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Tiivistelmä: 

Tutkielma pyrkii analysoimaan demokratian rapautumisen vaikutuksia eriarvoisuuteen ja 

eriarvoistumiskehitykseen modernissa Erdoganin ja AKP-puolueen hallinnoimassa Turkissa. 

Tutkielma hyödyntää monipuolisesti alan kirjallisuutta, erityisesti turkkilaisten tutkijoiden omia 

näkemyksiä ja tulkintoja demokratian tilaan maassa, joka on vähitellen ajautunut kohti presidentti 

Erdoganin yksinvaltaa ja yksipuolue järjestelmää. Tutkielman tavoitteena on valottaa prosesseja 

ja voimia, jotka vaikuttavat demokratian rapautumiseen Turkissa. Tämän jälkeen tutkielman 

pyrkimys on analysoida demokratian ja tuloerojen välistä suhdetta ja edellä mainitun kehityksen 

vaikutusta eriarvoisuuteen Turkissa.  

Tutkielma valottaa alkuun lyhyesti historiallisen analyysin kautta taustaa niihin lähtökohtiin, joiden 

päälle Turkin demokratia 2000-luvulla on pitkälti rakentunut. Tätä taustaa vasten käsitellään AKP-

puolueen ensiaskeleita ja 2000-luvun turkkilaista demokratiaa. Seuraavaksi tutkielma analysoi 

epädemokraattisia voimia ja tapoja, joilla demokratia Turkissa rapautuu käyttäen alan kirjallisuutta 

ja vertaisarvioituja artikkeleita. Siten tutkielman on mahdollista analysoida turkkilaista poliittista 

järjestelmää ja demokratiaa kokonaisuutena. Tutkielma vertailee eri poliittisia järjestelmiä, jotka 

usein seuraavat demokratian rapautumista. Tutkielman tavoite on välittää viesti, että Turkin 

kohtelu puhtaan autoritäärisenä valtiona on ennenaikaista, sillä vaaleilla on Turkin järjestelmässä 

edelleen keskeinen rooli. Lopuksi tutkielma keskittyy talousjärjestelmään ja eriarvoisuuden ja 

demokratian väliseen suhteeseen ja siihen millainen talousjärjestelmä Turkin kaltaisessa maassa 

vallitsee demokratian rapautumisen seurauksena. Lopuksi tutkielma päätyy yhteenvetoon, jossa 

keskeisimmät tulokset tiivistetään yhteen. 

Tutkielman keskeiset tulokset ovat, että Turkin demokratia on viimeisten kymmenen vuoden 

aikana rapautunut merkittävästi. Keskeinen havainto kuitenkin on, että vaalien voittamisella on 

edelleen oleellinen vaikutus Turkin poliittiseen järjestelmään. Tästä esimerkkeinä käy vuoden 

2015 parlamentti, ja vuoden 2019 aluevaalit. Tästä on johdettu tutkielman toinen keskeinen 

havainto, että Turkki sijaitseekin demokratian ja autoritäärisyyden välisellä harmaalla alueella, 

jossa se ei ole oikein kumpaakaan. Tutkielman viimeinen keskeinen tulos on, että demokratialla ja 

eriarvoisuudella on olemassa keskeinen yhteys. Tutkielma ei kuitenkaan pysty vetämään yhteen 

konkreettisesti millainen tämä yhteys on, vaan keskittyy siihen, miten edellä mainittu yhteys 

ilmenee kompleksisuudestaan huolimatta. 

Tutkielman johtopäätökset noudattavat tulosten linjaa. Ensiksi Turkin demokratiakehitys 

noudattaa pitkälti globaalia trendiä, jossa liberaalidemokratia on järjestelmänä ollut 
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puolustuskannalla. Toisaalta Turkin järjestelmä on hybridi, joka muistuttaa jonkin verran 

esimerkiksi Venäjää. Demokratian ja eriarvoisuuden välillä vaikuttanee olevan läheinen suhde, 

mutta sitä on globaalissa mittakaavassa vaikeaa asettaa teoreettiseksi malliksi, jota voisi soveltaa 

laajempaan globaaliin kontekstiin. Lopuksi tutkielma toteaa aiheen laajuuden keskeiseksi 

haasteeksi tyydyttävän vastauksen saamisessa.  
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Miro Smolander 

 

Democracy in Turkey: de-democratisation and inequality during 

Erdogan and AKP era 

 

1. Introduction: 
 

The Republic of Turkey was founded in 1923 as the predecessor; the Ottoman Empire 

collapsed due to the First World War. The republic is therefore set to celebrate its 

centennial in 2023, which is also the year when the next parliamentary and presidential 

elections are to be held. That year is, in many accounts, a pivotal year in modern Turkish 

history. What happens in the next elections will largely determine the direction the 

Turkish republic takes, and it also acts as a measure for public support towards the new 

presidential system Turkey adopted after the 2017 referendum where President Erdogan, 

who has led the country since the early 2000s was granted de facto one-man rule 

authority. Prominent Turkey researcher Toni Alaranta describes what can be expected 

from Erdogan: 

“In Erdogan’s own words, the 100 years old republic is the embodiment of AKP’s ‘new 

Turkey’ that is staunchly connected to Islamic values and economically developed 

regional power that bows to no one and where Islamic-conservative value-driven people 

has finally subdued Republic’s Kemalist elite.” (2019;219). 

 

Over time, the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, here after 

AKP) has transformed Turkey from a potential EU member candidate to a proto-

authoritarian one-party state where the incremental undermining of democratic and 

secular ideals has essentially been accelerating since 2011 after a major election victory 

by AKP. Hakki Tas (2015) illustrates the process in which Turkey has slowly turned from 

tutelary to delegative democracy: three key aspects that contribute to the process: (1) anti-

institutional development, (2) anti-political stance and (3) clientelism. Characteristic for 

delegative democracy is the idea that the democratic mandate is more robust than it, in 

reality, is, which is often reflected by the populist mode of politics. Guillermo O’Donnell 

(1994) characterises delegative democracies as a system where “whoever wins elections 

to the presidency is thereby entitled to govern as he/she sees fit, constrained only by the 
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hard facts of existing power relations and by a constitutionally limited term of office”. 

Indeed, Erdogan’s rhetoric has been assertive in that whoever is against his rule is thereby 

against the so-called national will that he calls the election result. 

Since its ascension to power in the early 2000s, AKP-led Turkey has been able to increase 

its GDP quite impressively. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Turkey was suffering from 

political turmoil as the army intervened in politics by ousting the then-popular Welfare 

Party (WP) due to its underlying Islamism and perceived threat towards the secular 

constitution. From the ruins of the WP rose the AKP, which got into power through 

promises of fixing the Turkish economy that in 2001 was in steep crisis. The support for 

AKP and, therefore, Erdogan is tightly connected to the economic performance of the 

country (Erkoc, 2019). AKP initially adhered to Washington Consensus and IMF policies 

to gain a foothold in Turkish politics. Through these developments, AKP was able to 

convince the EU to consider Turkey as a potential member candidate. Erkoc (ibid.) points 

out that the support for AKP followed the economic performance of Turkey tightly – 

support was strongest in the 2002-2011 period, after which Turkish GDP, according to 

World Bank data, begun to drop. Consequently, 2011 is considered to be the year in the 

academic literature when the authoritarian developments and degradation of democracy 

initiated at large in Turkey. These developments imply a connection between Turkish 

democracy and capitalism as a whole: when the economic performance worsens, the 

democracy weakens as well. 

In the Turkish case, incumbents were rewarded by the electorate with another term in 

office based on sound economic performance (Tusalem, 2015). Indeed, the public support 

for the AKP government has faltered since 2018 as a result of weaker economic 

performance. It may well be anticipated that the citizens seek to ‘punish’ the incumbents 

by kicking them out of office (ibid.). Since the AKP first ascended power through 

(neoclassical) economic policies and good economic performance, it makes the economy 

one of the central points for its approach.  

Politics and economy are closely intertwined, which can be observed in how political 

accountability functions in developing or recently industrialised countries. Especially in 

Turkey, as seen above, politics goes hand in hand with economy and economic 

performance especially. Therefore, there is a lot to be said about the relationship between 

the economy and politics. Authors such as Kuhner (2014) and Hodgson (2015; 2019) 
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contribute to debates on the relationship between democracy and capitalism as a political 

and social system, respectively. Literature on capitalism is relevant as most economies in 

the world function under the tenets of capitalism, and Turkey is no exception. There are 

arguments such as Munger and Villareal-Diaz (2019), where capitalism leads to cronyism 

in democratic systems due to the nature of capitalism in combination with open 

democratic societies. 

Additionally, authors such as Kuhner (2014; 34) argues that unchecked capitalist powers 

can easily lead to subversion of democracy. His example of the US Supreme court case 

Buckley v. Valeo has led to a situation where limitations on campaign funding were 

abolished. It was ruled that campaign funding limitations were unconstitutional because 

they hinder the right to political speech, which is protected under the first amendment 

provisions. He states as follows: 

“During 1970s and more precisely during Milton Friedman’s monetarism, the relationship 

between democracy and capitalism was less pronounced as today. Friedman’s view was 

that less government and more markets produce optimal results as market forces 

determine right goods for right people for right price. (…) If money is used to purchase 

speech, the money itself becomes part of the public sphere of politics and its ties to the 

economic sphere are cast off, rendering it too pure for most any regulation” (ibid). 

Market wisdom was therefore applied to judicial reasoning. When (big)capital plays a 

role in campaign financing, it is not surprising that only the wealthiest can manage to 

make their voices heard. Similar points are echoed in Levitsky & Ziblatt (2018) and 

Boushey et al. (2017). Initially, it would seem that the aforementioned Supreme court 

case has been the main reason why each subsequent election in the US has been more 

expensive than the last. 

Above is only one example of how income inequalities impact the degradation of 

democracy. What about the other way around: how does degradation of democracy 

impact income inequalities? In this thesis I attempt to analyse connection between 

inequality and democracy. Further, I seek to analyse the impact of de-democratisation in 

Turkey to Turkish income inequality. Income inequalities in Turkey have been increasing 

in the last ten years period. However, there is peculiar trend when analysing 20-year 

period. According to the world bank data, the Gini index in Turkey took a steep increase 

after the GFC. In 2015 it decreased slightly from 42.9 to 41.4, from where it has again 

increased to 41.9 (2018). When compared to the OECD numbers, Turkey belongs to the 

higher side between the US (39.0) and Mexico (45.8) (2021). In light of these trends in 
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Turkish inequality, one cannot help but notice that the increases have been happening 

when the Turkish economy and political system have been undergoing changes, such as 

the aforementioned de-democratisation.  

Furthermore, as stated above, the year 2011 is considered in the academic literature to be 

the year when authoritarian development in Turkey essentially started. The period of 

democratic erosion and increased income inequality begs the question: does the 

degradation of democracy influence income inequality? In the Turkish context, it would 

seem feasible at face value to argue that the degradation of democracy is necessary but 

not a sufficient condition for visible changes and fluctuation in income inequality.   

 

1.2 Methodology and arguments: 
 

This research seeks to utilise various methods and methodological tools rather than 

limiting to one specific instrument. This is because the research problem cannot be 

approached in my view by using only one specific research method. So far, I intend to 

divide to research into three main parts. Firstly, I plan to apply historical analysis into the 

Turkish case: how the Turkish democracy and republic has developed and how the 

history became basis for contemporary de-democratisation. Further attention is given to 

the emergence of the multi-party era in Turkey and undemocratic elements during the 20th 

century. Historical analysis is a valuable tool in this situation as it sheds light on the 

proper historical background on which the following chapters are built. 

Alongside brief historical analysis I seek to illuminate broader complexities that surround 

this research problem. First important peculiarity is that empirical analysis shows that 

Turkish inequalities in fact increased after the GFC rather than decrease as one would 

assume. Firstly, as Piketty (2013) suggests in C21, wealthier classes maintain high capital 

income levels instead of wages. Naturally, when economic shock, such as the GFC hits, 

the value of their assets decreases and in turn, alleviates the inequality as per r>g where 

rate of return for capital is higher than growth in output.  

Secondly, I will critically evaluate claims such as ones by Yilmaz & Bashirov (2018) that 

argue, that Turkish political system can be characterised as electoral authoritarianism. 

Instead, it should be argued that Turkey occupies a middle ground between representative 

democracy and authoritarian one-party rule, which makes applying delegative democracy 
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by O’Donnell (1994) fitting. It should be noted this way that stringent policies and 

practices do not yet constitute an authoritarian Turkey.  

Thirdly, analysing a link between democratic erosion and income inequality is attempted. 

There are few angles to approach this problemata from. Literature such as Reuveny & Li 

(2003) would suggest a link between income inequalities and democracy, but the 

empirical evidence, as they argue, is largely inconclusive. Primarily the problem is the 

lack of consensus on what constitutes high or low-income inequality. Moreover, a similar 

position is occupied by Gradstein & Milanovic (2004) that also conclude a link existing, 

however, noting that this research problem maintains large number of variables that 

contribute to the overall outcome. However, the existing link seems to allow us to analyse 

the effects of de-democratisation on inequality. Current state in Turkish economy with 

high inflation and followed protests and dissenting voices, may ultimately lead to further 

turmoil. The Turkish state apparatus that functions under delegative democracy, cannot 

and will not be held responsible for flawed policymaking in the way liberal democracy 

would. Having said that, I still recognise that this argument mainly applies in Turkish 

context only. Therefore, I argue that despite of visible observations of the connection 

between democracy and inequality and de-democratisation and inequality, the 

mechanisms and underlying forces are largely invisible. The connection between 

democracy and inequality in global context may exist, but as was argued above by 

Gradstein & Milanovic (2004) empirical evidence is inconclusive, especially in global 

context. Locally, the evidence is quite visible for instance in the Turkish case. Industrial 

sectors with high strategic state interests such as defence sector and other exporting 

sectors and energy sectors are allowed to prosper which may have implications for 

regional distribution of wealth. Lack of social welfare programs or selective application 

of such programs may benefit religious segments of society while undermining minorities 

such as Kurdish segments of the society.  

Furthermore, many studies on the subject put too much emphasis on the Gini index. 

While being a helpful tool in combination with other measures alone, it simply is too 

inadequate as Gini-index ignores shares of wealth between percentiles and income 

classes. Additionally, many studies on income inequality lack insightful analysis on the 

effects of politics and policies on income inequality. Therefore, this research seeks to fill 

a gap, at least in the context of the Republic of Turkey, while seeking to provide 
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additional global insights on the effects of degradation of democracy and income 

inequality. 

As the title suggests, the Turkish democracy has primarily been eroding. My first research 

question is to find out how this process is taking place. The second question is also 

implied in the title: what are the implications of the degradation mentioned above to the 

income inequality in Turkey? In this chapter, Levitsky & Ziblatt’s (ibid.) framework is 

applied to understand Turkish democracy as a case better specifically. Furthermore, I am 

going to argue that the Turkish democracy is eroding by (1) the authoritarian politics of 

AKP and President Erdogan, (2) by eliminating horizontal and vertical accountability in 

the Turkish democratic system and (3) establishing AKP-led monopoly to all political life 

in Turkey. First, populism is being used to legitimising the AKP government. This is 

being done by rhetoric that emphasizes the national will and stigmatising any opposition 

to it. Second, throughout its reign, AKP has sought to eliminate the rule of law and 

independent judiciary. In addition, changes in the Turkish constitution have made 

elections and candidacy less accessible, thus building barriers between oppositional 

parties and decreasing accountability in Turkish politics. Third, Erdogan has been vocal 

in his ambitions to raise a religious and conservative new generation of Turkish citizens. 

He has sought to abolish religious organisations and schools that are out of AKP’s reach. 

Moreover, Erdogan has put forward initiatives to create professional unions, such as the 

recent law on Bar Associations that aim to generate lawyer unions that are loyal and 

answer to AKP only.      

The aforementioned degradation of democracy will affect the income inequality in 

Turkey in multiple ways. Firstly, the weakening of democratic institutions poses a 

challenge to economic policymaking. Civil servants are no longer chosen based on 

competence but rather by their loyalty and closeness to the political elite—new 

institutions such as trade unions increase state power in the economy and labour market. 

State interest prevails over employees and employers. I thus argue that continued and 

pervasive inequality is threat towards political equality as well. In this context political 

equality means reduced access to governing institutions as per Levin-Waldman (2016). It 

should be pointed here for the sake of clarity that I utilise degradation of democracy and 

de-democratisation interchangeably throughout this thesis. 
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Another indirect impact resulting from de-democratisation and political inequality is the 

impact on economic policy, which will increasingly be based on the official ideology 

fuelled by political Islamism and conservative nationalism. Therefore, it may be expected 

to see more regional and global instabilities due to Turkish economic policymaking. 

Secondly, the Turkish economy will be more prone to a political crisis. While capitalism 

as a system is prone to systemic problems, unsound monetary policy in the combination 

of possible political crises caused by delegative democratic system makes the situation for 

Turkish income inequality even worse. I argue that the above-mentioned de-

democratisation maintain indirect implications for income inequality in Turkey.  

Firstly, Turkish economy is vulnerable for exogenous and endogenous shocks within the 

system. Turkey occupies a position in global political economy that makes it susceptible 

for geopolitical shocks from the neighbouring regions. Evidently, this has been the case 

as Turkey is engaged in conflicts in its surrounding regions. Furthermore, Turkish 

precarious political position between the US, Russia and China makes geopolitical 

struggle an everyday reality. Within the now centralised political system, endogenous 

shocks relating to high inequality intensifies. I argue that as accountability in Turkish 

political system is limited, lawful means for expressing contempt is also limited. Any 

protests or social movements towards more equitable society meets stiffer resistance. As 

de-democratisation takes place, the aim for the current regime is to stay in power any 

means necessary. Arguably, Erdogan and AKP has expressed their willingness to use any 

means necessary for achieving this goal. It would therefore seem reasonable to argue that 

endogenous shocks resulting from high inequality would meet repression rather than 

acceptance.  

 In the final chapter, lessons learned from the previous chapter(s) are drawn to illuminate 

the income inequality situation in Turkey, allowing for a more meaningful analysis of the 

future conditions for the development. I seek to evaluate numerical data critically when 

necessary and possible.  

However, the absence of mathematical modelling might be a potential limitation. I 

contend that this thesis cannot answer the question entirely but rather serve as an opener 

for further research on this topic. Another limitation is the relatively broad scope and, 

therefore, a danger of missing relevant angles.  
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Salience to this study arises given that the Turkish economy is primarily (or going to be) 

subordinated to the goals and objectives of President Erdogan and AKP-elite; problems 

related to income inequality might be further exacerbated. It should come as no surprise 

that further centralisation of the economy and assets in the hands of the few, in 

combination with an almost non-existent welfare state and ideology that seeks to keep 

women out of the active labour force, worsens the situation for the Turkish lower-class.  

 

 

1.3 Theoretical framework and GPE approach 
 

 

This research relies upon a variety of literature ranging from peer-reviewed articles and 

related books. Additionally, OECD and World Bank data will be utilised to shed light on 

the Turkish economy and income inequality as a whole. The main body of literature has 

been identified and consists primarily of democratic theory and political economy 

literature. In addition, literature regarding Turkish history will be utilised.  

For the first part of the thesis, literature such as Alaranta (2019), Kankkonen (2019), Tas 

(2015), Heper (1997), and Toprak (2005) will be vital as they cover the development of 

the Turkish republic well. Especially the works by Alaranta and Kankkonen form the 

main body of the historical background as they describe how the Turkish republic came to 

include in the first place. Works by Heper and Toprak consider mainly the role of Islam 

in the Turkish democracy and nation-building. Their relevance is based on the fact that 

Turkey initially adopted multiple Western ideals, such as representative democracy and 

secular government, in the initial state-building process. Additionally, analysing the role 

of Islam is crucial in understanding how the current Turkish government operates. 

Literature on Islam and democracy is altogether intriguing as there seems to be a lot of 

academic debate on the compatibility of the two. Heper and Toprak seek to establish that 

the integration of Islam into the Turkish democracy has largely been effective and 

inclusive. However, the early Turkish history and Kemalist ideology do not support that 

statement. Moreover, the AKP-led government has considered western-influenced 

democracy to be against Islamic values. The western-style democracy has been 
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interpreted as equal to capitalism, which again does not apply to the AKP’s interpretation 

of Islam.  

Some of the critical literature for the second part of the thesis consists of, i.e., works by 

Levitsky & Ziblatt (2018), Guillermo O’Donnell (1994) and additionally Hakki Tas 

(2015). Especially Levitsky & Ziblatt illustrate well in their work ‘How democracies die’ 

what kind of forces are behind anti-democratic movements. While their main focus is in 

the US and lacks political economy viewpoints, their work nonetheless describes the 

process of anti-democratic development well. Their model for authoritarian behaviour 

that describes four critical aspects of oppressive behaviour is relevant for analysing 

Turkey and Erdogan.  

Lastly, literature on income inequality is utilised first to understand the formation of 

income inequalities under the capitalist system. Theories on income equalities are 

evaluated, such as foundational work by Thomas Piketty (2014), who essentially is 

responsible for bringing income inequality to the central topic of economics and political 

economy literature. His most notable work, ‘Capital in the 21st century,’ explains 

extensively how income inequalities have increased over the last century using large 

amounts of data from various countries and periods. Capital in the 21st century does not 

come without its flaws, however. The book's scope is relatively Eurocentric, which makes 

its application to the Turkish case challenging. There is only little analysis of the recently 

industrialised countries in the book, except China. 

Furthermore, there is a lack of analysis on the impacts of politics and policies. To fill 

some of the gaps above other relevant literature such as “After Piketty” by Boushey et al. 

(2017) and Branko Milanovic’s “Global Inequality: A New Approach for the Age of 

Globalization” (2016) and “Capitalism, Alone: The Future of the System that Rules the 

World” (2019). Other relevant works such as Reuveny & Li (2003), Jung & Sunde 

(2014), Tansell et al. (2018) and Torul & Öztunali (2018). These pieces contain 

complementary data and illustrative points that better portray the functioning of 

democracy and income inequalities alongside capitalism. 

 Additional core literature used in this section includes, among others, Acemoglu & 

Robinson (2013), Kuhner (2014), Hodgson (2014; 2019), Munger & Villarreal-Diaz 

(2019), and Buzan & Lawson (2014). Acemoglu & Robinson (2013), in their work ‘How 

nations fail’, try to answer why other countries stay rich and other countries remain poor. 
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Additionally, they describe the economic development processes that contribute to wealth 

and poverty. Using West- and East-Europe, they explain differences in regional 

development: Britain became a great power while many of the Eastern European regions 

remained in poverty. Their book calls key economic development events as “crossroads” 

that contribute to either growth or stagnation. Their reasoning can be applied to a chosen 

case study in this research as the Turkish democratic erosion is in many ways “a 

crossroad” in Turkish economic development. Kuhner (2014), on the other hand, analyse 

in his book “Capitalism v. democracy” the interplay of the two and, more specifically, the 

implementation of market rules in democratic politics. While he focuses mainly on his 

study in the US, his arguments can be easily implemented into the broader debate on the 

subject. He uses campaign funding as a critical example of capitalism's threat to 

democracy, specifically how economic power translates into political influence. This 

notion is prevalent also in Levitsky & Ziblatt (2018), but not as detailed as in Kuhner. 

Kuhner’s point is related to the one made by Munger & Villarreal-Diaz (2019) that 

capitalism tends to cronyism in democratic countries. However, as Hodgson argues in 

response to them (2019), cronyism has much greater longevity than our markets system. 

He argues that cronyism extends back to our hunter-gatherer ancestors and early societies. 

His second point is that authoritarian governments are similarly prone to cronyism. 

However, under which conditions cronyism is the most prevalent largely unanswered.  

The literature on democracy, capitalism and income inequality allows us to seek links 

established in the research problem. It is well known in social sciences that income 

inequalities are inherent under the capitalist system. It is not my intention to argue that 

income inequalities are necessarily bad or unavoidable; income inequalities are in many 

ways necessary for the functioning of the capitalist market system as a way to reward for 

diligence and work. However, there is a considerable threat to democracy and societies in 

the excessive income inequalities. In a situation such as in Turkey, the population at large 

may very well be seen that the regime led by President Erdogan and the AKP is only 

representing the well-off elite instead of the people and the people they claim to 

represent.  

The capitalism v. democracy literature is relevant as income inequalities are inherent in 

capitalism as a system. Understanding how the two systems interact gives us valuable 

insights into how income inequalities come about and change under democratic systems. 

Moreover, most countries follow some or form of capitalism. It is crucial to understand 
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how democracy and capitalism interact. Mainly, Turkey still retains some democratic 

functions and despite the process of democratic degradation, understanding democracy 

under capitalism still comes relevant in the case of Turkey. 

On the other hand, I feel that the core literature for this thesis consists of many authors 

with different backgrounds and nationalities. Multiple pieces in the core literature are 

written by Turkish authors, which helps to avoid the Eurocentric view.  

As reviewed above, the thesis utilises various theoretical pieces related to democracy and 

political economy. However, there are certain flaws in these theories that justify the GPE 

approach's implementation, namely the Helsinki approach illustrated in Kotilainen & 

Patomäki (2020). I briefly go over the flaws in the theoretical frame below. 

I maintain in this thesis relatively firm reliance on Levitsky & Ziblatt (2018) for a few 

main reasons. Firstly, their case examples show the complexity of degradation of 

democracy in various countries ranging from so-called new democracies such as the 

Eastern-Europe and Latin America and Turkey to already well-established democracies 

such as the US. They also acknowledge that elements leading up to de-democratisation 

might not always lead up to the degradation of democracy. Such examples were given 

from countries such as Belgium and Finland. However, here lies the issue, either due to 

the theoretical frame they utilise or the complexity of the real world. To me and this 

thesis, the latter seems to be the case. Despite their stellar work, their lack of theoretical 

modelling and applicability to the global scale presents a challenge for the study of de-

democratisation. In this research, such a pitfall is circumvented by utilising the GPE 

approach mentioned above, which recognises and appreciates the complexity of the 

subject and recognises the need for cross-disciplinary research. The same complexity that 

Levitsky & Ziblatt ignore or fail to cover is sincerely adhered to in the GPE approach. 

The recognition of complexity requires this thesis to take a more critical position 

concerning sticking to one single theoretical tool. Levitsky & Ziblatt (ibid.) should be 

considered a directive tool rather than a rule or a one-size-fits-all model.  

Another major hurdle in this research is the chosen method of case study to shed light on 

the very complex nature of democracy and (income) inequality. As the name suggests, 

GPE as a theoretical approach is concerned on a global scale and seeks to apply 

“systematic engagement with different traditions that requires an explicit metatheoretical 

framework such as critical scientific realism or pragmatism” (Kotilainen & Patomäki; 
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2020). One country case analysis directly contradicts this goal. However, recognise the 

global aim and broader objective of shedding light on the complex dynamic of 

democracy-inequality through a country case study. In my view, the notion often made in 

the GPE context argues, “Research in IPE has become increasingly insular and 

introspective largely detached from what goes on in the real world” (ibid.). Another 

crucial point made by Kotilainen & Patomäki is the similar one echoed by Cohen (2017), 

which argues that mainstream IPE authors severely downplayed or outright ignored the 

impact of GFC. The Turkish case study essentially shows that politics and political 

systems matter. In turn, traditional IPE and Open Economy Politics (OEP) maintain over-

reliance on mathematical modelling, and insular tendencies illustrate the need for a more 

dynamic, more philosophical, and pluralist approach that GPE primarily is or is set to be.  

As implied above, the methodological nationalism pervasive in the IPE is the main 

obstacle in this thesis due to the firm reliance on a one-country case study. In the 

traditional IPE context, nation-states as a centre of analysis function as autonomous and 

isolated units not affected by global trends and phenomena. This is called closed systems 

analysis that presupposes that national systems are sufficiently closed from each other 

(ibid.). Beck (2007) argues that methodological nationalism subsumes nation-states and 

suggests that national borders demarcate societies from each other. Such an argument is 

well-justified and made. In study subjects as the one you are reading, the delicate and 

complex dynamic between democracy and inequality cannot be sufficiently answered 

using closed systems analysis that adopts a closed systems approach. However, as 

complex and delicate as the dynamic mentioned above is, it is one such subject that 

cannot be sufficiently studied in one master’s dissertation. I recognise and agree that open 

systemic analysis such as the one furthered by the GPE is critical in understanding the 

research problemata. However, I argue that utilising a Turkish case study may provide a 

pragmatic point and application. As discussed again by Kotilainen & Patomäki (2020), 

the validity of methodological nationalism depends partially on to what extent social 

systems, in general, can be closed or not.  

 The reason why the case of Turkey is used in terms of the GPE framework is simple. To 

fully appreciate the complexity of social systems and the dynamic between democracy 

and inequalities, the Turkish case is used to show why reliance on the secure premises 

(such as in the neoclassical economics) is inadequate in the real world. One prominent 

example of the nature of the open system in this context is the deep and thorough analysis 
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by Hannah Arendt (1951) in her ground-breaking work of The Origins of Totalitarianism. 

In the Turkish case, the Arendtian terms apply. Modernity, people and individuals as cogs 

in the economic machine, which brews dissatisfaction with the regime may lead to people 

electing power people and ideology that gives them purpose. In Turkey, Erdogan and the 

AKP were selected due to economic and political turmoil, and after the AKP seized 

power, it was unwilling to give it up. The logic of pan-movements recognises no borders. 

Therefore, the practical application for a one-country case study may shed important light 

on the matter as long as the starting point is that the social systems are open rather than 

closed. In sum, most traditional IPE models hardly stands the test of reality. Especially 

the Turkish case shows that the complexity of the question cannot be answered through 

economics alone. Rather, application of political sciences is necessary when inequality 

and democracy clashes under one dissertation. 

Turkey is in GPE context an interesting example. Politically and geographically speaking 

this country has traditionally been a bridge-nation between West and East, economically, 

culturally, and politically. Turkey has always maintained a position that seeks to balance 

between the two. In the simplest terms, this has been done by adopting religion and 

culture from the east but applying western politics and science. With turbulent global 

order, one such characterised by declining and (economic) crisis prone Europe, rising 

East and isolating United States, Turkey finds itself in a precarious geopolitical position. 

Buzan & Lawson (2014) makes point to illustrate the complexity of the contemporary 

world order: 

“Commentators variously locate this change in a ‘power shift’ from West to East, a trade in 

superpower status between the United States and China, or a transition from an era of bipolarity to 

one of unipolarity, multipolarity or even non-polarity. These analyses are linked by attention to a 

smorgasbord of dynamics that are said to be disrupting the smooth functioning of international 

order: globalization, US militarism, dynamics of revolution and counter-revolution, finance 

capital, climate change, the rise of non-state actors, new security threats, the dislocating effects of 

information and communication technologies (ICTs), and more.” 

 None of the aforementioned points, even including US militarism, recognises no state 

borders. This analysis again highlights the outdatedness of the traditional closed-systems 

analysis.  

Turkish political development highlights the lost appeal of the Western mode of 

governance which was further highlighted by the GFC that broke out in the 2007-2008 

and further exacerbated by the Euro crisis in the 2010s. Consequently, Buzan & Lawson 
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(2014) continues that the question in the 21st is not so much as “capitalism or not” but 

rather “what kind of capitalism”. Capitalism and democracy are deeply interwoven, and 

most nations adhere to some variation of both. Capitalism tends to inequality and it is 

endemic to capitalism as a system. This makes the role of democracy crucial. If 

democracy does not function properly, capitalism is set to rule rampant under no 

constraints and limitations. Therefore, the degradation of democracy in Turkey, or in the 

other words, the failure of democracy in Turkey is set to impact capitalism in the way 

mentioned above. Such would imply increasing inequality. Buzan & Lawson (ibid.) 

characterise four types of combination of political governance and capitalism. First, 

liberal democratic capitalism that seeks to maximise economic autonomy and minimised 

role for state under liberal democratic governance (ibid.). Second model is social 

democratic capitalism, which is most commonly associated with Northern-Europe. Social 

democratic capitalism seeks to maintain balance between market, state and the democracy 

(ibid.). After two democratic variants, two authoritarian models follow their reasoning.  

Firstly, competitive authoritarian capitalism seeks state control over the market and 

constraints democratic governance (ibid.). I consider Turkey belonging to this group. 

Interesting peculiarity in Buzan & Lawson is that despite calling the first authoritarian 

system as such, they still maintain and assume some form of democracy or democratic 

elements under this system. The last system they describe is state bureaucratic capitalism 

that maintains complex mix of state ownership and markets, while rejecting democracy as 

a whole (ibid.). Needless to say, that this system reigns supreme in China. While most 

countries are hybrids, it is safe to say that no one system rules over others and that all of 

these systems are under constant change.  

To sum up, GPE approach is useful theoretical frame for the above-mentioned research 

problem. Firstly, it seeks to apply more philosophical and pluralist approach than the 

traditional IPE. Secondly, methodological nationalism in the context of this thesis can 

provide practical application to real world through a real-world example. It is possible to 

do so when recognising the open nature of social systems and social sciences. Turkey is 

not isolated from GPE by national borders. The strength of the GPE is the ability to go 

beyond national borders to analyse global trends and phenomena which in turn, maintain 

an impact on Turkey, which is studied in this thesis. Nation-states are declining units of 

analysis, but practical application on local effects of global trends are quite visible 

through one country case study at hand.  
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2. The establishment of the Turkish republic and nation-

building 

 

 

Turkey is a relatively young nation and democracy. Established officially in 1923, the 

Republic of Turkey was founded on the ruins of the Ottoman empire as a result of the 

Great War and the war of liberation. These events have left a mark on the Turkish 

national ethos visible today, which makes historical analysis of these early years of the 

Republic relevant. After the first world war, the Ottoman empire, as a losing faction, had 

to agree to the dictated peace terms by the Western allies, the French and the British. The 

first peace agreement, the treaty of Sevres, would have effectively divided Anatolia and 

ended the empire and ultimately subordinated Turks to Western colonialism in the official 

narrative. The treaty of Sevres is taught in Turkish schools as a death sentence aimed at 

abolishing Turkish nationhood (Kankkonen 2019; 20). The treaty of Sevres would have 

given Turks a small area surrounding the city of Ankara. Armenians and Kurds were 

promised land to establish respective nation-states, and Greeks were pledged to the city of 

Izmir (ibid). Following the treaty of Sevres, the Turkish nationalist elements led by 

Mustafa Kemal Ataturk expelled the Greeks from Turkey, leading to the treaty of 

Lausanne, where Turkish borders were formalised, and the Republic of Turkey was born 

(Alaranta 2019; 33-34). 

The early years of the republic were tumultuous politically. The new republic had to shed 

the imperial skin and establish new political groundwork in ideology that would later be 

known as Kemalism after Mustafa Kemal. It is argued, however, that Mustafa Kemal had 

no intention of founding an ideology bearing his name. Still, instead, it happened more or 

less organically when his political allies begun to draft principles for the new Turkey 

(Alaranta 2019; 45). This new Turkey would essentially abandon the past principles of 

the Ottoman empire and begin to paint a picture of Anatolia as the land of the Turks and 

Turkish people as the successor of the empire. Mustafa Kemal visioned that to protect 

Turkey from Western imperialism and Russian communism, he sought to build Turkish 

nationalism based on history and secularism.  

This chapter is the foundation of this thesis. Here, the historical groundwork and analysis 

are established to understand how contemporary Turkey functions. The period covered in 
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this chapter is the establishment of the republic from 1923 to the 1990s as the interwar 

period and Cold War decades were the time when (1) Turkish republic was formed, (2) 

multi-party system was implemented and (3) systemic shocks in Turkish democracy 

became prevalent. These three periods are covered in sub-chapters where I identify 

Kemalism as the founding ideological groundwork to the Turkish republic. The multi-

party period emerged after WWII. A second crucial point of interest is the undemocratic 

elements in Turkey during the 20th century. 

To understand the present, it is necessary to understand the past. This is why historical 

analysis is required. Using historical analysis, we can illustrate the ideological framework 

of the Turkish republic and the formation of the multi-party democracy that it is today. 

With these points in mind, it is then plausible for us to better understand what elements 

contribute to the current degradation of democracy in Turkey. Secondly, historical 

analysis allows us to identify how economic growth, industrialisation and modernisation 

were achieved through political stability and how political instability ultimately led to the 

ascension of the AKP and Erdogan to power. In short, historical analysis enables us to see 

the necessary but not sufficient pieces that led to the degradation of democracy and 

increasing income inequality in a modern context. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



20 
 

2.1 The legacy of Mustafa Kemal and the emergence of multi-party 

democracy in Turkey 
 

 

The death of Mustafa Kemal on the 10th of November in 1938 was a turning point in 

Turkish history. The clock in the room where he died is set permanently to 9.05 

(Alaranta, 2019; 62). It is also worth asking whether Mustafa Kemal's role is overly 

emphasised in history writing (ibid.)? It is an understandable question. After all, when 

analysing history and the big picture of society, strong individuals often gain prominence. 

Further, there is a valid feminist question: Does the study of history over emphasise the 

role of men or, more specifically, strong men? In the case of Turkey, there are certainly 

few key reasons why Mustafa Kemal became such a defining character in history. Firstly, 

he undeniably played a significant role in avoiding the Western aims of dividing Anatolia 

and, therefore, entire Turkey as stated in the treaty of Sevres. Secondly, he had a strong 

vision of modernisation for Turkey, which he put forward with the help of his political 

allies. Thirdly, his legacy in contemporary Turkey is largely romanticised or discredited. 

Alaranta (ibid.;58) makes another great point because Mustafa Kemal’s role is primarily 

romanticised: his title of “Father of all the Turks” (Atatürk). This title divides the actual 

living and breathing Mustafa Kemal and the romanticised, almost a semi-deity Mustafa 

Kemal that continues to live on in the collective Turkish memory (ibid.).  

As mentioned above, the early struggles for independence in the form of the treaty of 

Sevres and the following war of liberation serve the main reason for the romanticised role 

of Mustafa Kemal. Indeed, there are many examples of people who first ascended to 

prominence through similar national struggles. Therefore, it is not uncommon to see 

individual power figures become essential nationally. Mustafa Kemal’s legacy as a 

modernisation project has survived mainly in the constitution, as seen above with 

secularisation. Also, his principles the above mentioned “six arrows” have lived on in the 

form of the CHP party. This vision is essentially why his legacy nowadays is seen as a 

tug-of-war between the romanticised vision and the discredited vision. This tug-of-war 

has resulted in more nuanced and critical research on Kemalism (Alaranta, ibid; 59). For 

example, authors (among others) such as Tas (2015), Houston (2019), Capan & Zarakol 

(2019), Yilmaz & Bashirov (2018), Cinar & Sezgin (2013), Akkoyunlu & Öktem (2016) 
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and Alaranta (ibid.) have all contributed or benefitted from more critical and nuanced 

analysis on Kemalism. Necessary academic research on Kemalism and the early modern 

history of Turkey has certainly produced meaningful analysis on contemporary Turkey. 

However, academic research has not discredited Kemalism, merely analysed through an 

objective or critical lens. The political sphere, on the other hand, has primarily been the 

most significant contributor to the matter. This is visible in two main ways: firstly, 

contemporary opposition parties apart from pro-Kurdish HDP have at times sought to 

identify themselves through Kemalist legacy. The nationalist-secularist base such as the 

CHP mentioned above follows this example. Secondly, the current AKP and pro-Erdogan 

political hegemony serve a more critical (but not necessarily nuanced) and discredited 

view on Kemalism. Indeed, these two views are often compared, such as in Capan & 

Zarakol (2019) and Yilmaz & Bashirov (2018). Both lines of reasoning seek answers to 

ontological insecurity (Capan & Zarakol; ibid.) that is often the root cause of conflict in 

Turkish politics.  

In the 1950 elections Democracy party (Demokrat partisi DP) emerged victoriously. 

Soon after that, DP took strives to loosen the strict control on religion, for instance. 

Additionally, the new generation of Turkish politicians that did not experience the Great 

war or the Greco-Turkish war emerged in public offices and were increasingly critical 

towards Kemalist CHP. This resulted in increased Islamist mobilisation in political fields 

and new religious networks (Cinar & Sezgin, 2013). DP, as a centre-right party, set an 

example to future similar parties such as the AKP. The multi-party era began promisingly 

with economic growth in Turkey. Financial aid from the US and closer cooperation with 

the West launched a promising period in Turkey. Turkey joined NATO in 1952, and 

foreign politics were characteristically anti-Soviet. Alaranta (ibid; 69) argues that the 

transition to a multi-party period was a fundamental change not only in that it ended the 

single-party CHP rule but that parties had to take into consideration masses, interest 

groups and Turkish people as a whole. Indeed, without the regular elections in the CHP 

era, it was impossible to measure support for the secularisation project and other top-to-

bottom policies. It can therefore be interpreted that the emergence of DP signalled 

dissatisfaction with state-led policies of the CHP. Alaranta also echoes this; the first 

policies implemented by the DP were considered counter-revolutionary by the old elite 

(ibid; 69). However, the Kemalist mission of democratisation was successful in that 

Turkey could finally hold free elections and was not colonised, as was the fear in the 
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early years of the Republic. It is worth mentioning that while DP was a centre-right party 

and served as an inspiration to future similar parties, they were the ones that begun to use 

populist rhetoric similar to AKP in the 1950s. Slogans in banners proclaimed, “national 

will” and “nation’s interest”, asserting DP as people’s party and spokesperson for the 

ordinary people. They sought to support entrepreneurship and, to an extent, the free 

market. The party relied heavily on the rural population, which prevalent DP’s pro-

religious (or anti-secular) policies. However, they did implement authoritarian policies, at 

least in Western terms. Alaranta points out that DP sought to limit liberties in universities 

and press, all based on the provisions in the 1924 constitution that embraced the “winner 

takes all”- mentality (ibid; 82).  

 

2.2 Undemocratic elements in Turkey during 20th century 
 

While we see contemporary Turkey experiencing significant democratic backsliding, it 

should be kept in mind that Turkey is still a young democracy in many ways. Especially 

during the last century, Turkey was far from the Western conception of democracy. 

CHP’s one-party rule characterised the early Republican era. Kemalism was undoubtedly 

an authoritarian system despite its visions for multi-party democracy, which is evident in 

Alaranta (ibid; 38), where he argues that Mustafa Kemal considered political opposition a 

threat towards the Republic. With the rise of DP, the late 1940s and early 1950s showed 

signs for the better, and there was genuine faith in Turkish democracy. The first free 

elections provided ordinary people with a significant channel to voice their dissatisfaction 

(ibid.) which may very well be the main reason why DP emerged to power in the first 

place.  

While DP’s rule initially served as a sign for healthy democratic development, how their 

rule ended was less so. With its strong mandate, DP had also ruled as a single party for 

the entire decade and became more and more autocratic. The aforementioned “winner 

takes all” mentality in the spirit of the 1924 constitution would come back to haunt in 

modern Turkey as seen in the AKP leadership.  

The role of the military has traditionally been vital in modern Turkish history. Mustafa 

Kemal, who himself was a career officer and many of his followers and early ministers 

had either served under him or were themselves veterans, may have perverted the 
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military's role. The army intervened in 1960 and staged a coup where DP was ultimately 

removed from power, and three of its leaders, including prime minister Adnan Menderes, 

were executed by hanging. Left-leaning officers carried out the coup, who considered the 

Kemalist modernisation project under existential threat (Akkoyunlu & Öktem, 2016). 

Furthermore, Alaranta sees that the 1960 coup set a dangerous precedent for later officers 

(2019; 85). Indeed, Turkey has experienced several military interventions that have left 

their marks on Turkish collective memory. In addition, the coup of 1980 was the most 

fundamental and the most repressive of them all. The Military aimed to reform Turkish 

politics and act as a restart to the Republican project, which Turkish people welcomed 

almost relieved (ibid.;116). As previously, the military emphasised that the Turkish 

republic and constitution were in danger, and thus military intervention was justified. 

However, it should be pointed out that it is somewhat misleading to see the Turkish army 

as solely Kemalist guardians of the constitution. Again, as Alaranta points out: 

“Mainstream literature on Turkish history states that the so-called army maintaining 

Kemalist ideals would have taken control over politics regularly. Rather, Kemalism and 

parties adhering to it and the ideological foundation of the Turkish military have 

undergone major changes from the first coup to this date.” (2019; 86) 

Indeed, the Turkish army, in this sense, has maintained a tutelary role instead. It considers 

itself a power that intervenes to stabilise politics similarly to a referee in a football game. 

Interestingly, unlike military coups, the Turkish military has usually retreated from 

politics when the situation has stabilised instead of staying in power. Paradoxically 

enough, the Turkish army has almost functioned as a constitutional authority similar to 

supreme or constitutional courts in Western countries. It should go without saying that 

such a role for the military is as undemocratic as it gets.  

Turkey experienced severe systemic shocks before the change of the millennium. The 

emergence of neo-liberalism in force as a result of Reagan and Thatcher impacted Turkey 

as well. This was exacerbated by the coup of 1980. The end of the 1970s was 

characterised by political chaos and street violence between leftist and rightist 

movements. Neoliberal juncture undoubtedly had an impact since strengthened labour 

movements of the 1970s collided with neoliberal de-regulation and globalisation, 

replaced labour-friendly and collectivism with pro-individualistic and business-friendly 

socio-economic order (Özkiltan, 2019). Özkiltan (ibid) continues that this neoliberal 

move also led Turkey to abandon import-substituting-industrialisation (ISI) with an 

export-led growth strategy in line with the neoliberal free-trade regime. The neoliberal 
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global politics had significant influence in the early 21st century Turkish politics that saw 

the emergence of AKP and Erdogan and EU membership negotiations. On this basis, we 

can examine the degradation of the democracy in Turkey, from promising member 

candidates to delegative democracy and authoritarian tendencies. 
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3. Degradation of democracy in Turkey: from promising 

beginning to dark decline  
 

 

 

This chapter analyses how Turkey turned from a promising democracy in the early 21st 

century to its current state of proto-authoritarian delegative democracy. In this chapter, I 

seek to identify the processes in which Turkish democracy is declining utilising works by 

such authors as Levitsky & Ziblatt (2018), O’Donnell (1994), Tas (2015), Yesil (2020) 

and Yilmaz & Bashirov (2018) to name a few. In combination with other relevant 

literature, the authors mentioned above allow us to identify processes that have led to the 

degradation of Turkish democracy and identify the system Turkey today is. Latter is vital 

since contemporary Turkey, in many ways, maintains a system that is not democratic nor 

entirely authoritarian one-party state. Instead, I seek to establish that Turkey is above all 

else a delegative democracy per authors such as Tas (ibid.) and O’Donnell (ibid.) in that 

Turkey maintains solid authoritarian tendencies, but that winning elections still matter in 

Turkey. This is evident in how the AKP party operates in that to rule, AKP and Erdogan 

need a parliamentary majority to ratify executive initiatives. The second sign that 

elections still matter is visible from the surprising CHP victory in regional elections in 

2019, where the opposition managed to gain control of Istanbul and Ankara. 

The initial process towards EU membership meant a period of solid democratisation and 

economic growth in Turkey. Interestingly, it is argued that the conditions for Turkish EU 

membership were more or less in place (Alaranta 2019; 157). The neoliberal era of 

privatisation and free trade began in Turkey, and Europe and, in many ways, contributed 

to the eventual emergence of democracy that was no longer chaotic as was the case in the 

1960s through 1970s. The newly emerged AKP party did not seem like other such parties 

as the DP mentioned above, whose reign ended with coup and gallows, and Welfare Party 

(Refah Partisi, RP) was forced to close down in the late 1990s. The new AKP party in the 

early 21st century was described as a conservative party whose support base was similar 

to its predecessor RP, vowed to adhere to European values. It is noted that “RP offered its 
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supporters possibility for upward social mobility through an ‘Islamist’ network of job 

recommendations, credits, capital and contracts” (Toprak, 2005). 

In comparison, AKP introduced a long section regarding human rights and international 

law (ibid.). Yesil (2020) argued that AKP downplayed its Islamist worldview to appease 

the urban middle-class that had emerged in the recent decades. Additionally, this allowed 

AKP to avoid military intervention many times before, as seen in the last chapter.  

This chapter is structured as follows: (1) deeper analysis on the early AKP years and 

democratic development is done. I shall begin by describing in better detail why AKP 

ascended to power in the first place and how the gradual degradation of democracy took 

place using relevant literature such as the aforementioned Levitsky & Ziblatt (ibid.) and 

other relevant sources mentioned above, among others. Furthermore, I attempt to seek 

and combine explanations for these processes. Levitsky’s and Ziblatt’s criteria are helpful 

for the case at hand, especially since their focus is more strictly on the US. Moreover, (2) 

I attempt to identify the current Turkish political system and conduct a deeper analysis on 

whether the country can still be considered a democracy or whether the decline towards 

authoritarianism is complete. I seek to utilise the concept of “delegative democracy” as 

mentioned above. Analysis of these two critical matters allows us to seek answers in the 

third chapter on how this political instability and repression translates into the 

development and nature of income inequalities in Turkey. Lastly, it is worth pondering 

whether Turkey indeed needs to maintain democracy or Western-style democracy. While 

this sounds provocative, it is necessary to analyse this question to clarify the third chapter 

about income inequality. Initially, findings would suggest that Turkey indeed needs 

democracy. 

 

 

3.1 Turkish democracy in the 21st century: one step forward, two steps 

back 
 

 

At the turn of the new millennium, Turkey was experiencing economic shocks due to 

political instability in the 1990s due to military intervention that closed down the AKP 
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predecessor, RP. The neoliberal global politics had a profound effect: AKP sought 

democratisation and IMF policies to curb the economic downturn and saw relative 

success. Indeed, after the Constitutional court shut down the RP, AKP functioned in a 

hostile political environment – one main reason behind the closure of RP was policies and 

actions considered anti-secular (Tas, 2015). Faced with this hatred, the AKP had to 

navigate a political environment that was initially hostile to any anti-secular political 

efforts. The banking crisis of 2001 caused severe anger and contempt towards mainstream 

parties, which was an opportunity to ascend power for AKP (Erkoc, 2019). AKP adhered 

to policies of the ‘Washington Consensus’ characterised by fiscal austerity, privatization, 

and neoclassical economics to facilitate the EU membership process (Erkoc, 2019; Yesil, 

2020). At first, it seemed as if these policies worked: the economy saw rapid growth and 

for a moment at least. As described in the previous chapter, neoliberal policies essentially 

ended the strong state-led era and industrialisation in the country. Turkey seemed like a 

suitable EU member candidate, although there was severe opposition within the union to 

accept Turkey as a member. Initially, the debates primarily concerned cultural affinity 

and whether Turkey can be seen as culturally European (Alaranta 2019; 159). While 

economic ties were close, such as the customs union and trade, Turkey was caught in the 

EU more as a strategic partner than a full member (ibid). Additionally, there were other 

pressing issues standing in the way, such as the Cyprus question. Nonetheless, Alaranta 

(ibid.) makes an important point that by 1999 when Turkey was officially accepted as a 

member candidate, the conditions for full membership were primarily in place. 

Based on this research, academic literature on early democratisation in Turkey consensus 

that the early years of the 21st century were successful in Turkish democracy. Hakki Tas 

identifies two significant groups of intellectual thinking in this vein: firstly, AKP is a 

party with Islamist origin, where pro-EU stance and calls for democracy represent merely 

a façade or illusion from the hidden agenda, which is the toppling of secular Kemalist 

elite and heritage and formation of Islamist regime (2015). The first group additionally 

maintain a strong emphasis on the adverse effects of state-led “forced” secularisation. The 

second group sees the emergence of AKP as the normalisation of Turkish democracy 

after decades-long military-dominated domestic politics (ibid.). This group emphasises 

the Republic's undemocratic elements during the Cold War, similar to those outlined in 

the previous chapter. There is truth to both points. First, the AKP rose to prominence after 

RP was closed down by the Constitutional court, making it necessary for AKP to hide its 
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true colours for the time being. Secondly, the Turkish military needed to back down from 

Turkish politics to facilitate EU membership talks actively pursued by the AKP.  

The first popular claim among researchers was that AKP merely maintained a mainstream 

façade, and hiding its true intentions is supported by historical evidence. First, AKP’s 

predecessor, RP, held the central claim that the Western powers would replace 

communism with the threat of Islam (Yesil, 2020). Furthermore, it was reasoned by the 

RP that the “organisation of economic life in line with ‘Islamic ethical norms and social 

solidarity’ would appeal to urban and rural poor that were being disadvantaged by the 

neoliberal structuring of Turkish economy” (ibid.). Indeed, RP’s central ideology echoes 

both Samuel Huntington’s “Clash of civilizations” and Polanyian double movement, 

where the latter translates into an expansion of liberal markets and social backlash. While 

the above paints a picture of what to expect from AKP, the initial term in power certainly 

proved to be something else.   

The second essential claim is that the emergence of AKP acted as normalisation in 

Turkish democracy. Normalisation in our case refers to the reduced influence of military 

over the Turkish politics. Undoubtedly, this claim goes hand in hand with the first claim: 

AKP needed to avoid confrontation by avoiding anti-secular policies that ultimately has 

caused the end for all previous central-right and conservative-right parties in Turkey. 

Erkoc calls this the first phase in AKP politics (ibid.). The second phase included the 

emergence of AKP’s economic policies instead of IMF ones (ibid). During and after the 

GFC, the AKP began to devise policies inspired by religion and national autonomy that 

strongly resonated with the AKP voter base (ibid.). AKP politics has already started to 

appear more anti-Western and increasingly populist. Pragmatic transformation and 

moderate appearance of democratic ambitions allowed AKP to challenge the Turkish 

status quo and capitalise on anti-establishment feelings and sentiments (Yabanci, 2019). 

AKP voter base became increasingly suspicious of IMF and neoliberal order of political 

economy. 

The anti-establishment sentiments emerged in Turkey similarly to Europe. GFC, without 

question, led globally to calls for reform and academics globally begun to challenge the 

prevailing system. In Turkey, the very modernisation that led to the establishment of the 

Republic led to a systemic crisis in the 21st century, and the very neoliberal modernisation 

that brought initial success in Turkey led to contrary development. Interestingly, in 
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Turkish, modernisation (çağdaşlaşma) means keeping up with changing times (Atasoy, 

2011). Contrary to this, the Western and helplessly more Eurocentric perspective of 

modernity and modernisation that “was understood to be a linear and teleological process, 

spreading from the West to the rest of the world” (Kaya, 2011). 

Further, these transformations were said to occur in all societies at different times in 

history (ibid.). Indeed, the understanding mentioned above argues that modernity and 

modernisation led to the Kemalist revolution in the first place. The backlash to this 

modernisation can be assessed from a process that Cebeci (2016) calls “de-

Europeanisation”.  In this sense, de-Europeanisation refers to “loss or weakening of the 

EU/Europe as a normative political context and a reference point in domestic affairs and 

debates in a target country” (Aydin et al. quoted in Cebeci, 2016). Undeniably this 

process was exacerbated by the strengthening of AKP as the military’s influence in 

politics deteriorated. One possible explanation for this de-Europeanisation could be seen 

in the EU's resistance to accept Turkey as a full member.  

In 2007 struggle between AKP and the opposition escalated. CHP in opposition protested 

against the AKP nomination of Abdullah Gül to become the president. AKP retaliated by 

calling for early elections that resulted in a stronger AKP mandate in the parliament. 

Abdullah Gül was made president, and debates on religious symbols continued, resulting 

in law allowing headscarves in universities, which Mustafa Kemal previously banned 

during the republic's early years. In 2011 AKP landslide victory resulted in constitutional 

reform and a complete overhaul in institutional design. Nearly all significant institutions 

in Turkey now contained actors that were sympathetic to AKP. These include the 

parliament, president, and the highest judiciary seats (Alaranta, 2019; 178). The next 

major event emerged in 2013 near (in)famous Taksim-square in Istanbul, where protests 

broke out in nearby Gezi-Park. Initially, the demonstrations favoured the protection of the 

park. Still, as weeks went by and more cities were engulfed in demonstrations, it became 

abundantly clear that the protests were more about the political status quo rather than 

protecting the environment. These protests in many ways acted as an opposition force to 

the growing aggressiveness of AKP politics. There is a large consensus that Gezi-park 

protests were above all else about dissatisfaction towards the AKP regime. (see Alaranta 

2019, Yilmaz & Bashirov 2018).  Cebeci (2016) adds that police used disproportionate 

force in suppression of protests, further a telling sign of growing AKP authoritarianism. 
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3.2  Identifying processes of degradation of democracy 
 

 

Turkey’s honeymoon period with Western-style democracy has assuredly become under 

scrutiny under the current regime. From a contemporary perspective, it seems that the 

first line of academics, as identified by Hakki Tas (2015), was right: AKP ended up 

utilising pro-EU and democracy stance merely to its ends. This was self-evident in many 

ways as AKP was a successor party to the Welfare party that was closed down as 

unconstitutional. Ominously, Erdogan had stated already in 1996 while being a mayor of 

Istanbul that “Democracy is like a train; you get off once you’ve reached your 

destination” (The Economist; 2016). From a current view, it would seem that Erdogan 

and AKP have reached their destination.  

Recent years and 2010s were indeed tumultuous in Turkish politics: AKP landslide 

election victories, protests and staunch repression, and political reforms centralising 

power and eliminating horizontal accountability. Lastly, the notoriously failed coup d’etat 

escalated to political purges like none other in the country’s history. Paradoxically, it was 

the failed coup instead of the successful one that initiated repressive measures in force. 

Democracies do not deteriorate quite as they did in the last century. During the 20th 

century, the most common way democracies died was a sudden military intervention with 

aggressive repression and violence. Turkey, as mentioned, has experienced several 

military interventions during its modern history. How democracies nowadays deteriorate 

is often gradual: small steps taken to undermine standard norms and institutions that seem 

minor at the time but incrementally contributes to the more extensive process of 

democratic deterioration (Levitsky & Ziblatt 2018; 77). Indeed, the degradation of 

democracy often takes place similarly to a frog in a kettle full of water that slowly boils 

the frog alive. So too does democracy gradually deteriorate overtime when the conditions 

are set. Levitsky & Ziblatt (ibid.) say it the best when they note that “Democracy is 

grinding work, setbacks are inevitable, victories are always partial”. Indeed, democracy 

is, in many ways’ constant tug-of-war between factions and interests that is facilitated by 
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standard rules and norms, spoken, unspoken and written rules and laws. These institutions 

of rules and norms are largely absent in Turkish politics or have been eradicated, which 

explains why Turkey is experiencing the process that it does.  

The degradation of democracy takes place in a variety of ways: (1) academics such as 

Kuhner (2014), Munger & Villarreal-Diaz and Piketty (2013) take a position related to 

capitalism’s interaction with democracy. The further argument is that rampant income 

inequality and laissez-faire capitalism leads to cronyism and excessive stress on wealth 

and lobbying power. Levitsky & Ziblatt (ibid.) also takes a similar position when they 

address the US.  

The second key position for degradation of democracy is best illustrated in Levitsky & 

Ziblatt (ibid). Even though they mainly focus on the US, they still include many examples 

from countries such as Peru, Venezuela, Poland, and Turkey. Their work “How 

Democracies Die” describes the process mentioned above, where the degradation of 

democracy is gradual and takes place in a longer time frame. For the Turkish case, the 

second position is more relevant and pronounced. The process often begins with a 

demagogic leader (ibid; 75): charismatic people with authoritarian tendencies and certain 

ruthlessness to their character has often been the starting position for democratic 

degradation. The charismatic demagogue is necessary but not sufficient for this to happen 

and requires a combination of conditions to occur. Another critical condition is history, 

precisely the foundation set in the previous chapter where the undemocratic elements in 

Turkey were outlined. This problematic past and its gradual contribution to the political 

system impact the process of democratic degradation. 

The process often begins from the judicial. Levitsky & Ziblatt cleverly utilises soccer 

analogy: “For autocrats to undermine institutions they need to capture the referees 

(judicial), side-line other team’s star players (opposition leaders) and re-write the rules of 

the game (constitution) to lock-in their advantage.” (ibid; 78). Characteristic for proto-

authoritarian failed democracies is the lack of (or very weak) horizontal checks and 

balances. For demagogic leaders, policymaking and policy-planning involves democracy 

in name only. Rather, the means include but are not limited to stretching the legal 

boundaries - it is in their intention to put their supporters to high-ranking judicial offices 

so that their resistance to prevailing parties is set to minimum. So far in Turkey, this has 

been a challenge – Erdogan has not been entirely able to eliminate judicial accountability. 
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The Human Rights Watch (HRW) notes in their country report that Turkish executive 

regularly intervenes in prosecutorial decisions (2021). The government often targets 

journalists, activists, politicians, and other influential people that are affiliated with the 

opposition. The most notable such cases are for instance allegations against Osman 

Kavala, renowned patron, activist and donor to human rights cause. He was arrested 

several times during the past few years for trumped up charges that accused him of 

funding terrorism. Another (in)famous case is the death of human rights lawyer, Ebru 

Timtik, who died in jail as a result of hunger strike. She was initially arrested for 

allegedly supporting the terrorist organisation PKK. 

The process and pattern are rarely the same, but there are certain similarities from case to 

case. For instance, Poland and Hungary are both EU members, but they share similar 

post-Soviet political cultures and values. Turkey is neither an EU member nor a part of 

the former Eastern bloc but shares a similar tumultuous past and unstable democracy that 

lacks specific deep-rooted values that functioning democracies have. Levitsky & Ziblatt 

calls these deep-rooted values “Guardrails of Democracy” (2018; 97). The two central 

values they mention are mutual toleration and institutional forbearance. Mutual tolerance 

is defined in Levitsky & Ziblatt as follows: 

“As long as our rivals play by the constitutional rules, we accept that they have an equal 

right to exist and compete for power and govern. We may disagree with and even strongly 

dislike our rivals, but we nevertheless accept them as legitimate.” (102)  

In these terms, they continue that wherever norms of mutual toleration are weak, so too is 

democracy challenging to sustain (ibid.). In the Turkish case, animosity between parties 

has increased. During the Gezi-Park protests, the primary AKP strategy was to brand any 

opposition as unconstitutional or even stating that the protestors were part of a global 

conspiracy (Yesil, 2020). Using such language as “enemies of the state” or plain and 

simple “terrorists” gave the regime a rationale for extensive use of repressive measures. 

In addition, if the public comes to view these claims as such, it is easier for the 

government to act upon them and maintain a more robust “veneer of legality” (Levitsky 

& Ziblatt 2018;75, 78). During the protests, CNN Türk went as far as airing a 

documentary on penguins and other such programmes, ignoring the single most 

influential domestic political matter in ages. Erdogan’s rhetoric appeals to his audience 

using terms such as ‘national will’, ‘national power’ and ‘new Turkey’ (Yabanci, 2016). 

The catchphrases mentioned above are used to justify policymaking in that even the 
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slightest majority in favour of AKP is branded as national will. At the same time, the rest, 

49%, are labelled as enemies or people who just should adjust to the aforementioned 

national will. Bilge Yabanci (ibid) makes an essential point in stating that: “Populism’s 

normative and moral glorification of the national will can be easily forced outside the 

democratic zone into an authoritarian turn, especially when populists see the exercise of 

political power as a possession rather than as occupancy”. The use mentioned above of 

rhetoric is apt to erode the norm of mutual forbearance. By using such rhetoric, AKP and 

Erdogan have denied their opposition their constitutional right to exist while also showing 

to any remaining opponent that the regime does not play by constitutional rules. 

The second key value in democracy is undoubtedly institutional forbearance. Levitsky & 

Ziblatt defines institutional forbearance as follows (2018; 106): 

“Patient self-control, restraint and tolerance, or the action of restraining from exercising a 

legal right. Institutional forbearance can be thought of as avoiding actions that while 

respecting the letter of the law, obviously violate its spirit. Where norms of forbearance 

are strong, politicians do not use their institutional prerogatives to the hilt even if it is 

technically legal to do so for actions could imperil the existing system.” 

More concretely, the opposite of institutional forbearance is constitutional hardball, 

whereby actors continuously push the boundaries and seek to “play for the keeps” (ibid.). 

Constitutional hardball is a type of action that is technically legal but, in reality, frowned 

upon. It promotes contentious politics characterised by combat and battle rather than 

further maintenance of the democratic system. Constitutional hardball’s primary purpose 

is to defeat one’s (Erdogan’s) political opponents permanently. This is visible in Turkey 

in many ways. Firstly, the AKP has pursued to close down pro-Kurdish People’s 

democratic party (Halklarin Demokratik partisi) HDP. Top Turkish prosecutors have 

filed a case where they seek to close down the HDP party based on the claimed 

connection between HDP and Kurdistan worker’s party PKK (Reuters 2021). The same 

allegations led to the imprisonment of the former head of HDP Selhattin Demirtas in 2016 

after the failed coup attempt. AKP lost its one-party majority in the 2015 elections, where 

opposition parties such as CHP and HDP scored significant victories. Multiple ISIS-

related terrorist attacks worsened this situation during the same year, which AKP to call 

for re-elections where they regained the majority. Secondly, the coup attempt above in 

2016 allowed AKP and Erdogan to crackdown staunchly under martial law. Following 

purges saw the imprisonment of thousands of lawyers, journalists, opposition politicians 

and military personnel that allegedly were involved in the coup attempt. Above is one key 
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example of how authorities in Turkey pushed the boundaries of the law to the point where 

they could eliminate their partisan opponents. The result of this is extended state authority 

in judicial matters and also in the media field. Legal and judicial boundaries are being 

transformed accordingly to fit the needs of the state. As mentioned by Tas (2015), 

Hauntingly, Erdogan, who was once hailed as a role model for the Middle East and a 

beacon of modernity in the region, has now turned into someone characterised in the 

Western media as a Führer or Sultan. 

The process of degradation in Turkey was and still is complex. Turkish degradation of 

democracy takes place first and foremost in an institutional fashion. It was eliminating 

horizontal accountability such as limiting the power of judicial and legislative serve as the 

most crucial part. Vertical accountability is left, such as elections that still maintain a 

shell of democracy in Turkey. Accountability, on the other hand, is eliminated through a 

lack of institutional forbearance and mutual toleration. Constitutional hardball has 

remained an effective tool to achieve this and is in many ways one of the most prominent 

examples of how Turkish democracy dies. 

Erdogan has been skilful in utilising his loyal voter base. For instance, shortly after the 

Gezi Park protests in 2013, Erdogan and his close circle were mired in corruption 

scandals. To the investigations, Erdogan responded similarly to the protests: claims that 

investigations and investigators were merely working for European and Western elites 

and domestic enemies such as the Gülenists (Yesil, 2020). 

 

 

 

3.3 Can Turkey be classified as a democracy? 
 

The question that often arises when analysing and researching Turkish politics is “Is 

Turkey still a democracy?”. This question often arises in private discussions when 

someone finds out that I am interested in Turkish politics. Undoubtedly, answers to this 

question depend on who you ask. For an urban Turkish liberal, the answer is a resounding 

no. I had an opportunity to ask a Turkish academic whose answer was succinct: yes and 

no. Yes, in a sense that winning elections still matter in Turkey. No, in a sense that basic 
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principles of thriving democracy are more or less abandoned. The judicial system is under 

constant executive pressure. The media landscape is narrower than ever, leading to 

opposition sources and critical voices towards the government being suffocated. More 

and more traditional opposition media is forced online where their breathing space is 

further restricted. For example, the planned restrictions on social media platforms require 

major platforms to appoint presence in Turkey to maintain their services in Turkey 

(Politico, 2021). There are fears that this law would further diminish oppositional media 

presence. Independent media and judicial systems are critical conditions for a functioning 

democracy. Additionally, analysts experience serious difficulties characterising Turkey as 

a democracy or authoritarian one-party-state as it fits neither wholly. Therefore, further 

analysis has to be done on the matter. 

 The authors mentioned above Levitsky & Ziblatt (2018), helped us better understand 

how democracies deteriorate and die. However, they have very little to say about 

democracy itself – in other words, what would ideal democracy look like. Understandably 

as their focus is on the degradation of democracy, we need to look elsewhere in this 

matter. Robert Dahl (2005) gives six key characteristics that large-scale democracy 

requires: (1) elected officials, (2) free, fair and frequent elections, (3) freedom of 

expression, (4) alternative sources of information, (5) associational autonomy, (6) 

inclusive citizenship. In the Turkish case, the third and fourth conditions are seriously 

lacking. As mentioned above, authorities have prosecuted several activists and journalists, 

among others, in the aftermath of the July 15th, 2016 coup attempt. 

Furthermore, democratisation theories often emphasise robust checks & balances system 

in consolidating the democratic system (Önis & Kutlay; 2013).  Similarly, associational 

autonomy has experienced similar limitations, especially as the authorities seek to hamper 

the activities of NGOs, trade and professional associations. In the Turkish case, however, 

the first and second conditions essentially hold despite hindrances. In principle, elections 

in Turkey are kept on schedule and have been mostly free. Winning elections still matter, 

which is evident in the 2015 elections when AKP lost its majority in parliament. 

A second example was the opposition victory in the 2019 local elections that saw 

significant cities such as Istanbul and Ankara having opposition party CHP mayors. CHP 

was close to set up a majority combining the pro-Kurdish HDP and far-right MHP party. 

Disagreements brew, however, over the Kurdish question that allowed Erdogan to 
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capitalise on the situation. In this sense, Erdogan and AKP’s faith is hanging by a thread 

since the opposition has proven itself capable of coordinating and cooperating beyond 

partisan lines. However, despite all this, most Turkish elections have seen unfair 

campaigning practices. Given the AKP dominance in media and further central 

government control over news sources, AKP’s agenda is better communicated to the 

voter base. This has been evident in recent elections as AKP candidates are more 

prominently presented in street signs and various media platforms. Selcuk & Hekimci 

(2020) argues that series of changes in electoral laws allowed the formation of political 

alliances in Turkey. These laws enable smaller parties to surpass the electoral threshold 

based on aggregated vote results. Doing so allowed AKP to formalise its alliance with 

MHP, which led to opposition forming other alliances (ibid.). Consolidating opposition 

force is yet to be tested at the national level, but its capabilities will be seen in 2023 

upcoming general elections.   

In contemporary Turkey, horizontal accountability has diminished, which has primarily 

been the underlying goal of the current regime. As was the case in Levitsky & Ziblatt, one 

of the initial processes is to capture the game's referees, in this case, the judicial. Indeed, 

Erdogan has regularly resorted to authoritarian measures rather than promoting 

transparency or the independence of the judiciary after each subsequent crisis that has 

taken place in Turkey (Tas, ibid). Again, in 2007 when the constitutional court tried to 

shut down AKP, Turkey has more or less began to fall closer into authoritarianism. Gezi-

Park protests, 2015 election result, ISIS terrorist attacks, and the failed coup d’état in 

2016 have all been instances after which democratic erosion has taken place, mainly in 

eliminating horizontal accountability. This is the key in many ways and why it is crucial 

in “How democracies die”. Lack of horizontal accountability or checks & balances means 

that ruling parties can rule virtually constraint-free. They may propose laws and executive 

orders as they see fit without legal or even political opposition. Once the game has been 

captured, they change the rules of the game. They change the rules for their benefit, 

hampering any party wishing to challenge the ruling regime. They make it more difficult 

for people to express contempt and dissatisfaction with the government. The significant 

factors in all this are the lack of mutual toleration among political actors, lack of 

institutional forbearance and constitutional hardball. In the Turkish case, six 

characteristics by Robert Dahl (ibid.) are hardly a reality. 
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3.3.1 If not a democracy, then what? Characterising the Turkish system 

 

Most countries prefer to call themselves democratic. However, hardly most of these 

countries are democratic, to begin with, let alone share a standard view on what 

democracy is all about. Globally, democracies vary greatly, between democratic countries 

(i.e., the West, Japan, South Korea), between proto-democratic/authoritarian countries 

(i.e. Turkey, Hungary, Poland and Latin America). Then some countries have no desire to 

call themselves democratic (i.e. Russia and China). David Held, in many ways, puts the 

theoretic framework succinctly: 

“From the development of the theory of competitive elitism in the work of Max Weber 

and Joseph Schumpeter to the elaboration of classic pluralism in the writings of Robert 

Dahl, or to the critique of these ideas in the writings of contemporary Marxists, the focus 

of modern democratic theory has been on the conditions which foster or hinder the 

democratic life of a nation.” (2006) 

Especially the conditions which hinder democratic life in Turkey has been at the centre of 

this thesis. In a global context, the model for democracy also impacts the political 

economy. Generally speaking, western liberal democracies maintain a free-market 

economy while authoritarian governments favour state control over markets with a fluid 

mix of state entrepreneurship (Buzan & Lawson, 2014).  

It is often tempting to label the country outright de facto authoritarian one-party state in 

the Turkish case. It is claimed that since 2011, Turkey has become an electoral 

authoritarian country (Yilmaz & Bashirov, 2018). In their view, electoral authoritarian 

governments share three main characteristics: (1) uneven playing field for the opposition, 

(2) elections that are neither fair nor free and a widespread crackdown on fundamental 

freedoms (ibid.). They continue that in these systems, the opposition exists, but they are 

not allowed to win a majority of votes and their mere presence legitimate authoritarian 

political system (ibid.). However, the problem with this view is that since 2011, AKP has 

lost its majority once in the 2015 general elections and lost major Turkish cities to the 

opposition in the 2019 municipal elections. Therefore, it would be difficult to agree on the 

claim that Turkey is an electoral autocracy entirely. While I agree with their claim that 

2015 were not fair & free, it still resulted in a loss of majority for AKP. Moreover, the 

turn in the 2017 referendum that led to constitutional change redefining Turkey as a 

presidential system instead of a parliamentary one is certain to be taken as an event with 
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authoritarian ramifications for the entire system. Still, winning elections matters in 

Turkey and the opposition in Turkey is still capable of putting up a political fight for 

power as was evident in the municipal elections of 2019. 

 

 

3.3.2 Turkey as a delegative democracy 

 

As argued in this thesis, Turkey has not been full-fledged liberal democracy apart from 

the first years of the 21st century. Often, the degradation of democracy in Turkey is 

understood as a process where Turkey as an established democracy gradually withers 

away due to increasingly authoritarian politics. It should be clarified that rather than 

understanding the process in an aforementioned way, the degradation of democracy in 

Turkey in this research means a process where positive developments towards 

functioning democracy throughout modern Turkish history have gradually been degraded 

or eroded. Therefore, we need to characterise the modern Turkish system called a 

delegative democracy in this research. 

 One of the prominent contributors to the concept of delegative democracy (hereafter DD) 

is Guillermo O’Donnell (1994). The need for a concept such as DD comes from the fact 

that “existing theories and typologies of democracy refer to representative democracy as 

it exists, with all its variations and subtypes in highly developed capitalist countries” 

(ibid.). More specifically, DD as a concept is best geared towards studying and 

understanding (relatively) new democracies that emerged as a result of post-colonial 

global order or countries embracing democracy after a period of repression and 

authoritarianism such as many Latin American countries and post-Soviet states. Turkey 

is, in many ways exciting case since it does not fit well with any of the groups above. 

Therefore, it should be noted that DD as a concept is relatively useful in this regard – it 

provides an excellent conceptual frame for democracy that is somewhere in between and 

that could slide either way. As O’Donnell (ibid.) himself argues: 

“Some newly installed democracies (Argentina, Brazil, Peru, Ecuador, Bolivia, 

Philippines, Korea and many other post-communist countries) are democracies in the 

sense that they meet Robert Dahl’s criteria for the definition of polyarchy. Yet these 

democracies are not – and do not seem to be on the path toward becoming representative 

democracies; they present characteristics that prompt me to call them delegative 

democracies (DD).”   
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Despite not being on the path towards representative democracy, O’Donnell admits that 

there is neither a visible nor imminent threat of an authoritarian regression in many cases. 

This implies that DD as a system may prove to be durable and enduring. Countries may 

slide into DD due to a crisis or poor economic performance, both inherited from 

preceding authoritarian governments, imperial regimes or authoritarian dictatorship. In 

the Turkish case, one such example of crisis could be the failed coup attempt of 2016. 

This even though the degradation of democracy arguably had begun already in 2011. 

Important to note that after the 2015 elections and especially after the 2016 coup attempt, 

regressive measures intensified in Turkey. Soon after that, Turkey switched its 

parliamentary system to a presidential one, allowing Erdogan to maintain strong 

executive powers at the parliament's expense. This anti-institutional turn undeniably led 

to Turkey becoming a DD. 

DDs rest on a robust executive premise: whoever wins the elections is set to rule with 

authority. It encourages to winner-takes-all mentality, something already argued above 

about Turkey. The only limitation is de facto power relations in a given country, which 

again is either re-arranged by the regime in power or set to be re-arranged when 

necessary.  For DDs to emerge, degradation of democracy takes place, and horizontal 

accountability needs to be eliminated so that in practice, the right for the rule is 

determined mainly by-elections. Horizontal accountability is understood mainly as checks 

and balances, characteristic of Western democracies. DDs lack the separation of powers 

and are therefore anti-institutional in many ways. Especially in the Turkish case, 

incumbents have been notoriously active in matters of judicial and legislative 

independence. Erdogan actively seeks to influence judicial instances more often than not 

in human rights issues, as seen from the above examples of Osman Kavala and Ebru 

Timtik. Judicial independence is weak when president Erdogan mobilizes his supporters 

against political opposition and human rights activists threatening the rule of law. Judicial 

is not the only sector under attack from Erdogan. In the 2017 elections, the Turkish 

political system was changed from parliamentary to presidential. This meant that Turkish 

executive offices held immensely strengthened powers that weakened legislative powers. 

Electoral success made Erdogan more confident and outspoken, translating into desires to 

transform the system (Tas; 2015). Erdogan’s main oppositions were the judiciary and the 

military, institutions that still maintained the secular order in Turkey (ibid.). 

Consequently, the judiciary and the military have been the central institutions hindering 
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Erdogan’s way. Judiciary tried to shut down the AKP as it had done to its predecessor and 

the army that has intervened whenever it saw secular order under scrutiny in Turkey. 

Turkish DD consist of anti-institutionalism, anti-political stance and clientelism, 

according to Tas (ibid.). AKP has been effective in centralising power: its central spheres 

include state, society, and party (ibid.). When AKP ascended to power, survival was its 

principal concern, alongside avoiding the faith of RP. Very little has changed in this 

regard: AKP still maintains survival as a central aim of its regime. However, its policies 

and means of staying in power have changed. In the early 21st century, the pro-European 

policies guaranteed to remain in power. Now it utilises repression and centralised state 

power for regime survival. Anti-institutionalism is a vital part of the mix: side-lining 

opposition, eroding institutional framework such as civil society actors and judiciary 

(capturing referees). AKP has managed to get rid of major obstacles that could hinder the 

aim of regime survival. The ruling class in DDs views institutions as nuisances or 

inconveniences attached to being democratically elected (O’Donnell, 1994).  Lack of 

functioning democratic institutions and only allowing pro-regime civil society institutions 

to exist is unlikely that politics ever benefit society. There is a threat that the current 

regime, in its political efforts, creates entire castes or classes depending on the loyalty 

towards the regime. Such tendencies are exacerbated by the fact that institutions can both 

incorporate and exclude (ibid.). Similar echoes are presented by Acemoglu & Robinson 

(2013), whose institutional approach argues that the difference between nations failing 

and succeeding is the inclusive or extractive institutions. 

Second, the anti-political stance is central in Turkish DD. Traditionally, victorious 

candidates in DDs present themselves as being above political parties and interests 

(O’Donnell, 1994). This implies the possibility for cult of personality, which is used to 

counter legitimate and well-justified criticism towards incumbents. In the Turkish case, 

Erdogan likes to portray himself as a man of people and even sometimes as a father of a 

nation but strictly avoids using the word Atatürk that is reserved to Mustafa Kemal alone. 

Hakki Tas (ibid.) puts it even more succinctly: 

“In delegative democracies, the political ruler is projected as ‘the embodiment and interpreter of 

the high interests of the nation’. Any opposition to the ruler, then, is apt to be interpreted as 

treason. Treated as a saviour, the ruler can summon all the political powers at his disposal to 

relieve society from economic and political turmoil.” 

Therefore, an anti-political stance aims to juxtapose opposition and criticism as 

treasonous behaviour. Another aim for an anti-political perspective is to create an AKP-
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led monopoly in political life. This means that the ability to do politics in Turkey depends 

on the loyalty and goodwill of the political establishment. In DD where all or most 

political accountability is diminished, controlling politics translates into terms in office 

plain and straightforward. As the only accountability (and legitimacy) stems from 

electoral successes, electoral success in the Turkish context is often dependent on 

economic performance. Literature on responsibility suggests that voters hold national 

leaders accountable based on voters’ interpretation of how their national economy is 

performing (Tusalem, 2016). In conjunction with establishing political monopoly by the 

AKP, the future of AKP and Erdogan largely depends on how well they control political 

discourse on economic performance. They have been successful in neutralising most 

types of political accountability in Turkey except for the economy.  

Another crucial element in DDs is the clientelist nature of the system. State and business 

interests are often intertwined and forming a symbiotic relationship. In Western 

democracies, lobbying and business interests are often heard in decision-making, 

especially regarding economic policy. However, with DDs, this relationship takes the turn 

towards crony capitalism. Lobbying and business interest is also a claim and counterclaim 

in Munger & Villareal-Diaz (2019) and Hodgson (2019), where democracy is claimed to 

always descend into cronyism under a capitalist system. In Turkish DD, clientelism is 

visible from the emergence of “politically created business actors who enjoyed favours 

defined by the mechanisms of government intervention and deployed within networks 

that draw on cultural resources informed by religious identity” (Tas; 2015). The creation 

of this new Turkish bourgeoisie class relies on the regime to favour them over others in 

return for utilising their economic capacity and societal leverage to support the ruling 

government (ibid.). 

On the other hand, disloyal entrepreneurs and actors are muscled out of business by 

misusing the judicial system by trumped-up charges and forcing them to pay fines. This 

has been prevalent in media, where oppositional voices have been silenced in the 

traditional TV and print media. Tas gives another concrete example:  

“Doğan Media Group, Turkey’s largest media group, did not fully submit to Erdogan in its 

editorial policy and was fined US$3 billion after two investigations in 2009. Similarly, in the first 

half of 2014, 60% of the television advertising budget of the public sector went to pro-

government channels, whereas critical outlets received virtually no funding.” (ibid.). 

Oppositional media has primarily been driven to social media due to staunch repression 

and crackdown on journalism. This has had the added effect that younger generations 
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have become increasingly hostile to the ruling regime. AKP and Erdogan have both tried 

to limit the power of social media giants in Turkey and tried to create their content on 

platforms such as Instagram. So far, they have failed in the last while been somewhat 

successful in the former.  

Clientelism in Turkey means that the likelihood of success in political and economic life 

is less about meritocracy and competence than loyalty and connections. Such an order of 

business may have drastic effects on the overall performance of the Turkish economy. 

Erdogan’s second son Bilal Erdogan was part of a major corruption scandal that was one 

of the leading causes in the 2013 Gezi-park protests. Erdogan’s son in law and 

businessman Berat Albayrak served as the minister of energy before being appointed to 

the finance ministry from 2018 to 2020. His term in office was characterised by turmoil 

as the Turkish Lira plunged into new lows and FX reserves in Turkey dwindled due to 

investor scepticism on the orthodoxy and soundness of his monetary and fiscal policies. 

Given the preponderance of economic matters in Turkish politics due to lacking political 

accountability and public opinion, unsound economic policy conducted by incapable 

leaders is a sure-fire way to public mistrust towards the regime.  

While the AKP and Erdogan were initially heralded for ensuring civilian supremacy over 

the military in a country that had experienced many coups and interventions, they 

ultimately guaranteed the downfall of promising democracy in Turkey. The degradation 

of democracy occurred in several ways in an incremental fashion that reminds the story of 

a frog in a water kettle, slowly boiling itself alive without noticing. So too happened to 

Turkish democracy in multiple ways. Firstly, democracies do not die like they used, as 

Levitsky & Ziblatt (2018) illustrated. The process often begins from judicial – the 

elimination of referees or buying them onto your side. After you have referees on your 

side, you go after oppositional star players (ibid.). In Turkey, influential oppositional 

forces such as Osman Kavala or Selhattin Demirtas were imprisoned by trumped-up 

charges. Then to process of degradation of democracy begins to undermine democratic 

norms and rules, spoken or unspoken. Demagogic leaders begin to undermine other 

political actors' goodwill or patriotism and use pejorative terms such as a foreign agent or 

even terrorist. They deny the right of existence for any political actor standing in their 

way, which ultimately gives them support to get rid of such actors.  
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Once horizontal accountability is eliminated, and vertical accountability is severely 

limited, begins the next phase – staying in power. Turkey can hardly be called a 

democracy anymore but not a quite authoritarian one-party state since winning the 

elections still matters. However, thanks to its electoral and political hegemony, AKP has 

been in power long enough for it to be able to restructure rules and legal framework in the 

absence of democratic institutions (Tas, ibid.). Therefore, Turkey has become something 

that O’Donnell (ibid.) and Tas (ibid.) calls a “delegative democracy”. This system is the 

grey middle-ground between democracy and authoritarianism, combining elements from 

the two. Nominally, Turkey is a democracy as electoral success still define the direction 

of the country. Authoritarian in a sense that the government has no, or minimal 

democratic institutions left, and the system has eliminated most, if not all, democratic 

norms and rules of governing.  

 Ultimately, the absence of institutions, crony capitalism and clientelist political system, 

degradation of democracy has implications for income inequalities in Turkey. As the 

country’s political system becomes less responsive and serves the rulers rather than the 

people, it should be no surprise that income inequalities are rising in Turkey and 

becoming a severe problem. 
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4. Income inequalities in Turkey during Erdogan and AKP 

era 

 

 

In this chapter, I draw analysis and arguments on the effects of the degradation of 

democracy in Turkey on income inequality. I argue that the process outlined in chapter 

two negatively contributes to the development of income inequalities in Turkey. 

Inequality has been in steady growth in Turkey throughout the last decade, during which 

the process largely took place. Its GINI index was 41,9 in 2019 and had been growing 

throughout the 2010s. Remarkably, inequality decreased between 2005-2007, according 

to Gini. This period was still the time of hope and democracy in Turkey. The early 21st 

economic upswing fostered government expenditure in education, healthcare and social 

policies, which could be seen as forces behind the decreasing inequality during the period 

mentioned above. In 2005-2007 Gini decreased from 42.6 to 38.4 (World Bank 2021), 

which was the lowest during the 21st century and AKP reign. Increasing Gini as an 

aftermath of the GFC is peculiar, which also lacks academic attention. 

 Inequality was growing quite radically after the GFC per Gini index, from 38.4 in 2007 

to 42.2 in 2013 with some fluctuation in between. As mentioned above, this trend was 

quite opposite compared to other countries where inequality decreased as value for assets 

and capital decreased. In Turkey this was the opposite. Inequality turned for the worse 

between 2013 and 2015 when Gini increased from 42.2 to a staggering 42.9, the highest 

point in the 21st century. Since then, Gini decreased slightly but later increased to what it 

was in 2019. A similar story can be seen from data regarding income shares. In 2002 top 

10% controlled 55.4% of national income. By 2019 that had reduced to 50.7% of national 

income. The bottom 50% share had grown slightly from 13% in 2002 to 15.5% in 2019. 

The richest one per cent maintains 18.4% share of national income, a truly staggering 

number (World Inequality Database, hereafter WID; 2021). For context, in his famous 

Capital in the 21st Century (here after C21), Thomas Piketty states 17% as massive 

income inequality (2013, 227). In comparison, according to Piketty, 1% share in the US 

in 2010 was 12%, which already is a large inequality.  

Above mentioned numbers and inequality raises salience for the study on income 

inequality. Globally, income inequality is powerful enough force to destabilise the global 
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order. Indeed, Piketty (2014) and as well as Patomäki (2017) argue that inequality 

threatens democracy as a whole, latter, who takes this even further by arguing that 

inequality has severe global implications. The Turkish context offers geopolitical 

implications as well for those more interested in traditional IR study. Growing inequality 

coupled with political destabilisation in the form of degradation of democracy contributes 

serious enough threat for regional stability as well. All this is to show the deep 

embeddedness of income inequality in the study of GPE.  

 

 

4.1 Brief outlook on the functioning of democracy and (political) 

capitalism 
 

 

The degradation of democracy is such a key element in this study because most countries 

in the world operate under some form of democracy. Governments rely on the market 

economy and other aspects of capitalism as their choice of economic arrangement. After 

all, one of the core ideological struggles during the 20th century was “capitalism or not”, 

whereas the 21st-century question is “what kind of capitalism should yield the best 

outcome” (Buzan & Lawson, 2014). There is a more extensive ongoing debate on the 

systemic level over the relationship between democracy and capitalism, such as Kuhner 

(2014) and Munger & Villareal-Diaz (2019). Thomas Piketty has been famous in his 

research, which includes democracy playing a pivotal role. There is a great deal of 

demand for this debate to take place. Firstly, income inequalities are endemic to the 

system of capitalism. When left to their own devices, people tend to differ in their 

characteristics, tastes, and capabilities, which in turn, in the open economy and the free 

marketplace of ideas, leads to inequality. Therefore, since inequality is inevitable, the 

question arises: how much is too much inequality? After all, inequalities are justified to 

an extent to incentivise creativity, diligence, and resourcefulness etc. The answer to the 

problem came in the form of democracy in Western countries. Two devastating world 

wars and a tumultuous interwar period resulted in economic growth in Europe and the 

US-led to the emergence of welfare regimes throughout the West, though more so in 

some countries than others. Democracy was seen as an answer to problems caused by 
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inequality since the ability for the citizens to change the lawgivers when income 

inequalities were high was seen as the solution. Secondly, the question of “does 

democracy lead to cronyism?” is one such question that often emerges in these debates.  

The arguments by Munger &Villarreal-Diaz in favour of democracy and capitalism 

together leading to cronyism gains traction from research such as Kuhner, Levitsky & 

Ziblatt, among others that see concerns in the way capital impacts democratic regimes. 

Their main conclusion is that “successful capitalism creates institutions and incentives 

that make collusion between political and economic power more “profitable” at least in 

the sense of rewarding those who control that power” (Munger& Villarreal-Diaz, 2019). 

In many ways, this is in line with Kuhner, and Jacobs as seen below. When policymakers 

only hear the distorted message and one-sided information, it’s only natural that politics 

resemble more of the interests of the rich and powerful. Furthermore, it is in their 

argument that cronyism results when prosperity enables democracy. The access to 

coercive powers of democracy allows businesses to concentrate their energy and obtain 

state protection from the competition (ibid). Empowered business interest and other such 

actors undoubtedly seek to utilise any shortcomings in this sense to gain further influence. 

Kuhner (2014) is especially relevant in this discussion. US Supreme Court case Buckley 

v. Valeo set a precedent where limitations on campaign financing were effectively 

curbed. This case occurred during the Monetarist hegemony in economic policy planning, 

which ultimately resulted in a strong market position over a strong government. In the 

case of Buckley v. Valeo, it was deemed that limitations on campaign funding were 

unconstitutional. It was seen contradicting the First amendment in those limitations in 

campaign financing limited the quantity of expression in political matters, therefore 

violating freedom of speech. This had the added effect that results in disproportional 

expression of past inherited and accumulated wealth: business and special interest groups 

that relied heavily on government policies could now increasingly get their voices heard. 

Indeed, as famously said by Schattschneider, “The flaw in the pluralist heaven is that the 

heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent.” (quoted in Boushey et al. 2017, 

521). 

Furthermore, Elisabeth Jacobs gives two main arguments on why this is a problem: (1) 

political voice communicates information to policymakers, and (2) provides an incentive 

to said policymakers (ibid.). In doing so, democratic politics take a steep turn towards 

cronyism where interpersonal contacts and small circle interactions prevail, not too 
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different from the DD way of politics. It is also in this vein great distress to note that 

well-off citizens are far more active in politics than their low-income counterparts (ibid.).   

While the processes mentioned above are visible and undeniably important forces, it is 

not to say that this is always the case. It is not a clear-cut argument to state that 

democracy always and everywhere leads to cronyism. If democracies always result in 

cronyism, then democratic degradation, such as in Turkey, would not matter, at least in 

the same way that this thesis suggests. It is in this thesis to argue that DD as a system, not 

only in Turkey but also elsewhere, that resulting cronyism and lack of political 

accountability is one of the major forces behind income inequality in Turkey. To argue 

that democracy leads to cronyism is a simplification rather than the entire truth. One 

major problem in this line of reasoning is how to measure cronyism in democracies. 

While there are tools to measure corruption, such as the Transparency index, cronyism 

lacks a precise measurement index. Hodgson (2019) notes that the Economist publishes a 

cronyism index covering twenty-three countries such as China, France, Germany, the US, 

Japan, Russia, and the UK. In his view, this index is the best available despite criticism 

(ibid). Another key counterargument against cronyism and democracy debate is the deep 

focus in the US. The research mentioned above does an excellent job in mapping out 

political issue areas within the US in this regard. Buckley v. Valeo sets a dangerous 

precedent in the American context in this regard. Hodgson’s analysis finds a weak 

negative relationship between democracy and cronyism (2019). This was done by 

analysing a variety of democratic regimes and their assigned scores in the cronyism index 

by the Economist and Transparency international. In Hodgson (ibid.), he found that 

countries ranking highest on the cronyism scale were Russia, Malaysia, Ukraine, and 

Singapore. 

Further, he notes that if there is a correlation, it seems that cronyism is inversely related to 

democracy and economic development (ibid). Therefore, it looks like cronyism and 

democracy share at least a weak connection in one way or another. Especially since 

cronyism and its tendencies are well visible in democratic nations such as the US, 

whether this is a rule rather than an exception remains debated further. 

It is to say, of course, that cronyism and corruption are not the same but often appear in 

the same context. Though well observed, the least corrupted and crony countries are still 

democracies, while more corrupted democracies are something like the DD. In Hodgson’s 
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data and analysis, the most corrupt and crony capitalist democracies could very well be 

classified as DD. However, Hodgson is on point when he argues that “cronyism and 

corruption are more or less default positions in human societies rather than a modern 

intrusion into a market society” (ibid.). Therefore, democratic institutions and strong 

horizontal/vertical accountability are crucial in curbing these “default positions”. DDs, on 

the other hand, often do not act upon such matters unless the executive office sees it as 

advantageous. This is to say that DDs do not seek to curb corruption and cronyism unless 

it serves the arbitrary “national will”. Indeed, as was pointed out in Tusalem (2016) 

pointed out, a key characteristic in any DD is that the president and executive are 

perceived embodiment of national interest and national will. Actors outside the political 

elite may be under regression if they are perceived as a threat to said national interest. 

Such is often the faith under systems with the lacking rule of law. Milanovic (2019, 91) 

argues that political capitalism is the prevailing system under China, Malaysia, Vietnam, 

and Singapore. Milanovic applies Weberian definition of political capitalism in this 

context, where political power is used to achieve economic gains (ibid.). To an extent, 

this definition synthesises Delegative democracy and political capitalism as a marriage of 

systems that facilitate each other. For political capitalism to emerge, political hegemony 

and control that DD can provide are required.  

Political capitalism maintains three key characteristics per Milanovic (ibid.). First, 

bureaucracy which to Milanovic is the primary beneficiary of the system, must facilitate 

high economic growth as its paramount duty to legitimise its existence (ibid.). This notion 

gains support from Tusalem (ibid), who argue similarly that under good economic 

performance, incumbents are “rewarded” with re-election by the voter base, who also 

“punishes” in the case of poor financial performance. However, the ability of constituents 

to “punish” is highly susceptible to other variables such as the willingness of the 

incumbents to relinquish power and the fairness of elections as a whole. The second key 

characteristic is the absence of a binding rule of law (Milanovic, 2019; 91). Indeed, as 

seen in the Turkish case, for instance, the rule of law has largely been eliminated from the 

country as the process of democratic degradation went along. The absence of the rule of 

law gives the perception that authoritarian governments and DDs tend to have in which 

they seem too able to make quick turns in politics and decision making. In cases such as 

Turkey, this perception is visible from how Erdogan’s politics function – without 

democratic institutions such as the rule of law, a debate is kept to a minimum and 
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opposition has no say in policymaking. A point mentioned above from the second chapter 

still stands here: in DDs “winner takes all” mentality prevails, and the victorious president 

rules as they see fit. In political capitalism and this context in DDs, the private sector is 

kept in check since capitalists’ interests are never allowed to reign supreme over state 

interests as the state retains autonomy to follow national interest policies (Milanovic 

2019; 92-93).  

While there seems to be certain cohesion between DDs and political capitalism, these 

systems maintain certain contradictions that affect the development of inequalities. First, 

the elite and technocratic bureaucracy must function under the selective rule of law 

(Milanovic, 2019; 93). While elites are used to and educated to the regulations of the 

system (ibid.), arbitrariness prevails: the selective application of the rule of law means 

that the system always operates under arbitrary uncertainty when rules are applied when 

seen necessary rather than in a binding fashion. The second contradiction is of interest 

here. Its members also use the endemic corruption in these systems due to discretionary 

power of bureaucracy to obtain financial gain (Milanovic, 2019; 94). He follows by 

noting that “Decisions on matters such as taxation, enforcement of regulations, borrowing 

and lending and who will profit from public works are often discretionary”. (ibid.). It 

would also seem to follow from Milanovic that political capitalism is a volatile system. 

The elite and executive power structure maintain delicate power balance and hierarchy, 

which may lead to significant instability within the system when distorted and disturbed.  

From the analysis mentioned earlier and literature, it seems that political capitalism is 

often the system of choice for countries that are or could be classified as delegative 

democracies. What follows is a system that is susceptible to imbalances from within the 

system. These systems maintain cronyism and corruption, making it difficult to achieve 

policy outcomes that promote state survival and “national interest”. Therefore, it would 

seem logical that these systems, that ultimately have emerged in Turkey as well, 

exacerbates the problems created by inequality and inequality itself.  

It is established in this thesis that Turkey is not a democracy but not an pretty 

authoritarian dictatorship either. As a delegative democracy, Turkey has implemented 

authoritarian elements in politics and the economy, which translates into how various 

institutions work. As a follow-up, Acemoglu & Robinson (2013) puts institutions at the 

centre of analysis by arguing that ultimately the difference between states failing and 
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succeeding is the institutions and historical crossroads they engage in. Their famous 

distinction is inclusive and extractive institutions that eventually contribute to the overall 

economic performance. As an example: 

“Osman sultans ruled with unquestioned authority. In a large part of the empire, extractive 

institutions suffocated economic development while such institutions were less so in urban areas. 

Elites and their lack of will hindered institutional development since they were afraid that their 

privileged status would become undermined.” (Acemoglu & Robinson 2013; 105) 

Inclusive institutions contribute to a positive development that empowers people to 

participate actively, while extractive institutions do the opposite and contribute to 

economic stagnation (ibid.). The idea being that inclusive institutions provide a 

framework for economic growth, such as the rule of law and equal playing field. In 

contrast, extractive institutions extract resources from the economy, as the definition 

suggests. In the Turkish case, lack of democratic institutions and economic and monetary 

policies and overall leadership based on DD and undemocratic principles and sheer 

arbitrariness causes people to grow cynical about their chances of success. Indeed, as 

Acemoglu & Robinson argue, institutions such as secured private ownership, impartial 

judiciary, and supply of public services such as interpersonal trade and contracts go a 

long way in facilitating a stable economic outlook (2013; 79). As it was established 

above, in countries engaged in political capitalism, corruption and arbitrariness often 

prevail. It is also why some countries opt for institutions that end up being extractive in 

nature. In the Turkish case significantly, AKP and Erdogan utilised an institutional 

framework that looked inclusive enough in the early years of the 21st century. Though 

once in power, they ensured that no other could follow their track to power in a “kicking 

away the ladder” style of fashion. However, Acemoglu & Robinson maintain a vital side 

note that extractive institutions do not always strictly lead to stagnation. These institutions 

and their elites may funnel resources to high yield activities (2013; 96). In the Turkish 

case, such is evident from periodic booms in construction industries. This, in turn, 

explains why Turkey may and have experienced economic growth under DD. Another 

point to notice is that extractive institutions may not be fully established yet or that the 

country still maintains some level of integrity when it comes to institutional structures. 

Most importantly, extractive institutions, at least in theory, would suggest an increasing 

trend in inequality, though their effect is difficult or even impossible to measure 

precisely. 
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4.2 Inequalities and democracy 

 

 

There is a plethora of research trying to establish a deeper connection between democracy 

and equality. For instance, one famous example is Seymour Martin Lipset, who devised 

the so-called Lipset hypothesis. His hypothesis is still often mentioned in related 

literature, such as Jung & Sunde (2014), Acemoglu (2008) and Gradstein & Milanovic 

(2004), to name a few. Lipset formed his hypothesis during the 1950s, when the world 

looked very different from the current view. He argued that “democratic political 

structures lead to elections that serve as the expression of the democratic class-struggle.” 

(Gradstein & Milanovic, 2004). In their interpretation, citizens tend to vote for parties that 

appeal primarily to working-class or middle-class interests (ibid.). However, there are a 

few significant issues with his hypothesis. Firstly, it is a generalisation that assumes that 

parties are homogenous. This hypothesis translates poorly to an empirical environment 

where parties are different or few in numbers, such as the US. Parties go through changes 

during their history, the Turkish AKP being the prime example – it began as a party for 

urban (liberal) middle-class shifting into the right-wing conservative party it is today with 

ample support from religious segments of society. Secondly, it assumes that voters know 

party goals and objectives perfectly. For instance, many social democratic parties in 

Europe function as centre-right parties, and there is very little difference between the two 

varieties. This applies to middle-class voters as well. Lastly, democracy does not 

automatically translate into low inequality, as is evident in the case of the US, for 

example. However, Lipset’s work is seminal because it launched many interesting 

theoretical debates to better understand the connection between democracy and equality. 

Another interesting line of reasoning is the connection between taxation and democracy. 

Dae Jin Yi (2012) presents a question “Do levels of taxation and distribution of tax 

burdens lead to a different type of political outcomes?” They continue that it is widely 

accepted that taxation tends to lead to the emergence of representative institutions (ibid.). 

Indeed, it stands to reason that higher taxation would imply more assumed roles for the 

government, such as a welfare regime of sorts. As was argued above, economic matters 

gain preponderance in regimes such as DDs. In turn, it would imply that Turkish 

democracy has a connection with its relatively low taxation level and government’s 

duties. However, the problem with these assumptions is the lack of definitive empirical 
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evidence. In a systemic analysis, it seems that the connection between democracy and 

equality exists, but the relationship between the two merely exists on a case-by-case 

basis. In Gradstein & Milanovic (2004), the research is engaged in too many variables to 

provide meaningful results. They state that focus should be given especially to public 

engagement through free and fair elections, government official functions and freedoms 

such as freedom of speech, assembly and formation of political parties and associations 

such as trade unions, to name a few (ibid). As was explained in the second chapter, 

Turkey lacks in all of these except elections that still matter. They conceptualise the 

importance of the research quite succinctly:  

“An authoritarian government can repress reactions against these inequalities, while 

democracy cannot indefinitely do so and remain democratic. In sum, the effect of 

inequality on democracy is anticipated because concentrated economic rewards lead to 

similar concentrated political resources, all of which undermine political equality.” (ibid). 

This is echoed in Piketty’s C21, where pervasive and continuous inequality is deemed a 

threat to democracy. For Turkey, this implies two different paths. First, it might be that 

authoritarian regime (even DD) might pursue egalitarian policies more likely than 

democracies since authoritarian regimes may be better able to protect the interests of the 

poor (Beitz, 1982). In the Turkish case, this could be a plausible outcome given the 

salience of economic matters in Turkish politics that ultimately led to the ascendence of 

the AKP in the first place. On the one hand, Acemoglu & Robinson (1999) argue that 

inequality makes democracy more costly for the ruling elite due to pressure for 

redistribution unavoidably created by the poor masses. The aforementioned implies the 

contrary development where imbalance would lead to stiffer repression than redistributive 

policies indicated by Beitz.  

There still is the lingering question of how inequality erodes democracy. Gradstein & 

Milanovic (2004) hinted that concentrated economic rewards lead to similar concentrated 

political resources. This statement, by contrast, echoes the Lipset hypotheses that citizens 

tend to vote for working and middle-class parties. However, the middle-class has 

incrementally diminished in the modern world, as was researched by Milanovic (2016). 

As a follow-up, the voice of the wealthiest has gotten more vital in politics. In turn, such 

development affects political inequality, the lack of which is visible to us as the direct 

consequence of income inequality.  
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The shared connection between democracy and equality is implied already in the standard 

democratic theory. In plain terms, the democratic theory assumes a society where citizens 

are on an equal footing, and everyone is considered to maintain an equal standing (Levin-

Waldman, 2016). Levin-Waldman (ibid.) argues that the notion above of procedural 

equality (or political equality) holds that citizens have equal access to democratic and 

governing institutions. Procedural equality, therefore, is especially vulnerable to 

inequality related to resources and income, the standard concept of inequality. Indeed, as 

Tocqueville and many others have noted, political equality is impossible without some 

measure of economic equality since a society with large concentrations of mass poverty 

can be dangerous for societies as a whole. Acemoglu & Robinson (2006) state that unrest 

is often a consequence of inequality in communities with high inequality between elites 

and citizens. From that follows, demands for democratisation are mainly absent in 

societies where inequality is also minimal.  

In analysis with inequality and democracy, few fundamental notions often follow. Firstly, 

as mentioned above, many contemporary democracies struggle with a strong upper-class 

accent in which democratic interest often speaks. Most prevalent this is in Kuhner (2014), 

who, as seen, has argued that American democracy has seen increased division in 

political speech. The public is struggling to get their voices heard due to limitless 

campaign financing under the US supreme court decision umbrella. Rising inequality due 

to neoliberal hegemony in economic policymaking has resulted in a steep increase in 

inequality in the West during the 21st century. In countries such as Turkey, democracy is 

wavering. States such as China challenging the hegemony in the GPE showcase that 

economic growth and geopolitical prestige can be achieved without democracy. Leaders 

such as Erdogan have managed to eliminate constraints to their power in the mission of 

regime survival.  

It is unlikely that the degradation of democracy made Turkey an unequal country. 

However, the de-democratisation has undoubtedly made the Turkish political system 

more unstable. As a result, instability could easily be tipped over the edge by increasing 

or untreated and mitigated inequality. Global crises such as the Covid-19 pandemic have 

further exacerbated problems such as poverty and the purchasing power of minimum 

wage-earners. Fiscal stimulus and economic policymaking have maintained increasing 

inflation in Turkey and elsewhere in the world. For a minimum wage-earner, subsistence 

is more challenging to come by as bare necessities and essentials such as housing are 
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harder to cover by already low minimum wages. The aforementioned is primarily the 

result of the de-democratisation and delegative democracy. For the regime to survive, it 

must provide quick answers for these issues to maintain credibility. Turkish government 

pumped the economy with a fiscal stimulus that in the short term provided desired results 

but in a long time solved none of the problems faced by citizens. Inflation is still an issue, 

as the Turkish central bank reports a consumer price index of 19.89% in October (2021).  

There is still the question of the connection between inequality and democracy. The 

relationship above is nuanced and complex; its consequences are complex as they vary 

country by country, case on case basis. As was said, this connection is at best assumed 

and not illustrated and theorised. First, the link was taken by Seymor Martin Lipset and, 

most notably, in the standard democratic theory as was argued by Levin-Waldman, 

(2016). Second, in many ways, Piketty (2013) has the best account of this dynamic as per 

his comprehensive historical data and evidence. However, none of these authors managed 

to establish a theory that could answer and understand the dynamic to allow us to apply 

said thinking to the real world.  

Firstly, an unavoidable consequence of inequality is unrest and protests (Acemoglu & 

Robinson, (2006). However, changes are likelier to occur in societies with the highest 

inequality between citizens and elites, by unrest mentioned above and protest (Levin-

Waldman, 2016). In principle, democracy should reduce pressure caused by inequality 

utilizing democratisation. So, it logically follows that de-democratisation increases these 

demands for equal distribution. However, there is very little meaningful evidence for this, 

mainly because it is difficult to measure pressure for redistribution. Second, income 

inequality, which is endemic to capitalist society, leads to political inequality if left 

unchecked. Political equality is closely related to the debate on inclusive and extractive 

institutions. Inclusive institutions, by definition, tolerate income inequality better than 

their counterpart. The lead cause is in the name. According to research, societies tolerate 

inequality better if they maintain a robust set of institutions, democratic values, and 

culture.  

Even though the connection between income inequality and democracy is ambiguous at 

best, it would seem that there are a few pivotal aspects to consider relevant and necessary 

for this connection to exist. Firstly, the nature of the capitalist system matters, as argued 

earlier in this chapter. As has been noted many times, the question posed by Buzan & 
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Lawson (2014), “What kind of capitalism yields the best results?” is again relevant here. 

In my view, the question could be re-phrased to “What kind of capitalism yields the 

lowest inequalities?”. As an inseparable part of modern democracies, capitalism cannot 

be avoided in these debates. The variant matters, be it crony, liberal or social-democratic 

capitalism.  

Second, the set of institutions and their nature matter. Institutions in the broadest 

definition of the term are most often associated with the type of democracy and 

capitalism. Institutions, be it judicial, civil society actor or rules and norms, facilitate 

inclusion or exclusion, one of the most crucial factors in situations where inequality is 

present.  

Lastly, economic factors such as aggregate income, financial system, production and 

value chains matter as well. Such might sound a foregone conclusion. However, Piketty’s 

seminal work showcases that the so-called basic laws of capitalism, the growth rate of 

capital, and past inherited wealth are significant factors and variables in the delicate 

connection between democracy and inequality. These variables are also crucial reasons 

why the GPE approach is best geared towards studying inequality. The sheer complexity 

of the relationship requires pluralist, philosophical and realist application that considers 

rather than ignores and finds out rather than assumes away. Kotilainen & Patomäki 

(2020) best concludes by stating the aims of the GPE by arguing that: 

“When we seek to explain key historical developments or criticise prevailing policies and 

practices of governance, the concerns of economic theory clearly cannot be ignored. What 

determines economic efficiency and growth? What causes (asset price) inflation, solvency 

issues, and financial meltdowns? What about deflation, unemployment, or 

underemployment? What explains business cycles or changes in income distribution? 

Under what conditions do fundamental economic crises occur? What are the socio-

economic consequences of such events? And perhaps most acutely, what kind of 

economic activities would be ecologically sustainable?” 
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4.3 Turkish inequality: future and implications under AKP and 

Erdogan 
 

 

The upcoming centennial of the Republic of Turkey and the general elections in 2023 put 

Turkey again in the spotlight. Consequently, this year marks a significant variable in the 

direction that the country takes. However, it is also clear that the current regime is doing 

all it can to stay in power and could even mean even more regression. 

Turkish inequality has been initially on the higher side since the hallmark year of 2011, 

when AKP gained a third major electoral victory. Inequality has then been fluctuating a 

little but remaining high. Turkish wage income distribution is one of the most inequal 

globally (Tansell et al.; 2018). This has profound implications not only for inequality but 

for society as a whole. A further issue is that there is very little data on the impact of 

minimum wage legislation in Turkey since it is unknown how many workers and wage 

earners are covered. Tansell et al. (2018) maintain that lack of enforcement and sizeable 

informal sector are two main culprits of the lack of data. This might be one such 

consequence of the degradation of democracy. Lack of enforcement, low union density 

and weak labour participation of women are further consequences of regime and 

government (ibid.). Especially AKP’s conservative politics and narrative may further 

exacerbate the gender pay gap in Turkey, which again impacts inequality in the country. 

Another consequence of the degradation of democracy is the state supremacy in labour 

unions. As seen in the first chapter, the 1970s in Turkey were characterised by protests 

and fears of socialist uprisings in Turkey. State supremacy in labour union structures may 

be inherited from those days. 

Economic growth has been in flux but overall, in growth trajectory during AKP rule. 

However, inequality may be a significant obstacle if and when AKP and Erdogan seek to 

stay in power. As was mentioned, the economic outlook is often a make-or-break moment 

in DDs such as Turkey. The degradation of democracy has also had an impact on the way 

wealth is distributed. Erdogan’s regime maintains patronage to regions most loyal to the 

party by funnelling state funds to areas with the most support while cutting support from 

regions with the least loyalty (Yilmaz, Bashirov; 2018). Following growth, rising 

Anatolian capital keeps supporting Erdogan (Önis; 2019). Wealth distribution within 
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Turkey is unbalanced as well. Eastern Anatolia is the poorest region and is often ignored 

by regional development policies, whereas the Marmara region is the richest (Yildrim et 

al. 2006). Regional imbalances would therefore explain why urban middle-classes and 

later rural poor supported AKP, initially urban middle-classes found EU and related 

policies feasible. 

In contrast, rural poor have found supporting AKP and populist promises lucrative as 

these regions continue to be central to regional policies. Yildrim et al. criticise 

neoclassical growth models as the traditional models suggest that areas with the same 

endowments tend to evolve towards standard income distribution and converge (ibid.). 

Their research, however, correctly shows this not to be the case. They find that regional 

divergence is more likely. However, their research rests on mathematical modelling 

which ignores the effects of policies and regime in Turkey that has had an impact. 

Poverty in the eastern parts of the country has also been the most volatile region as the 

government wages war against the PKK. The situation of the Kurdish minority could 

worsen even further with deepening regional imbalances in wealth distribution.  

Democracy as a system has traditionally been seen as synonymous with low-income 

inequality. Mainly as democracy is often associated with redistribution policies such as 

progressive taxation (Reuveny, Li; 2003), this has indeed been the case in the post-war 

era European democracies that adopted progressive tax regimes used to fund various 

welfare regimes. Piketty mentions the welfare state being deeply embedded in national 

consensus in many European countries (2014; 436). However, with rising inequalities 

since the emergence of the neoliberal system, progressive taxation was often substituted 

by a flat tax rate, which cannot be explained by democracy (Patomäki, 2017). Instead, the 

strong hegemony of the Monetarist impacted global trends through a combination of 

factors such as political leaders and economic shocks such as the oil crises of the 1970s. 

Paradoxically, the decline of progressive taxation and rising inequality have globally seen 

distortions in democracy, as seen above. Ideally, and in theory, democracy may promote 

equality, whereas capitalism may encourage inequality. Indeed, inequality is endemic to 

the capitalist system as a whole, primarily when unregulated. Democracy may have a 

stabilising effect in societies, especially with low inequality. Low inequality is often taken 

to mean that citizens participate in politics more actively because they all have welfare 

and interest at stake. Contrary, in countries such as Turkey, participation in the 

democratic process may decrease, creating inequality since authoritarian and delegative 
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democratic regimes may rule as they see fit and fuel societal instability when traditional 

means of participation yield minimal if any results. With inclusive institutions and proper 

checks & balances, equal distribution of political power gives birth to labour unions, 

political parties and representation that extends to lower and middle-classes and 

redistribute wealth to respective constituents (Reuveny & Li; 2003). It would logically 

follow that the wealthiest class tends to suffocate democracy for their benefit (Milanovic; 

2016, 188).  

With this lacking democracy and increasingly politicised control over capitalism, Turkey 

turns to seek the east for inspiration. Illiberal democracies in the European periphery see 

the Chinese system and alternative much more appealing than the Western counterpart 

(Önis; 2019). With this in mind, it seems unlikely that Turkey would implement reforms 

to create a welfare state and progressive taxation. Instead, the regime has implemented 

new institutions such as the Ministry for Development for a new branch of economic 

bureaucracy, and New Sovereign Wealth Fund geared towards funding politically popular 

mega projects (ibid.). With new central bank policy tools such as reserve option 

mechanism and asymmetric interest rate corridor (Aysan et al., 2014), funding for state-

capitalist needs is met. These examples of extractive institutions mentioned above may 

facilitate growth by funnelling liquidity into high yield activities.   

Whether the degradation of democracy impacts inequality directly is largely ambiguous. 

The inequality, as seen, is already at extreme levels, with the Gini index at 0,46 and 1% 

capital share at roughly 18%, according to WID (2021). The question is, how much 

higher will inequality grow when the current level is already as high as it is? However, 

the results of de-democratisation would suggest that future economic growth and 

economic endowments are not distributed equally. The institutional framework present in 

the Turkish DD is likely to extract financial gains from future growth to fewer hands with 

close connections to the ruling regime. The same ruling elite facilitates further extraction 

of the economic resources to the hands of the few in a close symbiotic relationship.  

Is there a way that now high inequality in Turkey foster development towards more equal 

policies? The answer is largely dependent on the result of the elections set to be held in 

2023. In normal circumstances, these would be elections like any other in Turkey: 

opposition operates under scrutiny and limited framework. The AKP seeks to do 

everything they can to avoid losing the majority. The centennial of the Turkish Republic 
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in the same year raises the stakes. For AKP, losing the elections in a said year would be 

catastrophic, while oppositional parties would undoubtedly gain momentum despite their 

differences. It is largely unknown what to expect from oppositional parties that have 

never ruled in Turkey. However, there are few options in the literature to mitigate 

inequality. Firstly, the country needs to backtrack on policies that initially fostered the 

degradation of democracy in Turkey. This challenging task – it takes time for political 

culture to restore the lost trust when democratic norms and unspoken rules were shattered. 

The system needs to also restore a parliamentary system from the current presidential 

system that put disproportionate emphasis on the executive branch. Even if the current 

regime may still facilitate economic growth, inequality remains a problem that could lead 

to escalating crises similar to those witnessed during the Arab spring, which was mainly 

fuelled by corruption and inequality. It is doubtful that DD as a system can adequately 

curb inequality in Turkey. Second, the country needs to implement redistributive policies 

to mitigate inequality. Middle-income countries often maintain a 15-20% tax share out of 

national income (Piketty, 2013; 445). According to the OECD, in the Turkish case, the 

tax share is around 23%, which is low compared to average. The aforementioned notion 

might explain relatively low taxation in Tusalem (2016) where accountability in DDs 

often rests on economic matters. 

Similarly, lower taxation makes the public less likely to call for representation and 

accountability of the government (Yi, 2012). Indeed, higher taxation and government 

expenditure in the contemporary Turkish context would likely fuel dissent when 

corruption is high. It is argued in (ibid.) that taxation tends to promote the emergence of 

representative institutions. When the state adopts new responsibilities, this tends to be the 

case in the case of the Turkish government ever implementing extensive welfare 

measures. They indeed need to reform the institutional framework to cater for this.  
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CONCLUSION: 
 

 

This thesis has attempted to identify the processes of degradation of democracy in 

Turkey, and its impact on income inequality during the AKP and Erdogan led era in the 

country. Needless to say, that the question is not whether democracy has been eroding in 

Turkey or not but rather how democracy is eroding in Turkey. As was noted by Levitsky 

& Ziblatt (2018), democracies do not die as they used. During the 20th century, it was 

common for coups to occur suddenly and out of nowhere in a situation where fragile 

civilian government and democracy were swiftly replaced by military leadership. 

Nowadays, democracies die slowly and incrementally in countries that often maintain 

well-established democratic traditions or in countries with totalitarian past. In established 

democracies, democratic values and unspoken rules of the game are undermined, and 

institutions are changed to eliminate accountability horizontally. In Turkey, AKP 

ascended to power from a reformist position characterised by post-Cold war and EU 

enlargement euphoria. Later, AKP made sure to block their path so that no other political 

actor could de-stabilise their position.  

Turkish history was analysed to understand how fragile the country’s political system 

was, to begin with. Kemalism as the leading ideology in the republic was analysed. This 

analysis is often used to draw parallels and lessons from the Turkish past to explain the 

current instability in the country. Indeed, while Kemalism aimed to produce functioning 

pluralist democracy in Turkey, it largely sowed resentment towards the secular elite by 

religious and conservative circles. This resentment has often been the force behind party 

projects such as the RP and AKP, and their voter base has often been vocal opponents of 

Kemalist secularism.  

The second chapter argued that Levitsky & Ziblatt’s conclusions and theoretical 

background could be easily applied to the Turkish context. Indeed, the degradation of 

democracy has taken place incrementally and step by step in Turkey. First, the military's 

role was mitigated so that AKP could avoid RP’s faith in the 1990s. Second, they began 

to eliminate accountability and undermine democratic norms such as mutual toleration 

and institutional forbearance, to name a few. Furthermore, it was argued that even though 
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characterising Turkey as an authoritarian country is appealing, winning elections still 

mattered. 

Further evidence was presented that rather than being an authoritarian state, Turkey 

should be classified as a delegative democracy. DDs as a system occupy the grey middle-

ground between democracy and an authoritarian one-party state. However, as O’Donnell 

(1994) argued, DDs can go either way as they are not likely to descend into 

authoritarianism suddenly but are not expected to become full-fledged liberal 

democracies either.  

The third and last chapter pondered the dynamic between the capitalist system and 

democracy with specific attention to economic institutions, crony capitalism and income 

inequality. Turkish inequality is genuinely staggering: Gini index at 41.9 and 1% income 

share at roughly 18%. Turkey likely maintains extractive institutions instead of inclusive 

institutions per Acemoglu & Robinson (2013) typology. With inequality already 

dangerously high, it is not necessarily likely that inequality grows even further. However, 

it should be noted that the most significant increases in inequality occurred during 2011-

2019 when degradation of democracy essentially took place in force in Turkey. 

Therefore, it should be asked how much more this de-democratisation contributes to 

inequality in the future? The Turkish government has repeatedly stated that thanks to 

AKP, the political economy is steadily growing, inequality is declining, and innovation is 

rising (Tansel, 2015). The Turkish economy has been on a somewhat steady growth 

trajectory over the years. Inequality, as seen in the data, has been increasing. The process 

of de-democratisation suggests that future benefits from economic growth are not 

distributed equally. The institutional structure is extractive in the political system of DD, 

which guarantees longevity for the ruling government. However, the upcoming elections 

in 2023, the centennial of the Turkish Republic, can be the pivotal point in this process. 

Democracy is a grinding work, as was noted by Levitsky & Ziblatt (ibid.). Even if 

elections do not go according to AKP plans, it is implausible that trends in inequality and 

democracy will turn for the better soon. This is especially the case since the institutional 

framework is in ruins as a result of the AKP.  

The results echo the initial hypothesis to an extent. Firstly, at first glance at numerical 

data clearly show the connection between inequality and democratisation. Frequently 

only democratic regimes reflect the overall condition of society when political stances 
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and viewpoints are regularly tested in elections. Democratic countries also tend to 

maintain better and more comprehensive welfare regimes and progressive taxation used 

to redistribute wealth. Such reflects the Nordic experience in many ways, though 

progressive taxation has been eroding since the latter half of the 20th century. As Turkey 

descended from promising democracy to DD, its institutions also changed to guarantee 

the longevity of the AKP regime. This institutional structure is extractive, reflecting the 

DD and its crony (political) capitalism.  

This research has attempted to shed light on the relationship between democracy and 

inequality, a field with much research and literature and a theoretical framework. The 

broadness of this topic has been indeed a weakness, and it wasn't easy to illuminate points 

to a detail when the case chose was as large as it was. However, we still do not know 

enough about this dynamic, especially in mid-income countries such as Turkey. One of 

Piketty’s research’s weaknesses was its sole focus on Europe and the US while ignoring 

other significant players in the GPE. Milanovic (2016), in turn, provided illustrative data 

on a more global scale. Another weakness in the research in this field is the lack of 

variability in the economic theory. Especially in Piketty’s case, his reliance on 

neoclassical methods may lead to distorted conclusions, especially since neoclassical 

economics has very little to say about inequality as an academic subject due to their 

negligence of this topic as a whole. This thesis focus was on political phenomena that 

have an impact on inequality in Turkey. Suppose this focus could be better applied to a 

global scale. In that case, GPE could better provide insightful analysis on global 

inequality since the GPE approach does not rely on one analytical and methodological 

tool as neoclassical economics. 

Overall, the aim of this thesis was met, while not perfectly at least adequately. The main 

issue remains to be the broadness of the subject that cannot provide a satisfactory answer 

to the complex dynamic between democracy and inequality. However, it would be logical 

to extend the scope of this research to a global scale and continue applying the GPE 

approach to study global income inequalities. After all, inequality remains to be central 

issue area in the worldwide future. 
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