that is based on the foundations of justice,
conscience, morality, belief in the Oneness of God, and brotherhood that humanity has
been longing for... This is the best answer to the rude attacks on our symbolic values all
over the Muslim World... The resurrection of Hagia Sophia is the harbinger of the
liberation of Masjid al-Agsa [the al-Agsa mosque in Jerusalem].16?

Ihsan Yilmaz notes that the speech “reaffirms [Erdogan’s] belief that he is the latest in a chain of
glorious and victorious military commanders from Prophet Muhammad to Alparslan to the great
Ottoman Sultans and even Mustafa Kemal,” and the battles Erdogan listed include those fought
by Muslims against non-Muslims, and not intra-Muslim wars.1®® Notably, the official English
translation of Erdogan’s speech excludes his call to end Israel’s control of the area of the Old
City of Jerusalem containing the al-Agsa mosque.'

On the day of the mosque’s reopening, the head of the Diyanet, Ali Erbasg, gave a sermon holding
a sword in his hand. In the sermon, he, like Erdogan, connected the reopening to the
empowerment of a broader Muslim world that he portrayed as being under siege. Erbas said:

The reopening of Hagia Sophia to worship means that all sorrowful mosques, first and
foremost the Masjid al-Agsa in Jerusalem, and oppressed believers on earth are able to
get lifeline support... Due to the hostility to Islam to rises each passing day, there are
mosques in various parts of the world today thar are attacked, closed by force, and even
bombed and destroyed. Hundreds of millions of Muslims are facing oppression. We need
to maintain justice in geographies surrounded by oppression, injustice, tears, and
despair. 1%

The AKP and Erdoganism

As demonstrated, the AKP no longer practices conservative democracy. What, then, is the
party’s de facto ideology today?

The AKP’s ideology is defined in practice by who dictates it. It is fair to call that ideology
Erdoganism, as scholars like Ihsan Yilmaz have, because the AKP is governed by and centered
around Erdogan.'®® What are the characteristics of Erdoganism?
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e Authoritarianism.'®” While governing Turkish political parties have long tended to
support a strong central state, Erdoganism has increased state power to a level unmatched
since the advent of Turkey’s multiparty political system.

e Cult of personality.®® Erdogan has not objected to the construction of a cult of
personality around him. A few notable examples of this cult building include:

o The publication of a book, Recep Tayyip Erdogan: The Sun of the Age, which
calls him an “idol for our youth”;*6°

o A claim by an AKP MP in 2011 that “[e]ven touching Erdogan is a form of
worship;”"® and

o A statement by another AKP MP in 2014 that Erdogan “carries all the attributes
of Allah in himself.”*"*

e Populism.'"? Unlike in the AKP’s early years, Erdogan has returned to the populist
messaging that characterized predecessor Islamist parties. He identifies publicly as one of
the “Black Turks”—i.e., conservative Muslims, who are portrayed as the genuine owners
of Turkey—who stands against the arrogant, elite, secular “White Turks.”*"® A 2019
quantitative study indicated that Erdogan was the only sitting right-wing leader who
earned a populism score high enough to merit the label “very populist.”1

e Islamism, neo-Ottomanism, and Turkish nationalism.!”® The AKP has Islamized
Turkish institutions and governance, from the educational system and alcohol regulation
to the reopening of the Hagia Sophia to the government’s lack of respect for the human
rights of women and LGBT individuals. And Erdogan sees himself as the restorer of
Turkish national greatness to Ottoman times and sees Turkey—with himself at the
helm—as the leader of the global Muslim community, or ummah, once more. As he said
in a 2011 election victory speech, “Believe me, Sarajevo won today as much as Istanbul,
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Beirut won as much as Izmir, Damascus won as much as Ankara, Ramallah, Nablus,
Jenin, the West Bank, Jerusalem won as much as Diyarbakir.”1"

e Grievance, victimhood, and trauma.'’” The AKP has cultivated the sense of
victimhood and trauma Turkish Islamists have long felt as a result of their repeated
persecution at the hands of Kemalists.}’® Erdogan and company have connected those
feelings with grievances held by some Muslims across the globe against their own
governments and against the West.>”® Erdogan portrays himself as the champion of the
oppressed and defender of their interests and values.

e Obsession with enemies and conspiracy theories. The AKP uses the real or imagined
existence of threats to Turks and Muslims to justify the government’s authoritarian
measures. That is why they have otherized essentially half of the Turkish population—
those who oppose the AKP—and particularly the GM and Kurdish political parties.
Erdogan has also propagated conspiracy theories depicting a wide array of enemies to
Turkey. As Thsan Yilmaz writes, “In the Erdoganist narrative, opponents are conspiring
enemies made up of everyone from Zionists, international bankers, interest lobbies,
Islamophobes, the CIA, the American ambassador, CNN, Twitter, and the Giilen
Movement (GM).”*® Erdogan exhibited this obsession in a speech on July 21, 2020, on
the second anniversary of the establishment of the strong, executive presidency in
Turkey. He said, “The Turkish nation and the Republic of Turkey have been passing
through a historical period. In this period, there are all kinds of traps, all kinds of attacks,
all kinds of conspiracies, all kinds of betrayal, all kinds of pain and all kinds of
trouble.”*8!

Conclusion

The AKP has implemented an increasingly more authoritarian rule as it has consolidated its hold
on power at the expense of its rivals. This does not mean that the AKP will inevitably remain this
extreme; electoral defeat at the national level could cause it to seize power through outright
dictatorship or to moderate in order to regain power later. Further, since the AKP has always
been led by Erdogan, it is unclear how the party would change if and when he ceases to exert
control.
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COUNTER
EXTREMISM

PROJECT

However, it is premature to expect the AKP to moderate in the near future. Erdogan is running
for reelection in 2023 and would serve until 2028 if he wins, at which point he would be term-
limited and bound to retire. But Erdogan is only 69 years old, and authoritarian leaders have a
way of clinging to power well beyond term limits, whether through changing the relevant laws or
by exercising control through a figurehead. And if Erdogan loses his reelection campaign and
departs peacefully, he could still run for president again in five years—if he is not imprisoned or
otherwise disqualified first for his abuses in office.
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