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Introduction

On June 24, 2018, two inter-
twined elections took place 
simultaneously: the elector-

ate settled the presidential race and 
decided who would represent them 
in Parliament. At the same time, the 
‘presidency system of government’ of-
ficially took effect. Another significant 
part of the June 24 elections was the 
competition between various alliances 
comprised of multiple political parties. 
In this regard, the contest primarily 
pitted the People’s Alliance (Cumhur 
İttifakı), which consists of the Justice 
and Development Party (Adalet ve 
Kalkınma Partisi, AK Party), the Na-
tionalist Movement Party (Milliyetçi 

Hareket Partisi, MHP) and the Great 
Union Party (Büyük Birlik Partisi, 
BBP) and received 53.7 percent of 
the vote, against the Nation Alliance 
(Millet İttifakı), which won 33.9 per-
cent with the support of the Republi-
can People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk 
Partisi, CHP), the İyi Party (İYİP), 
the Felicity Party (Saadet Partisi, SP) 
and the Democratic Party (DP). The 
Peoples’ Democratic Party (Halkların 
Demokratik Partisi, HDP), which was 
part of neither alliance, passed the 10 
percent election threshold by receiv-
ing 11.7 percent of the vote to send its 
representatives to Parliament.

The election fielded six presidential 
candidates: Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
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won the race with 52.6 percent, the 
CHP’s Muharrem İnce received 30.6 
percent of the vote and finished sec-
ond, the HDP’s Selahattin Demirtaş 
received 8.4 percent, the İyi Party’s 
Meral Akşener received 7.3 percent, 
the SP’s Temel Karamollaoğlu re-
ceived 0.9 percent, and the Homeland 
Party’s (Vatan Partisi) Doğu Perinçek 
received 0.2 percent of the vote.

Instead of providing a quantitative 
analysis of the election results, this 
commentary will concentrate on the 
political transformation that shaped 
the June 24 elections and produced 
its outcome, and what it signifies. In 
doing so, I will first touch upon the 
political logic of the June 24 elections. 
Later, I will discuss the various factors 
that generated the outcome within a 
historical and sociological context. I 
will focus on the AK Party, which has 
been the dominant political subject of 
the election and its results, to describe 
the movement with an eye on its com-
petitors. Finally, I will concentrate on 
the nature of Turkey’s political trans-

formation, which the AK Party has 
pioneered, and its future direction.

The Political Logic of the June 24 
Elections

First and foremost, the June 24 elec-
tions in Turkey represented a single 
decision made over two channels. In 
this regard, each channel had unique 
qualities that affected how the pro-
cess played out: it is an indisputable 
fact that the decision making process 
in the presidential race, in which ‘per-
sonal’ factors played a key role, and 
the parliamentary election, which 
determined which party’s representa-
tives would serve in the Parliament, 
were completely different. The most 
obvious evidence that supports that 
claim is the gap between the number 
of votes cast for Recep Tayyip Er-
doğan and his party. The same goes 
for Muharrem İnce, Meral Akşener 
and Selahattin Demirtaş, and their 
respective parties.

At the same time, it is necessary to 
take into account the campaign rhet-
oric that Erdoğan’s opponents in the 
presidential race adopted and the 
political logic it reflected. Whereas 
the People’s Alliance backed a sin-
gle contender, the Nation Alliance 
fielded three presidential candidates. 
The electorate perceived this decision 
as an attempt to prevent a victory 
for Erdoğan alone –which candi-
dates backed by the Nation Alliance 
openly indicated at campaign events. 
Although leaders of the political par-
ties that formed the Nation Alliance 
asserted that they were united by 

Although leaders of the 
political parties that 
formed the Nation Alliance 
asserted that they were 
united by shared principles, 
it was noteworthy that 
they dissolved the alliance 
immediately after the 
election



THE JUNE 24 ELECTIONS: ON POLITICAL CHANGE AND THE FUTURE OF TURKEY

2018 Fall 69

shared principles, it was notewor-
thy that they dissolved the alliance 
immediately after the election. Fur-
thermore, the İyi Party’s initial as-
sessment of the election results was 
that partnering with the Republican 
People’s Party was a serious mistake.

Obviously, individuals running for 
public office can reasonably con-
vey the message that they, rather 
than their opponent(s), are the best 
choice. This is not only natural but 
also legitimate and democratic. 
What happened ahead of the June 
24 election in Turkey, however, was 
something completely different. All 
three presidential candidates of the 
Nation Alliance made the following 
assumption to reach inaccurate con-
clusions: the People’s Alliance, they 
posited, supported a candidate and 
a new, ‘authoritarian’ system of gov-
ernment that would institutionalize 
the ‘one-man rule.’ Personal attacks 
against Erdoğan, the man who had 
already been in power for sixteen 
years, would serve to deny him the 
presidency, the argument went.

Unfortunately for them, there was 
a serious paradox here: they cri-
tiqued Erdoğan and his party as an 
‘authoritarian’ figure and political 
system respectively, by positioning 
themselves as the dominant political 
figure of that line of criticism. State-
ments made by İnce and Akşener, in 
particular, support this claim. Both 
candidates pledged to issue ‘orders’ 
and provide ‘instructions’ if elected. 
In this regard, it was noteworthy that 
İnce threatened to strip off the ranks 
of the Second Army Commander 

who applauded Erdoğan’s critical re-
marks on İnce. Although the Nation 
Alliance candidates promised to re-
store and improve the parliamentary 
system in an effort to remedy this 
‘authoritarian’ slide, their message 
fell on deaf ears, mainly because res-
toration would take a long time and 
there were no agreed-upon principles 
to guide this effort.

Similar problems surrounded the 
opposition’s assessment of the elec-
tion results. In line with tradition, 
the opposition parties were quick to 
claim that institutions responsible 
for conducting free and fair elections 
had engaged in election fraud. In the 
end, however, even the same people 
rejected those claims. Although this 
isn’t the proper platform to discuss 
the impact of the election results on 
the CHP, suffice to say that the de-
cline in the party’s popular support to 
22.6 percent, compared to Muharrem 
İnce’s 30.6 percent, fueled not just in-
tra-party tensions but also made İnce 
look like a new source of hope for the 
Turkish Left. As mentioned above, 
İnce’s individual performance was 
the outcome of a personal competi-
tion between the various candidates. 
Although his performance was in-
deed successful for a first-time candi-
date, it is important to acknowledge 
that it was, at the same time, a reflec-
tion of the broader political context. 
In this sense, İnce’s performance does 
not necessarily suggest that he could 
win the same number of votes in the 
future if he were to take over as CHP 
chairman. After all, İnce received 
some ‘borrowed votes’ in the presi-
dential race, just as some CHP sup-



ALİ YAŞAR SARIBAYCOMMENTARY

70 Insight Turkey

porters opted to vote for other candi-
dates and political parties.

Western Hostility and the July 15 
Coup Attempt 

Which factors contributed to the 
June 24 victory of a political party 
whose leader had won 15 elections 
and referendums over the past 16 
years –despite a minor decline in 
popularity? To answer that question, 
I will discuss the Western hostility 
towards Turkey, as personified by Re-
cep Tayyip Erdoğan, and the July 15, 
2016 coup attempt. Building on that 
discussion, I will offer some projec-
tions for the future.

Before analyzing the impact of the 
July 15 coup attempt in Turkey, it is 
necessary to identify the historical 
and sociological forces behind this 
uprising –which took place just as 
the Turkish people declared an end 
to the era of military coups. Many 
narratives have emerged to account 
for what happened on July 15, 2016. 
Those narratives, however, have no-
tably failed to take into account the 

structural mechanisms that paved the 
way for this potentially catastrophic 
event. Needless to say, it is quite diffi-
cult to explain how the coup plotters 
dared to rise up against the elected 
government without taking into con-
sideration the historical flashpoints 
in state-society relations in Turkey.

Historically, the Turkish state has 
functioned according to what 
Kınalızade Ali Efendi (1511-1571) 
famously described as the ‘circle of 
justice.’2 The state is located at the 
center of this circle due to (and as a 
result of) its distributive functions. In 
turn, this reveals the nature of the po-
litical ground on which the state op-
erates. The distributive state can only 
operate on the basis of a notion of 
politics that serves to make decisions 
regarding the distribution of tangible 
resources, i.e. wealth, and intangible 
resources, i.e. status, positions, titles, 
and resources derived from an au-
thority. The state’s central role and su-
periority make it possible to influence 
society in two ways. To adopt sociol-
ogist Michael Mann’s terminology 
with minor changes, the state func-
tions by (i) creating channels within 
society to generate state authority, or 
(ii) implementing policies designed 
to influence society.3 The first option 
reflects the ability of ruling elites to 
showcase their power to govern with-
out entering into routine and institu-
tionalized negotiations with various 
social groups. The second option, 
which Mann calls ‘infrastructural 
power,’ reflects the state’s intentions 
to implement political decisions that 
affect large groups of people. Accord-
ing to Michael Mann, modern states 

The most profound impact of 
the July 15 coup attempt and 
the resulting change was that 
the channels of state power, 
which the AK Party exercised 
to influence society, were 
clogged
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are relatively weak in the first situa-
tion and strong in the latter. My po-
sition is that the opposite is true for 
Turkey: the state is strong in the first 
sense, but weaker in the latter.

Under the circumstances, the state, 
which traditionally positions itself 
at the center of the circle of justice, 
picked the first option when faced 
with the risk of losing its central role 
during the process of modernization 
and, specifically, due to Western im-
positions. The first scenario, however, 
made it necessary for the state to co-
ordinate the four sources of power 
–political, military, ideological and 
economic.4

When the Ottoman Empire started 
to disintegrate, it lacked the power 
to bring together the aforementioned 
sources. Perhaps the only resource 

that it could effectively use was ideol-
ogy –which lacked a coherent answer 
to the question how the state could be 
saved, and was divided between Ot-
tomanists, Turkists, Islamists, West-
ernists and others. In this regard, 
the state’s functional responsibilities 
as part of the circle of justice were 
limited. Instead, the emergence of a 
segmented social and political or-
der encouraged the various groups 
competing to perform the state’s tra-
ditional tasks to maintain that they 
actually were ‘the state.’ By extension, 
this situation made it possible for the 
state to consolidate political power 
and, at the same time, encouraged the 
various groups to demand the same 
kind of power.

Since then, the state has been consid-
ered a strategically important venue 
that must be conquered at all costs –a 

Representatives 
of CHP, İyi Party, 
Felicity Party and 
Democratic Party 
submitted the 
files of the Nation 
Alliance to the 
Supreme Election 
Council on May 5, 
2018. 
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battlefield between the ruling elites 
and those left outside. Just as the state 
influences society, however, society 
tends to influence the state –which 
is a possibility for groups capable of 
coordinating the use of the various 
sources of power.

In Turkey, the Gülenist Terror Orga-
nization (FETÖ) organized in var-
ious areas, starting with education, 
and adopted a strategy to infiltrate 
the state through the coordinated 
use of those resources of power. The 
post-July 15 court cases and available 
evidence support that claim.

The most profound impact of the 
July 15 coup attempt and the result-
ing change was that the channels 
of state power, which the AK Party 
exercised to influence society, were 
clogged. Concerns about the future 
of the state prevented the unclogging 
of said channels, leading to the en-
durance of non-democratic state-so-
ciety relations. The failure of Western 
governments to fully support the 
political, legal and economic actions 
and measures that the AK Party took 
due to the July 15 coup attempt and 
their insulting attitude towards Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan and the rest of the 
ruling elites were another important 
component of the same problem.

It is possible to claim that the devel-
opments surrounding the coup and its 
aftermath were quite influential on the 
outcome of the June 24 elections: the 
electorate supported Erdoğan against 
the West. Their support wasn’t just out 
of sympathy for the man himself but 
a reflection of the political reaction 

against the West, including the United 
States, out of concern for the state.

The Role of Nationalist Parties 
after the June 24 Elections

In this regard, the overall increase in 
nationalist votes, by which I mean 
the sum of MHP and İyi Party votes, 
cannot be considered independently 
of the process that I have discussed 
above. The MHP has traditionally 
been a political party that holds the 
survival of the state above all else and 
advocates radical measures for this 
purpose. The movement’s decision to 
join the People’s Alliance and offer un-
conditional support to Erdoğan’s pres-
idential campaign could be viewed as 
a result of its emphasis on Turkey’s ‘na-
tional identity’ against the West. Ob-
viously, the People’s Alliance emerged 
for the purpose of cooperating in the 
elections. The driving force behind 
the MHP’s rapprochement and alli-
ance with the AK Party, however, was 
the AK Party’s post-July 15 adoption 
of a political discourse with references 
to Islamic civilization –which I could 
describe as ‘popular religious nation-
alism.’ Without a doubt, this discourse 
did not emerge in the immediate af-
termath of the July 15 coup attempt. 
Instead, it was the failure of the poli-
cy of ‘opening’ regarding the Kurdish 
question that facilitated its emergence. 
The July 15 coup attempt focused and 
tailored this discourse and made it 
possible for the MHP to find the AK 
Party politically acceptable.

The İyi Party, launched by former 
MHP politicians, was another part of 
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the post-election ‘nationalist wave.’ 
Members of the İyi Party leadership 
stated that they would be prepared 
to support the AK Party if the MHP 
sought to undermine its current alli-
ance with the AK Party –which sug-
gests that the nationalist wave could 
be consolidated in the long term. To 
be clear, the post-June 24 distribution 
of parliamentary seats appears to fa-
cilitate such an arrangement. But a 
potential cooperation between the 
two parties would depend on whether 
the AK Party’s notion of ‘religious na-
tionalism’ relies on a type of nation-
alism akin to the MHP’s perspective 
that is at the expense of ‘religion.’

This is where the HDP occupies a crit-
ical position. If the movement opts to 
give a nationalist color to the Kurdish 
Question, it stands to strengthen the 
reverse nationalist wave. The West 
should be expected to assume a posi-
tion that takes this political dialectic 
into consideration. If it does not, the 
West will fuel the nationalist wave, 
which depends primarily on external, 
rather than domestic, factors. After 
all, nationalism represents an effort 
to link oneself to the process of glo-
balization in ways that accommodate 
one’s ontological necessities rather 
than a conscious, categorical reac-
tion against globalization itself. This 
position manifests itself in President 
Erdoğan’s famous motto: “The world 
is bigger than five!”

If the June 24 election actually sent a 
‘message’ to the outside world, it was 
about the Turkish people’s eagerness 
to be recognized and to participate 
in the globalization process. This in-

terest should be expected to leverage 
the new system of government and 
serve as the basis of institutionaliza-
tion. Without a doubt, the AK Party, 
which is the dominant subject of 
this process, must play the most de-
finitive role here. For this purpose, 
it is necessary to take into consider-
ation during the transition process 
that democracy is a framework for 
governance that operates on the ba-
sis of ‘vagueness.’5 At the same time, 
this assertion means that democracy 
could become its opposite –that the 
‘old’ state establishment could seek 
to re-establish its hegemony. In this 
regard, it is possible to predict that 
the AK Party will maintain its polit-
ical leverage under the new system 
as a dominant political subject to the 
extent that it preserves its founding 
motivation and philosophy. 

AK Party’s Policies Before and 
After the July 15 Coup Attempt

The AK Party combined the four 
aforementioned forms of power, i.e. 
political, military, ideological and 
economic, against the state elites, who 
considered themselves the true ‘own-

The AK Party’s post-July 15 
analysis and policy choices 
suggest that it now seeks 
to use and consolidate the 
various sources of power 
without a partner
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ers’ of the state and came be to de-
scribed as the ‘guardianship regime,’ 
to successfully establish and consoli-
date its hegemonic power. Within this 
context, the movement came to view 
politics as an effort to impose order, as 
a result of Turkey’s political realities, 
and failed to prioritize the infrastruc-
ture of power, which we discussed 
above, completely –even though it 
expressed its interest in this point by 
referring to ‘advanced democracy.’ 
Needless to say, any effort to impose 
order requires the creation of hege-
mony in the Gramscian sense –that 
a certain party or part of the people 
assumes the leadership position.6 This 
is what made the AK Party’s 16-year 
tenure possible. Hegemony, however, 
cannot be viewed in conjunction with 
the state. Thinking along those lines, 
one would be prone to ignore that the 
political power prioritizes the state. In 
this sense, the July 15 coup attempt 
established that groups, which coor-
dinate the various sources of power 
to generate their own social power, 
will not settle for remaining outside 
the realm of the state. In comparison 
to other political parties, it is possi-

ble to suggest that the AK Party is a 
movement that takes into account 
the aspects of hegemony that relate to 
society. The AK Party’s efforts to inte-
grate vast and alienated social groups 
into the political system, which are 
discussed below, attested to that fact.

It is necessary to point out, however, 
that the July 15 coup attempt against 
the AK Party government took place 
at a time when the same elements of 
power were used globally and in co-
ordination with each other. By this, I 
mean what Carl Schmitt calls Welt-
bürgerkrieg7 –the creation of ‘new 
enemies’ and ‘new perceptions of hos-
tility,’ which takes place among non-
state actors. In this sense, it is possible 
to integrate groups with social power, 
which are suitable for regional/global 
blueprints, into networks of power.

Although the AK Party performed 
the state’s distributive tasks during its 
tenure, it failed to promote complete 
compliance with the circle of justice, 
which was described above, since it 
concentrated on tapping into the four 
sources of political power against the 
guardianship regime. Although not 
explicitly stated, putting in place the 
circle of justice had been part of the 
AK Party’s agenda since its estab-
lishment. In an attempt to maintain 
its power, however, the movement 
adopted a state-centric approach to 
various issues without realizing that 
ideological partnership could give 
rise to an ambitious adversary with 
social power. On July 15, this adver-
sary revealed its politically risky face 
by opting to participate in the global 
civil war.

The consolidation of 
infrastructural power, would 
not only build on the July 15 
resistance but also serve to 
reinforce and honor the AK 
Party’s founding mission and 
political philosophy in the 
following ways
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The AK Party’s post-July 15 analy-
sis and policy choices suggest that it 
now seeks to use and consolidate the 
various sources of power without a 
partner. It is possible to view the AK 
Party’s efforts to prevent another ca-
tastrophe akin to the July 15 coup at-
tempt as rightful. Notwithstanding, 
the movement’s efforts to facilitate the 
state’s influence on society through 
itself, a political subject that exercises 
state power, could have two mutually 
exclusive outcomes. The first poten-
tial result is the creation of a broad 
base for democracy and the emer-
gence of a maximum number of part-
ners for state power. Without a doubt, 
this would be a question of generat-
ing infrastructural power. The second 
outcome could be the implementa-
tion of the AK Party’s own policies 
without any routine and institution-
alized bargaining with the various so-
cial groups, including their legitimate 
political representatives, as a result 
of the justifiable post-July 15 skepti-
cism. It is important to note that this 
outcome would result in the weaken-
ing of democracy and transform the 
rival elements of social power into 
agents for the global civil war. The 
first scenario, or the consolidation of 
infrastructural power, would not only 
build on the July 15 resistance but also 
serve to reinforce and honor the AK 
Party’s founding mission and political 
philosophy in the following ways.

AK Party’s Success in the Political 
Sphere
First and foremost, the June 24 elec-
tion established that the AK Party 
was/is a historically and completely 
unparalleled center party with a clear 

determination to seize the opportu-
nity to function and govern as such. 
In Turkey, the first rule of being a cen-
ter party is to maximize one’s share 
of the vote and, therefore, to assume 
a strategic position that facilitates the 
creation of a rather wide popular base. 
In this regard, the AK Party –to lightly 
modify Giovanni Sartori’s typology8– 
created a pragmatist-hegemonic party 
organization: it put ideology on the 
back burner when necessary in order 
to secure the support of various social 
groups for its policies. In terms of re-
alpolitik, this represents the AK Par-
ty’s “power” in multiple spheres.

In the political sphere, the AK Party’s 
pragmatic side most closely resembles 
the Motherland Party (ANAP) un-
der the leadership of former Turkish 
President Turgut Özal.9 Nonetheless, 
today’s historical conditions and po-
litical environment are quite different. 
At the time, ANAP concentrated on 
creating a new formula that would 
bring together different political ten-
dencies on the basis of their “liberal” 
elements. The global rise of the New 
Right and the legacy of Turkey’s mil-
itary transition government led the 
masses to view the party as a hope 
–a sentiment which Özal skillfully 
tapped into, to put his ideas to work.

When the AK Party rose to power, the 
New Right had already taken hold in 
the world. The political parties that 
were best suited to bring about the 
same kind of change in Turkey, how-
ever, had been weakened by the coun-
try’s unique political circumstances. 
The only remaining candidate was the 
AK Party, a conservative movement. 
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By making references to reformism, 
the AK Party successfully portrayed 
itself as a breakaway movement from 
its conservative political tradition, 
used its potential and leapfrogged in 
front of its politically bankrupt com-
petitors. In this regard, the AK Party 
was born as an ultimately idiosyn-
cratic political movement. Although it 
bore some resemblance to other polit-
ical parties, including the Democratic 
Party and the Motherland Party, the 
AK Party differed from them in many 
ways because it was born under dif-
ferent circumstances.

Interestingly, the AK Party leadership 
immediately realized that the move-
ment was born under different con-
ditions and attempted to set a unique 
course for themselves. This new course 
was proof that the AK Party distin-
guished itself from the National Out-
look (Milli Görüş) movement. This 
development, in turn, required the 
AK Party to assume the following po-
litical responsibility: to transform the 
base along with itself and bring about 

a complete political mutation in order 
to establish itself firmly at the center 
and consolidate its new position.

In retrospect, the AK Party appears 
to have been successful. At the same 
time, the movement persuaded the 
various social groups, whose sup-
port it would need to consolidate its 
power in the long run, that it was a 
‘pragmatic’ party –even if this meant 
facing criticism from certain ‘Islamic’ 
groups over its political mutation. In 
other words, the AK Party found ways 
to undergo a radical mutation and to 
strengthen its legitimacy in the eyes 
of various groups that viewed the AK 
Party as a pragmatic movement. It 
assumed the same position when it 
came to transforming the worldview 
of its core base.

AK Party’s Success in the Economic 
Sphere
The AK Party’s success in the economic 
sphere was fueled by its commitment 
to addressing the long-standing griev-
ances of the masses –partly to appease 
its core audience and, to another ex-
tent, reach out to social groups on 
whose support it counted. To bor-
row from economist Amartya Sen, it 
is important to acknowledge that the 
AK Party government’s policies were 
geared towards showing and/or facil-
itating the capacity of the population 
for action.10 In this regard, the AK 
Party convinced the socially alienated 
masses, including people in southeast-
ern Turkey, that inequality was about 
the unfair distribution of rights. After 
all, it is the fair distribution of rights 
that makes people fulfill their poten-
tials, rather than income inequality.

By making references to 
reformism, the AK Party 
successfully portrayed itself 
as a breakaway movement 
from its conservative political 
tradition, used its potential 
and leapfrogged in front 
of its politically bankrupt 
competitors
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It is possible to describe similar situ-
ations in other countries as applica-
tions of ‘citizenship technologies.’11 
The term refers to the promotion 
of economic and social integration 
through emphasis on putting social 
capital (i.e. the outcome of shared 
values among people outside of ma-
terial assets, such as families, educa-
tion, social life, work and the ability 
to mobilize, access to and use of com-
munication networks, etc.), to work 
actively and widely. In this sense, the 
AK Party’s policy decisions weren’t 
entirely unique but part of a broader 
process of integration into the global 
economic order.

As a matter of fact, the World 
Bank has long stressed the need for 
strengthening and improving social 
capital in policy recommendations 
to governments around the world. 
The World Bank projects view social 

capital as a strategic tool for poverty 
reduction and, at the same time, em-
phasize the role of civil society in fa-
cilitating the market economy.12

In Turkey, the World Bank’s recom-
mendations entered the radar of suc-
cessive governments as a way to over-
come the February 2001 economic 
crisis. This process, which began at 
the time, compelled the country to 
take certain economic measures in 
order to integrate into global markets 
and, at the same time, required them 
to eliminate the political limitations 
which would otherwise have stopped 
governments from taking those eco-
nomic measures, through the promo-
tion of democracy. The AK Party came 
to power after this process started and 
took into consideration a series of 
economic,13 social,14 and political15 
recommendations to chart its course 
for the past fifteen years. Elsewhere, 

Representatives of 
the AK Party and 
MHP formed the 
People’s Alliance 
before the June 24 
elections.

AA PHOTO / ERÇİN TOP
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I posited that it would not be wrong 
to describe the spectrum of policies 
implemented by the AK Party as ‘so-
cial liberalism.’16 Social liberalism is a 
political tool to promote social capital 
and integrate disadvantaged groups 
(by creating incentives, making social 
security more widely available and, 
consequently, empowering social 
groups) into the economy. It aims to 
strengthen the network of global inte-
gration and the legitimacy of markets 
by including the outsiders.

Building on its ideological tradition, 
the AK Party successfully used net-
work-like mechanisms (recall the role 
of municipalities and local communi-
ties here) and was able to get the de-
sired results. The movement’s perfor-
mance in the economic sphere sheds 
light on the political sphere, where the 
AK Party facilitated Turkey’s transition 
to a new system of government –the 
‘presidency’ system of government. 

It is important to note that the AK 
Party’s vision for democracy, first and 
foremost, concentrates on political 
unity. Provided that democracy is a 
type of political solidarity, this point 
is crucial to understand the position 
of the AK Party and to accurately es-
tablish the direction of potential po-
litical developments in this area.

In Lieu of Conclusion

At the heart of democracy lies the 
homogeneity of a certain demos, or 
population, and unity, which is a con-
crete manifestation of said homoge-
neity. After all, citizens become eligi-
ble to be treated as equals by joining a 
shared essence. It is necessary to keep 
in mind, however, that the element 
that generates democracy (i.e. the 
shared essence) has the potential to 
destroy it. To identify a singular truth 
in the form of ethnicity, race, culture, 
ideology or doctrine as the shared es-
sence of demos refers not to democ-
racy but to the state as a form of com-
munal living. By contrast, political 
unity puts the state first. This is what 
we cannot afford to misconceive: as 
a form of communal living, the state 
does not contain political unity. Quite 
the contrary, it is a historical stop for 
political unity. In the sense that Carl 
Schmitt uses the word, the percep-
tion of political unity17 as a form of 
unity equipped with the decision 
making powers to overcome internal 
contradictions must not result in its 
identification with the state.

Under the circumstances, it is neces-
sary to concede that the AK Party’s 
notion of democracy based on socie-
tal ‘openings’ is more welcoming than 
contemporary approaches. Here’s why: 
the current idea of democracy, which 
opposes the AK Party’s approach, pri-
oritizes the state over political unity. 
This perspective represents the point 
of reference for the AK Party’s oppo-
nents, who identify themselves as “op-
ponents of the state.” In the final anal-
ysis, the opposition reduces the demos 

It is important to note that 
the AK Party’s vision for 
democracy, first and foremost, 
concentrates on political unity
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to a single dimension and identifies 
that single dimension as the essence 
that keeps the demos together. In this 
regard, the HDP’s primary concern, 
for example, is to create a new demos 
on the basis of Kurdish ethnic identity. 
The MHP strives for a formula that 
assumes Turkish ethnic identity as 
the essence of the demos. The CHP, in 
turn, represents a tradition that origi-
nally assigned an ethnic essence to the 
demos, added other elements into that 
essence as required by later develop-
ments –which manifested itself in the 
form of the Six Arrows– and, in the 
end, assumes the demos to be one and 
the same with the state.

The following point, however, tends 
to be ignored: homogeneity, which 
forms the basis of the demos, can 
manifest itself in many different ways. 
Those manifestations can be expressed 
within a more inclusive framework  
–which is political unity. This is ex-
actly where the AK Party differs from 
its opponents: it attempts to replace 
the demos with the notion of civiliza-
tion. In other words, it seeks to create 
the hope that the single-dimensional 
essentialism of the demos, which lim-
its diversity, can be overcome with 
references to civilization, and thereby 
creates a space for the non-state. In 
this regard, civilization is far more 
welcoming than the demos and, by 
extension, more capable of facilitating 
the peaceful coexistence of different 
groups and ideas. After all, civilization 
refers to the sum of social practices, 
values and meanings (from technol-
ogy to the economy, from science to 
the arts, and from faith to symbolic 
rituals), which various human com-

munities created in a certain geo-
graphical area over time by linking to-
gether material and spiritual domains.

In this sense, unlike the demos, the 
political unity that the AK Party 
seeks to promote does not view eth-
nic, cultural, religious or linguistic 
homogeneity as a precondition. In 
accomplishing this task, the desper-
ately needed political motivator is 
asabiyyah. I define this term, which 
was coined by İbn Khaldun,18 as the 
capacity for collective action, which 
includes a collective sense of belong-
ing and group solidarity.

As I discussed above with reference 
to the economist Amartya Sen, the 
ability of the AK Party’s policies to de-
velop the population’s capacity for ac-
tion simultaneously promotes efforts 
to revive the asabiyyah in popular 
culture and thereby promote a sense 
of belonging in a civilization. In other 
words, asabiyyah refers to the en-
couragement of communities, which 
are subjects of a civilization, to create 
their own nomos, or legal constitution, 
within political unity. At the same 
time, this represents the historical 
moment, in which politics becomes 
antagonistic at home and abroad.

The AK Party’s development and fi-
nal destination refers to hegemonic 
leadership that embodies such a mo-
ment. Without straying away from 
semantics, one can recall once again 
that hegemony entails a part (a party) 
of the whole (the people) coming to 
the forefront and assuming a leader-
ship role. From this perspective, hege-
mony includes a potentially constitut-
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ing power. Nonetheless, it is necessary 
to consider the possibility of the he-
gemony’s constitution as contingent, 
since one party assuming a leadership 
position is not a foregone conclusion. 
This, in turn, entails a dilemma, which 
is the product of the AK Party’s delu-
sion of being irreplaceable (c.f. vanity, 
against which Erdoğan warned after 
the June 24 elections) and, as a result 
of said delusion, the failure of critics, 
who charge the movement with ‘ci-
vilian guardianship,’ to appreciate the 
new dimension that it seeks to add to 
the notion of democracy.

History functions through simulta-
neous, multiple processes. Where his-
tory will place the AK Party, how the 
movement will perform depending 
on that position and what political 
legacy it will leave to the future will 
all depend on how the above-men-
tioned dilemma will be interpreted. 
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