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Abstract

Attempting to predicting the formation of particular types of governance
structures has been one of the central tasks of sociologists and political scien-
tists. John Higley and Michael Burton argued that the configuration of elite
groups in a society is an important predictor of the governance structure that
develops in that society. The Higley-Burton theory outlines several ways in
which the configuration of elites can predict the transformation of gover-
nance structures, from authoritarian regimes to liberal democracies. In the
current research, this previous theoretical work is extended by articulating a
route by which societies can go the other way—from democracy to an autho-
ritarian regime. Turkey is being used as a contemporary case study to show
how shifts elite configurations in a democracy can lead to authoritarian re-
gime. A five-step process for this transformation is outlined. The steps in this
model for one route of moving from an unstable democracy towards auto-
cracy or dictatorship can be summarized as follows: 1) Political success by
one group or faction. 2) Establishment of an inner circle and consolidation of
power. 3) Replacement of the inner circle with weaker members who can be
controlled. 4) Self-isolation of the leader. 5) Government control of opposi-
tion and suppression of dissent.
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1. Introduction

Explaining and predicting the formation of particular forms of government,

such as democracies, authoritarian regimes, and totalitarian regimes and the
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transitions from one to another has been a central task of sociology and political
sciences. A large amount of research has focused on this area, from a wide range
of domains, and using various theoretical orientations (Bian, Shu, & Logan 2001;
Casper, 1995; Gerschewski, 2013; Higley, 2018a, 2018b; Higley & Burton, 1989,
2006; Linz, 2000; Linz & Stepan, 1996; Pérez-Lifian & Mainwaring, 2013; Shorten
2012). Some researchers, such as Linz (Linz, 1990, 2000; Linz & Stepan, 1996),
have pointed to the importance of the features of various governance structures
(parliamentary systems, presidential systems, and others) and suggested that
some are less stable than others and more likely to result in one type of regime
over others. They suggested that more stable systems may undergo a transition
from one type of regime to another less often and further emphasize that a prior
form of regime influences subsequent regimes (Linz & Stepan, 1996). Other re-
searchers have emphasized the role of extra-governmental institutions, such as
religious organizations or the military, in influencing the regime that develops
and the transition between different regimes (Casper, 1995). Still others, such as
Shorten (2012), underscored the role of ideology in building political support for
particular forms of governance.

The role of elites in the construction and maintenance of various forms of go-
vernance has emerged as a useful method to explain the shifting forms of gov-
ernment. Elites are individuals who have the power to affect political outcomes
substantially as a result of their disproportionate access to resources (Bourdieu,
1984, 1986; Higley, 2009; Lopez, 2013; Wedel, 2009, 2017). These resources can
be political capital as a result of an important position in an organization that it-
self has power (Mills, 1956); or it can come from other sources, such as econom-
ic capital (Kahn, 2012), knowledge capital (Kahn, 2012), social capital (Wedel,
2017), or cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984). Higley and Burton (1989, 2006) and
others (Lopez, 2013) argue that the way elite groups are configured, can be an
important predictor of the governance structure that develops. They have pro-
posed that elite configurations predict the structure of governance, but they have
outlined several routes by which governance structures transform into liberal
democracies (Higley and Burton, 2006).

Higley and Burton’s (2006) conception of elite configurations and the transi-
tions in configurations that can support liberal democracies is useful in that it
helps to link what we know from the elite literature—that informal networks of
powerful individuals exist and have influence on governance decisions (Wedel,
2009, 2017)—to how we understand the transitions to the various forms of go-
vernance. It is especially useful in explaining how non-democratic forms of gov-
ernment shift towards democracy. In this article, the concepts presented by Hig-
ley and Burton (1989, 2006) are used to explore a possible route in the opposite
direction—from democracy towards dictatorship, and Turkey is used to illu-
strate this proposed transition.

In the recent past, Turkey was seen as having a uniquely strong democracy in

its region, and there was optimism that Turkey could be a democratic archetype
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for other Muslim majority countries (Somer, 2016b, 2019). More recently, there
has been a clear shift away from democracy (Cagaptay, 2017, 2018; Diamond,
2015; Esen & Gumuscu, 2016; Onis, 2015; Ozbudun, 2014, 2015; Somer, 2016b)
into what can be called “competitive authoritarianism” (Esen & Gumuscu,
2016). While several others have described the decline of Turkey’s democracy,
and even explained it in terms of powerful individuals (Somer, 2016b, 2019; Ca-
gaptay, 2017) there has not yet been an analysis of this shift away from democ-
racy using an elite theory perspective. The gradual but intensifying shift towards
authoritarianism can be explained by understanding the elite configuration.

This paper argues, consistent with previous literature, that multiple elite groups
are required for a democracy to function (Higley & Burton, 1989, 2006). It be-
gins by reviewing the literature that establishes the existence of elite groups and
presents their function in the governance of a state. It then reviews different
proposed configurations for elite groups (consensually united, ideologically unit-
ed, and disunited elite groups), and connects these configurations to a number
of different types of governance regimes (stable democracies, unstable democra-
cies, authoritarian regimes, and dictatorships). Next, a review of several existing
models for how countries come to form consensually united regimes is provided.
Finally, the paper proposes a five-step model for the transition from an unstable
democracy to an authoritarian regime and a dictatorship and uses Turkey to il-
lustrate this process. It proposes that first, in a democracy one elite group or fac-
tion obtains political success and establishes an inner circle and consolidates
power. The leader of the elite group then replaces members of the inner circle
with weaker members who are more easily controlled, which secures the leader’s
own power. Subsequently, the leader ends up isolating themselves and becomes
increasingly insecure. Finally, the leader increasingly tries to ensure control of

the political opposition and suppresses dissent.

2. The Influence and Function of Elites

This paper uses as its foundation literature on political elites (Bourdieu, 1984;
Dombhoff, 2017; Heilbron et al., 2017; Higley, 2018a; Higley & Burton, 2006;
Kahn, 2012; Lopez, 2013; Wedel, 2009, 2017). Following Best & Higley (2018),
elites are defined as “individuals and small, relatively cohesive and stable groups
with major decisional power”. Elite theory begins with the assumption that elites
influence the governance and economic outcomes in most—if not all—contem-
porary societies (Higley & Burton, 2006: p. 5; Lopez, 2013; Mosca, 1960; Pareto,
1935), echoing Michels (1962) “iron law of the oligarchy.” Based on classic work
by Pareto (1935), Mosca (1960), Michels (1962), and Keller (1963), Higley and
Burton (2006) and others (Higley, 2018a) go so far as to argue that the unequal
distribution of power in a relatively small group of elites might be inevitable.
Higley and Burton (2006) argue that societies, once they consist of more than a
handful of individuals, must organize themselves to function in order to make

decisions about the actions that they will take, their policies, and about how re-
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sources will be allocated, among others. These decisions are most efficiently
made by a small number of people rather than by including everyone; thus, a
hierarchical system must be established. As these individuals have more access
to influence over the decisions that are made, they have more power in the or-
ganization, and this results in a set of elites in the organization. In this way, Hig-
ley and Burton (2006) argue that elites must exist in organizations that have
more than a handful of people. They further contend that people with power or
influence over decisions in societal and governmental organizations also have
disproportionate power over decisions that happen in society more generally.
This creates an embedded set of elites for any society that has organizations, and
people at the top of important societal organizations create at least one set of
elites. Examples of organizations that commonly confer power to those in high
positions include governance, military, and religious organizations (Lopez, 2013).
Further research has illuminated the various other ways that individuals can ob-
tain disproportionate power in a society, such as by obtaining economic power,
cultural capital, power from knowledge, or social power from being associated
with other elites (Kahn, 2012). More recent theories have questioned whether
the power of modern elites primarily originates in organizational power struc-
tures (Wedel, 2017), but the proposition that elites are important in complex
human societies has remained relatively uncontroversial.

Behavior and activities of political elites in general are influenced by two oppos-
ing maxims. Political interests are being formulated by the political elites; while at
the same time, decisions need to be supported by majorities as well as on the ability
of leading influencers on political opinions to cooperate and to overcome conflicts.
“The function of elites (in pluralistic systems) therefore is not only to articulate, ag-
gregate and represent interests but to balance these interests. ... [Elites] are indi-
vidual agents as well as the instance of regulation of cooperation.” (Herzog, 1982)
Elites also play a function in the maintenance of the governance of a state and the
maintenance of liberal democracies. Elites come together to form coalitions, and
these serve to represent a diverse set of societal interests, including political inter-
ests, economic interests, and social interests (Wedel, 2017). When no single elite
group is dominant over the others, this variety of elite groups can help to regulate
and temper each other to prevent any one group from becoming too powerful
(Higley, 2018a; Higley & Burton, 2006). They can ensure that a state functions in
such a way as to represent a variety of people. Higley and Burton (2006) argue, and
it is argued here, that cooperation from elite groups is required for liberal democra-
cies; without multiple functioning and diversified elite groups, stable democracies
cannot thrive. Moreover, the way elites interact with each other is also important:
whether elite groups function to support liberal democracies or undermine them

depends at least to some extent on the configuration of these groups.

3. Routes to Consensual Unity and Democracy

In addition to proposing that consensual unity is a requirement of stable demo-
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cracies, Higley and Burton (2006) have proposed three ways that elites in a par-
ticular society become consensually united: through settlement, convergence, or

as a result of consensual unity being transferred to a colony.

3.1. Settlement

The first route to consensual unity of elites is through a process called elite set-
tlement (Higley and Burton 2006). Elite settlement refers to the formation of
consensually united elites after, “suddenly and deliberately reorganize their rela-
tions by negotiating compromises on their most basic disagreements” (Higley &
Burton, 1989: p. 21). This typically comes after some threat to the elite fac-
tions—either from an outside force or from the public. For example, a civil war
can prompt settlement; when the factions come together at the end of the war,
they may come to agree on the rules that should govern their behavior (Higley &
Burton, 2006: p. 64). This is because each group comes to understand that through
the agreement, the outcomes for their faction may be better than if there was no
agreement. While the cooperation with the other elite groups may mean that
their group occasionally loses power, the faction sees that unity may be the best
way to achieve their goals in the long run.

One example is the settlement that occurred in the United Kingdom in the
late 1600s. There were three main political factions: the two main political par-
ties, the Tories and the Whigs, and the King and his allies. Very briefly, conflict
over religious freedoms and rights between the two political parties and the King
led to several civil wars. At the end of the wars, the Tories and the Whigs came
together to write the constitution, which specified how power should be split,
and the ways that the political parties could interact with each other. It specified
a number of rules that governed how the political parties could interact with
each other and limited the influence of the monarch. This ultimately resulted in
a settlement between the two main parties that allowed them to achieve consen-

sual unity and resulted in a stable democracy for several hundred years.

3.2. Convergence

Another process that leads to consensual unity of elite groups is called conver-
gence (Higley & Burton, 1989). This occurs in conditions where there already is
a democracy, but it is unstable, and it describes the process of political rivals
coming together to compete against one other dominant group. This process
occurs in two steps; in the first step, political rivals that have traditionally con-
flicted, come together to form a coalition to dominate the political landscape,
and they achieve significant political success in this way. As a result, the oppo-
nents to this political group slowly adapt the ideological stances of the dominant
group in order to continue to be able to compete successfully in political compe-
titions themselves. In this way, the values of these opponents slowly begin to
converge on the values of the dominant groups. Thus, elite political groups

eventually come to agree on a set of values or political structures not through an
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explicit agreement, but a convergence of values over time as a result of a desire
to compete more effectively (Higley & Burton, 1989).

Higley and Burton (1989) propose that it was this process that led to the stable
democracies that are now evident in France and Italy throughout the 1990s. For
example, in France, the political landscape was dominated for a considerable pe-
riod by the French Socialists, whom some saw as radical. To compete, the French
right-wing parties formed coalitions and eventually came to dominate French
politics. The Socialists, therefore, altered their ideologies to become less radical
and more politically palatable to the French public. Eventually both sides con-
verged on a set of values that they shared, and thus created the kind of stable,

liberal democracy that currently exists in France.

3.3. Colonial Origins

The last process that Higley and Burton (2006) suggest for creating consensual
unity is through colonization. For example, if one country that has a consen-
sually united elite themselves colonizes another country, those norms are then
passed on and established in the colonized country. They argue that Canada’s
consensually united elite, and stable democratic system, was the result of the

British colonial history that provided the country’s foundation.

4. A Route to Power That Reinforces Instability

The previous section describes the three processes that can create consensually
united elite groups. Higley and Burton (2006) suggest that it is consensual unity
that is the only elite configuration that can support the formation of stable, lib-
eral democracies. However, they also argue that consensual unity is a relatively
rare elite configuration, and elite disunity and ideological unity are much more
common. Disunited elites tend to lead to unstable democracies and authorita-
rian regimes, and ideologically united elites tend to create dictatorships (Higley
& Burton, 2006). However, what are the routes to these elite configurations?
This next section proposes one possible route' that can transform a country
from an unstable democracy into an authoritarian regime, and ultimately into a
dictatorship.

First, an elite group dominates the others, with one strong leader coming to
power by democratic means. The elite group may be made of a few close politi-
cal connections or allies (Mahdavi & Ishiyama, 2017). Once in power, the leader
centralizes the distribution of elites to positions of power and may replace all
positions of influence with strong, closely related friends and family members
(Lewis, 2002; Urban, 1989). This replacement with individuals close to the leader
is a way for them to ensure that they can trust those individuals to work on their
behalf and not to challenge their leadership position. These individuals form
what can be described as an “inner circle” of power.

The inner-circle then works to consolidate its power. Linz and Stepan (1996)

'Of course, not all routes away from democratization follow this model.
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identify five characteristics of a functioning democracy: a free and lively society
in which people can create associations, societies, monitor the state and deliver
political alternatives; a relatively independent political society, in which political
groups compete for a legitimate right to compete and that society is valued; a le-
gal system that can guarantee citizens freedom and ability to associate freely; a
functional state bureaucracy; and an “institutionalized economic society” or a set
of norms, institutions and regulations that govern how the state and economy
interact. These five characteristics are necessary for democracy because they en-
sure that the power can be legitimately contested and that it can transition away
from a governing group to another competing political group, and they enable
citizens to undertake actions that constitute challenges to those in power (Linz &
Stepan, 1996).

A government can consolidate its own power in a democratic context by un-
dermining these characteristics. This can be done in a number of ways, including
undermining civil society by persecuting members of the media or civil society
groups, intimidating or persecuting political opponents, influencing the legal
system to reduce the protection of civil rights, or by seizing power of economic
interests. In this way, they work to reduce or eliminate the influence and power
of competing elite groups (Kendall-Taylor, Frantz, & Wright, 2017).

Eventually, the faction is established in their position and does not face signif-
icant threats to their power from external elite groups. Instead, the biggest
threats to a leader’s power come from those who are closest to them—those in
the inner circle (Kendall-Taylor et al., 2017; Mahdavi & Ishiyama, 2017), and the
leader may begin to fear the power of those who are closest to them. The leader
may then seek to replace, one by one, all of the members in the inner circle with
other, weaker individuals who function as puppets (Lewis, 2002; Mahdavi &
Ishiyama, 2017). By ensuring that the others in the inner circle are weaker, the
leader can maintain their control over the other members of the inner circle.
Eventually all that remains of the members of the leader’s inner circle are weak
individuals that can be controlled by the leader (Lewis, 2002). At this point, no
one is left who can influence or temper the power of the leader because the other
elites have been minimized.

The result is a leader that is isolated, and at this point, there is a risk of the
country falling into a dictatorship. As the leader is now isolated, they may be-
come afraid of a political challenge to their position or a coup. They may engage
to a greater extent in government control, suppression of the opposition, and the
use police force to control perceived political opponents and other elites (Ken-
dall-Taylor et al., 2017). Political isolation creates a further increased risk of
economic isolation, resulting in reduced prosperity of the nation, leading to a
suffering and unhappy population (Tang, Huhe, & Zhou, 2015). An unhappy
population leads to an increased threat of challenges to the leader. At this point,
the leader increases suppression to curb the increasing threats, and a cycle is
created where increasing force must be used to control the population.

Thus, the steps in this model for one route of moving from an unstable de-
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mocracy towards a dictatorship can be summarized as follows:

1) Political success by one group or faction.

2) Establishment of an inner circle and consolidation of power.

3) Replacement of the inner circle with weaker members who can be con-
trolled.

4) Self-isolation of the leader.

5) Government control of opposition and suppression of dissent.

5. Countries at Risk of a Route to Instability

Some countries may be particularly at risk of transforming into authoritarian re-
gimes or dictatorships as described above, including transitioning or developing
countries or countries with newly established democracies. In these countries,
the parliament may not have adequate influence to balance that of the ruling
party or leader, which means that there may be less structure in the government
system to prevent certain elite groups (those elected to form government or the
executive) from obtaining disproportionate power (Keil, 2018). These countries
may be at risk because there is less of a consensus on values (Higley & Burton,
2006).

Countries with a breakdown of political structures are also at risk (Higley &
Burton, 2006). This includes countries that have experienced long wars, or a
breakdown in the political structure (such as the breakdown of communism in
post-soviet societies; Lazic and Pesic 2018). In these countries, elite groups may
have such a long history of conflict that it may be impossible to see each other as
collaborators. This may prevent the structural integration that Higley and Bur-
ton (2006) argue is necessary for a consensually united elite. It also may hinder
an elite group from considering government opposition as an important political
structure, and instead, see it as a threat. This would make it difficult to achieve
the kind of values consensus that Higley and Burton (2006) outline.

Several countries may currently be considered on a path towards increasing
instability. Keil (2018) has described how Kosovo, Macedonia, Montenegro, and
Serbia each serve as examples in which particular political elites have dominated
political systems, inserted themselves in leadership, and have obtained dispro-
portionate power and influence over social and economic systems, such as their
respective judiciaries and media organizations. Keil (2018) asserts that the result
is increasingly a retreat into authoritarianism. Dzanki¢ (2018) has similarly
noted a return to authoritarianism in Bosnia and Herzegovina, as have Esen and

Gumuscu (2016) for Hungary.

6. The Case Study of Turkey

In order to understand the role of elite structures and powerful and influential
individuals in defining a governance structure, it is essential to launch an inquiry
into the interactions of various elite groups organizations, state institutions, and

actors. Indeed, the power elite plays an instrumental role in shaping the gover-

DOI: 10.4236/0jps.2021.112019

280 Open Journal of Political Science


https://doi.org/10.4236/ojps.2021.112019

M. Gerlich

nance systems, and the decisions of the elite are influenced by their vested inter-
ests, cultural and ethnic affiliations and other factors. (Highley and Burton,
2006). In the recent past, Turkey was seen as having a uniquely strong democra-
cy in its region, and there was optimism that Turkey could be a democratic arc-
hetype for other Muslim majority countries (Somer, 2016a, 2019). More recent-
ly, there has been a clear shift away from democracy (Cagaptay, 2017, 2018; Di-
amond, 2015; Esen & Gumuscu, 2016; Onis, 2015; Ozbudun, 2014, 2015; Somer,
2016b) into what can be called “competitive authoritarianism” (Esen & Gumus-
cu, 2016). Therefore, Turkey represents a contemporary case of a transition
process from democracy to autocracy and was therefore chosen in this research.
This section will explore the influence and role of the elite structures and groups
in the case study of Turkey’s shift towards a dictatorship or authoritarianism
from democracy.

Higley and Burton (2006) have proposed that the configurations of elite groups
are a significant predictor of the governance structure that takes shape within a
state. They argue that elite configurations allow researchers and historians a
deeper understanding of the formation of the governance structure, and they put
forward various routes that map the transformation of governance structures
towards liberal democratic systems (Higley & Burton 2006).

This inquiry requires an in-depth and detailed understanding of the political
transitions and evolutions that took place in Turkey in order to understand the
emergence and inclinations of the various elite groups and state institutions that
exert influence. It is crucial to understand the formation and functioning of elite
groups across Turkey and their existence within the structure of Turkish state
governance. In this section, we will attempt to understand the configurations of
various elite groups, as proposed by Higley and Burton (2006), based on their
ideological unions, rivalries and disagreements. Understanding the historical
background will allow a deeper understanding of elite configuration and popul-
ism that exists within Turkey (Barr, 2009).

6.1. Understanding Turkey’s Political Evolution

I will use the proposed five-step model to map out Turkey’s transition towards
authoritarianism from a liberal democratic structure. We will elaborate on each
of the five steps with references to governance changes, exclusion of certain elite
groups and ethnicities, the consolidation of power in a carefully selected in-
ner-circle, suppression of dissent and exerting control over the opposition.

As we explore elite configuration and populism in the context of Turkey, we
come across various frameworks that have aided in identifying the major themes
and shifts that marked the evolution of modern Turkish ideologies and political
systems. The Ottoman Empire left Turkey with political fragmentation and a so-
ciocultural divide that allowed the ruling elite to control the pivot in a culturally
and ethnically diverse periphery.

In this article, Turkey is used as a contemporary example to illustrate how this
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process can take effect. In the past decade, Turkey has undergone a number of
political transformations and events that have resulted in what most commenta-
tors agree has been a breakdown in democracy and a slide into a dictatorship,
including constitutional changes that have consolidated power in the presiden-
tial role and increasing power over the central bank, which ultimately culminat-
ing in a failed coup in 2016 (Ozbudun, 2014, 2015; Diamond, 2015; Onis, 2015;
Esen & Gumuscu, 2016; Somer, 2016b; Cagaptay, 2017, 2018; Freedom House,
2018; Picarella, 2018; Somer, 2019). Freedom House, a non-profit organization
that ranks how free citizens of various countries are, has reflected this slide into
authoritarianism in their annual rankings. In 2018 they ranked Turkey as “un-
free” for the first time since the 1980s (Freedom House, 2018).

This stands in contrast to its situation in the mid-2000s when Turkey was
largely praised for building a strong, secular democracy in a Muslim majority
state (Somer, 2019). At that time, several commentators were optimistic about
the ability of Turkey to maintain its democracy (Yavuz, 2009). About Turkey’s
democratic institutions, Kinzer (2008: p. 13-14) said, Turks have at long last be-
gun winning the civic revolution they have been waging for decades. Turkey's
democratic institutions have proven strong enough to contain and guide this
revolution, allowing it to proceed peacefully and within the bounds of law.

The increasing power of the Turkish president and the transformation into an
authoritarian regime prompts the question: what caused this transition out of
democracy? The question is particularly relevant given that Turkey did not
demonstrate the factors that have contributed to the inability of other states to
consolidate their democracy, such as poor economic performance (until recently
Turkey has had relatively stable economic growth) or a weak state (Esen & Gu-
muscu, 2016). Scholars have explained this transformation in terms of a number
of factors, focusing on the polarization of the public, and the systematic deteri-
oration of democratic structures such as the judiciary and the media (Esen &
Gumuscu, 2016; Somer, 2019). These explanations are useful, but they have missed
the important reconfiguration in Turkey of a somewhat united elite into a dis-
united one. In this section, the shift from a democracy to an authoritarian re-
gime is explained in terms of the configuration of elites and the five-step process
outlined in the previous section.

1) Political success by one group or faction

During Ottoman rule, the centre was controlled by the imperial family and its
ruling elite, and later under Republican rule, the centre shifted towards the “qu-
asi-autonomous” bureaucracy, which was dominated by the alliance between the
judiciary, military and large state-reliant corporations and businesses, the intel-
lectual and academic committee, and mainstream media. The periphery shifted
towards a diverse blend of regional, social, religious, ideological and traditional
ethnic groups that were earlier systematically distanced from power-exerting in-
stitutions that defined state governance. It can be argued that as the AKP con-

solidated its control over Turkey, the exclusion of various religious and ethnic
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groups came to an end. The centre can be understood as a coherent and natio-
nalist elite structure that represents and safeguards the state (Carkoglu, 2012a).

During the early Republican rule, Turkey was gripped under the tightened
control of state institutions and apparatus, and the centre underwent a robust
Westernization agenda with a top-down modernization of state institutions.
Naturally, this aggravated the alienation and exclusion of the conservative and
traditionalist ethnic peripheral communities. In Turkey, the centre has been tra-
ditionally dependent on the support of urban groups and masses who are highly
educated, less inclined towards religious ideologies and feature lesser concentra-
tions of ethnic minorities. The peripheral constituencies, on the other hand,
have been dominated by religious and rural Muslims who lack higher education
and feature greater concentrations of ethnic minorities (Carkoglu, 2012a; Turk,
2014).

In order to examine the change in an elite configuration in Turkey, we must
reflect on the framework of “centre-periphery cleavage” that exists in Turkish
history and politics. It allows us to understand the divide amongst the Turkish
masses based on ideologies and political inclination. For instance, centrist
communities hold secular beliefs and resonate with leftist politics, while the reli-
gious and traditionalist peripheral masses strongly associated with rightist poli-
tics (Carkoglu, 2012a).

The National Outlook, or Milli Goriis, spearheaded by Necemettin Erbakan,
was the most vociferous and loudest populist movement in Turkey, and it put
forward an antagonistic ideology that highlighted the imperialistic, materialistic
and secular agendas of the “West” that sought to harm the oppressed, morally
upright and “abstemious” communities of Muslims (Hadiz, 2016). The populist
movement encouraged the establishment of a just order to eliminate the do-
minance of the West, not just in Turkey but throughout the Muslim community.
The National Outlook comprised of ideological themes from the Ottoman and
Republica era and made ideological references that will nostalgic of the glories
cemented by the Ottoman Empire (Atacan, 2005). It was an Islamist political
movement that opposed the control of the elites of the centre in Turkey. Its fight
was not just against the ruling elite and political party, but in fact, it was against
Western dominance, and they considered the ruling elites to the local facilitators
and collaborators of the Western dominance that was imposed on Turkey against
the will of the masses (Turk, 2014).

Recep Tayyip Erdogan came to power in 2002 as the leader of the Justice and
Development Party. This party had previously been a political outsider. Howev-
er, they were elected to power after having formed a coalition with a variety of
other disparate parties that managed to cut across class and ideologies. The tim-
ing was also right: the electorate, tired of the politics of the previous parties and
suffering from an economic recession, saw the new party as an opportunity for
wide-spread changes in political and economic structures (Somer, 2019). In his
rise, Erdogan managed to make use of the political connections he had made as

Mayor of Istanbul (Cagaptay, 2017). Thus he, and a number of other political
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elites managed to form a coalition that was able to challenge the established
elites successfully and achieve political success. In this way, although it has fluc-
tuated over the past few decades, Turkey experienced some degree of consensual
unity. However, at the time of Erdogan’s election, there was a relative consensus
about the appropriate political behavior and some degree of structural integra-
tion (Esen & Gumuscu, 2016).

2) Establishment of an inner circle and consolidation of power.

It is important to the note that the majority of the key political figures in the
incumbent ruling party, the AKP, began their political careers with the Milli
Goriis movement. Incumbent Turkish President, Tayyip Erdogan held various
significant positions in the Milli Goriis movement since 1976. Erdogan was also
designated in the office of the mayor of Istanbul. Towards the late 1990s, Erdo-
gan led a group of younger members of the Milli G6riis movement, and the
youth distanced themselves from the traditional views of older Islamists. In
2001, the AKP, a new political faction, came into existence and in the aftermath
of the 2002 general elections, the AKP consolidated power as a single-party gov-
ernment (Cosar & Ozman, 2004).

Following his political success, Erdogan worked to consolidate the power of
his party and his own role through a number of reforms. Among the changes he
made were reforms to reduce the influence of the military. He did this by enact-
ing a number of legislative changes that served to increase the role of elected of-
ficials in making decisions that had traditionally been the role of the military
(Esen & Gumuscu, 2016). He also made it both illegal for the military to inter-
vene in political matters and delegitimized it politically. Erdogan’s government
also changed the structure of the National Security Council, and included a
greater number of members who were not members of the military, and reduced
the force of their decisions by making them merely recommendations (Esen &
Gumuscu, 2016). Further, military seats on other committees, such as the Radio
and Television Supreme Council, were removed. Where before the military had
been essentially able to veto elected officials (Freedom House, 2018), Erdogan
implemented a strong mandate to reduce these powers, and in so doing, consol-
idated his power (Esen & Gumuscu, 2016).

He made similar decisions to undercut the strength of the judiciary. For one
thing, he took a number of members of the military to trial using the legal sys-
tem as a way to harass and intimidate members of the military in what were
highly politicized trials that consistently violated the legal rights of those on trial
(Esen & Gumuscu, 2016). Due process was limited, and in some cases, evidence
was fabricated (Levitsky & Way, 2010a). After using the courts to harass political
enemies, ultimately Erdogan reformed the way they were structured so that they
were less effective at challenging the government (Levitsky & Way, 2010b). Fur-
ther power was concentrated in the position of President in April 2017 through a
referendum (Freedom House, 2018).

These reductions in the power of these institutions are important because the

judiciary and especially the military, have traditionally housed some of Turkey’s
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most powerful elites, and military elites have been a regulator of Turkey’s poli-
tics throughout its history (Cagaptay, 2017). By reducing the power of the mili-
tary to intervene, Erdogan managed to undermine the power of this important
elite group and increase his power. He was, therefore, able to beat other elite
groups in the election and win political control, and also undermine their power
in other domains. Further, since its election, his party has used the state-owned
media and regulatory agencies to advance the parties own priorities; they have
used legal action to reward supporters of the party and suppress those who op-
pose the party; and they have used public resources to enrich the party, improv-
ing its ability to compete in elections (Esen & Gumuscu, 2016, 2017). Turkey is
now a state in which, while there is competition for political power, that compe-
tition is increasingly unfair, and the playing field is very much tilted towards the
AKP and Erdogan (Esen & Gumuscu, 2016, 2017; Somer, 2019).

Erdogan continued to consolidate power by creating a close group of individ-
uals that made up his inner circle. He ensured that his cabinet was filled with
those who had been loyal to him in his rise to the position of president (Fanack,
2018; Horizon, 2018). In a criticism of Erdogan’s inner circle, the former Foreign
Minister of Turkey, and fellow party member Ahmet Davutoglu has said that
Erdogan’s inner circle “sees itself above the committees of our party and aims to
rule the party like a parallel structure” (Gall, 2019: para. 13). These actions fur-
ther served to allow the AKP and Erdogan to consolidate and maintain power.
In this way, Erdogan undermined what values consensus existed in the political
landscape before his party came to power, creating an increasingly disunited
configuration of political elites.

Turkish and foreign political observers conclude that Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
rise to power as the President of Turkey in August 2014 marked the beginning of
the transformation in Turkey’s political structure and elite configuration. The
incumbent President not only regards himself as the head of state but also, as a
guarantor of the will of the Turkish masses. There is a deepening and streng-
thening assertion in Turkish traditionalist and religious circles that the incum-
bent government, itself policies and the personality of President Erdogan are
reflective of the political ideologies, identify and culture of the Turkish masses.
Admirers and supporters of Erdogan also claimed that his rise to power has al-
lowed Turkey to acknowledge, for the first time, the cultural and ethnic plurality
of the Turkish population, as seen during the peace negotiations conducted with
the proscribed Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK) (Seufert, 2014).

Erdogan’s “New Turkey” is claimed to have dismantled the political teachings
and ideologies that were exercised by the old secular elites that subjugated and
overruled the majority population with the support of the judiciary and the mil-
itary. It is claimed that the new regime led by President Erdogan is democratic
and culturally “authentic” (Seufert, 2014).

3) Replacement of the inner circle with weaker members who can be
controlled.
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As we examine Erdogan’s rise to power and his career in the AKP and earlier,
we note that his political discourse and ideologies were focused on “democrati-
zation”, which was interpreted by the Turkish masses as a struggle to understand
and reflecting the will of the conservation majority against the control exercised
by the Kemalist elite (Seufert, 2014). This antagonism towards the Kemalist elite
and their power configuration structures contributed to Erdogan’s popularity
and aided him in amassing followers from ethnic groups, religiously inclined re-
gions, disparate communities and even garnered him foreign support. In 2013,
the clashes that resulted over the plans for the Gezi Park in Istanbul provided
Erdogan with an opportunity to establish and instrumentalize his political dis-
course on democratization to legitimize his strategy of retaining and consolidat-
ing power. Foreign and Turkish observers argue that Erdogan has dismantled
the decades-old political teachings and control exerted by military generals by
instigating the masses against the influence of foreign powers over the Turkish
government and state (Turk, 2014; Seufert, 2014). This strategy has allowed Er-
dogan to undertake authoritarian decisions, dismantle the agendas of the oppo-
sition, interfere in judicial matters under the pretext of defending the Turkish
democratic system. At the end of March 2014, Erdogan introduced and intensi-
fied his rhetorical stance against foreign powers and their stooges before the
municipal elections and during his presidential campaigns. Experts review that
this rhetorical brand-marking allowed Erdogan to boost his followers and sup-
port. In the municipal elections, Erdogan’s support was ranked at 43.39% and
shortly after, in the presidential elections, this support rose to over 52%. Erdo-
gan was able to win over this support by uniting voters from various small-scale
right-wing parties who did not allow their own candidates to compete. These
parties include the Turkish nationalist Great Union Party (BBP), the Tur-
kish-Islamist Felicity Party (SP), and the Kurdish-Islamist Free Cause Party
(HudaPar) (Seufert, 2014).

More recently, there has been a significant reduction in the influence of the
inner circle on Erdogan’s policy decisions. Many of those that originally formed
the inner circle and were important influences on Erdogan’s decisions, including
Yalcin Akdogan, Ilnur Cevik, Yigit Bulut, and Mustafa Varank, have all lost their
sway in recent years (Horizon, 2018). In one example, Erdogan appointed Berat
Albayrak, his son-in-law, as the Minister of Finance in 2018, despite worsening
economic issues and Albayrak’s lack of qualifications for the position (Fanack,
2018). This appointment occurred in a cabinet shuffle that saw the ousting of
Ahmet Davutoglu, a previously strong ally to Erdogan. The move was largely
seen as a way to ensure that Erdogan can ensure that he has some control over
the decisions that are made by the minister, and it was a move to ensure loyalty
(Fanack, 2018). The replacement of inner circle members can also be seen in the
abolishment of positions central to reigning in the president, including the re-
moval of the vice-president position (MacDonald, 2018). Erdogan has made
further efforts to dominate institutions and neutralize strong elites within his
party since the attempted coup in July 2016 (Kendall-Taylor et al., 2017).
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4) Self-isolation of the leader.

There is a wealth of academic literature that examines Turkey’s shift towards
authoritarianism, and semi-democratic rule. The transition towards authorita-
rianism is widely associated with the rise of the Justice and Development Party
(AKP), the incumbent ruling party and its predominance in the governance
structure and political configuration of the Turkish regime (Miiftiller-Bag &
Fuat Keyman, 2012; Musil, 2014). These studies regard authoritarianism as a
form of resurgence or reinvention of the centuries’ old, ingrained authoritarian
characteristics of Turkey while emphasizing some new ideological traits that
stemmed from the Islamic inclination of the ruling AKP, and the personality
traits and agendas of President Erdogan. A growing body of research explores
the political transition of Turkey and concludes that the country is experiencing
a total democratic breakdown, and is marking a transition from a semi-democ-
racy to a new form of political structuring that can be defined as competitive
authoritarianism under the rule of a hegemonic political party (Somer, 2014;
Esen & Gumuscu, 2016). These analyses introduce us to various events and de-
velopments that allowed this political transition and changes in elite configura-
tion, such as the dismantling of institutional checks on the executive power
resting with the President, the erosion of differences between the ruling political
party and state, governmental restrictions imposed on civic freedoms, and tilting
the electoral environment to align it with the agendas of the ruling political par-
ty. As we explore Turkey’s political transition towards authoritarianism, we come
across various features and elements that reveal characteristics of the old autho-
ritarian regime, semi-democracy political structure, and the teachings of the
military and bureaucracy. The shift toward authoritarianism can be partially ex-
plained through the Islamic inclinations of the incumbent Turkish government
and the charismatic personality of a populist leader, which has paved the way for
the revival of long-standing authoritarian features and institutions with various
new prerogatives and elements focused on Islamist ideologies.

While it may be too early to suggest that Turkey is a dictatorship, or that
Erdogan has become a dictator, his move away from traditional inner-circle
allies seems to suggest increasing isolation and looks increasingly like a dicta-
torship (Cagaptay, 2017; Somer, 2019). Consistent with the proposed route to
authoritarianism, the isolation of Erdogan has come with an isolation of the
economy, as his previous, investor-friendly inner circle has been removed sys-
tematically (Ant & Hacaoglu, 2018). The result has been an increasingly poorly
performing economy. Economic indicators suggest that Turkey’s economic strug-
gles will continue in the near future: inflation is on the rise, as is youth unem-
ployment (MacDonald, 2018). The Lira has lost approximately 40% of its value
in relation to the US Dollar, since the beginning of 2018 (Congressional Re-
search Service, 2018), and many have described Turkey’s economic situation as a
crisis (Oyat, 2018; Taskinsoy, 2019) and the “worst economic downturn in its
history” (Schanzer, Erdemir, & Tahiroglu, 2019). Due to the poor economic

outcomes, Erdogan has extended his role to increase the influence that he has
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over the Central bank in order to prevent rising interest rates (Ant & Hacaoglu,
2018). Thus, as predicted by the proposed model, poor economic outcomes—
arguably originating in the increasing control of a single leader—may lead to in-
creased control by that leader. This increasing control has been met with various
sanctions, and these have contributed to a worsening economic situation (Schanz-
er, Erdemir, & Tahiroglu, 2019).

5) Government control of opposition and suppression of dissent.

In the case of Turkey, building pacts, forging compromises, and consensual
rule-making has been weak and fairly non-existent between rival political actors
and parties. It is yet another feature of the old authoritarian roots of Turkey, and
it reveals the tendencies of the Turkish political elite to “dismiss” and deny the
existence, representation, rights and legitimacy fo their rivals and the societal
segments that they represent (Somer, 2016b). It is important to note that con-
sensus-based democratic transformations have not been wholly absent; however,
such periods of democratic changes were comparatively disruptive, short-lived
and interrupted. In contrast, major changes and institutional transformations
have always reflected the inclinations and preferences of hegemonic rulers and
state actors through unilateral decisions. The rulers and political parties in pow-
er outlined new rules that excluded minorities and rivals, even though these new
regulations were supposed to pro-democracy and inclusive of all communities
and societal segments.

Consequently, the liberal and democratic constitution of 1961, and the con-
servation, the nationalist and anti-liberal constitution of 1982 had one thing in
common: they had been designed by bodies and actors that were handpicked by
the military elite (Somer, 2016a). These actors and military elite represented
various societal segment and dismissed the legitimacy and representation of
other segments and communities, depending on their ideological dogmas and
convictions. In both scenarios, the Turkish military ensured the legalization of
its veto powers and sought to consolidate and institutionalize its right to inter-
fere in mainstream politics. In the aftermath of the 1987 elections, Turkey re-
turned towards free and fair elections and yet, the elected government was una-
ble to enjoy complete autonomy and move away from the influence and domin-
ance of the military elite. The Turkish armed forces enforced their privileges and
influence and undertook explicit and implicit interventions to influence main-
stream politics and civilian matters. As we examine the transitions of Turkey po-
litical structure in light of the five-step model proposed by this paper, we can
trace out Turkey’s transition towards the consolidation of power amongst one
elite group and the systematic exclusion of other groups. In the case of Turkey,
the elite group and the inner circle of the ruling party AKP is dominated by tra-
ditionalist Ottoman revivalists who seek to bring back the glory of the Ottoman
days with a modern democratic structure. As we explore this ‘modern demo-
cratic structure’ with Ottoman undertones, we identify two major flaws that

cannot coexist with democratic values: the inability to integrate ethnic minori-
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ties successfully, primarily the Kurdish, into the political system, and the inabili-
ty to integrate religious and Islamist political groups and actors through their
own elected representatives and identities (Somer, 2016a).

Major societal segments only partially experienced many of the democratic
transitions that took place in Turkey, and many of these transitions were not ap-
plicable on major ethnic communities and regional territories, as witnessed in
the case of the Kurds. In simpler words, Turkey’s political transition towards
authoritarianism can be best understood in terms of territorial, institutional and
demographically incomplete changes. During the 1980s, Turkey underwent a
partial or incomplete transition towards democratic (Rodriguez et al., 2014).
This incomplete transition encouraged further flaws and misleadings in the dis-
courses on the consolidation of democracy throughout the 200s because the
democratic rule can only be consolidated within a democratic structure. As we
examine the rivalries and high-strung competition between Turkish political
parties, the successful completion of free and fair elections, a partially indepen-
dent and thriving media, we often believe that Turkey has transitioned towards
democracy and struggles with obstacles in consolidating democratic ideologies
and structures.

As Turkey moves away from democracy and as the economy faces challenges,
Erdogan’s AKP party faces rising unpopularity, and it is being increasingly chal-
lenged (Somer, 2019), and this culminated in an attempted coup in 2016. As a
result of growing challenges to its leadership, there has been a systematic at-
tempt to repress dissent. This has included various types of censorship and inti-
midation of individuals working in the media as well as an explicit endorsement
of violence (Esen & Gumuscu, 2016; Somer, 2019). For example, police stood
aside during an incident in 2015 when vigilante members of the AKP attacked
the headquarters of the Hurriyet, a national daily newspaper, for publishing an-
ti-Erdogan views (Esen & Gumuscu, 2016). More generally, the party has used
state-owned media and regulatory agencies to increase their own control. They
have also used the judicial system to harass and intimidate their opponents (So-
mer, 2019). As a result of the 2016 coup attempt, the government implemented a
state of emergency, which is renewed every three months to continue to operate
with increased executive power (Esen & Gumuscu, 2016). The result was to dis-
miss and suspend more than 100,000 civil servants from office (Freedom House,
2018). By the end of 2017, more than 60,000 people had been arrested in relation
to terrorism laws (Freedom House, 2018). Freedom House (2018) reports having
evidence of the disappearances of political enemies of the regime, and torture
has been commonly reported among those who have been detained. Increasing-
ly, the government has closed over 1500 social organizations and then confis-
cated the property of those organizations (Freedom House, 2018). The govern-
ment has also used social media communication to arrest dissidents, which has
had the general effect of stifling public political discussion and freedom of ex-

pression (Freedom House, 2018).
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Together, these actions have created an elite configuration with no values
consensus that has moved away from consensual unity and towards a disunited
configuration. Consistent with the prediction of Higley and Burton (2006), this
shift towards disunity has occurred at the same time as a shift towards authorita-

rian governance.

6.2. Ruling AKP & Elite Configuration

The ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) rose to power towards the end
of 2002, and it garnered support from the masses for a range of cultural factors
and practical reasons (Carkoglu & Kalaycioglu, 2009; Carkoglu 2012b). Despite
the wide support garnered by the AKP, various factions believed they were being
victimized by the revival of “old authoritarianism”, which the AKP had pledged
to eliminate from governance structures entirely. Research inquiries substantiate
that over the years, the AKP has not been successful in dismantling institutions
and structures that have allowed old authoritarianism and the reforms and
democratic changes undertaken by the AKP government have been ushered in
selective spheres (Carkoglu, 2012b).

As we explore the five-step model in detail and apply it in the case of Turkey,
it becomes clearer that the AKP has enjoyed political support from cultural and
Turkish Islamist factions. Over the years, the Turkish Islamists have acted upon
the historically institutionalized and ingrained ideological model of “conquer-
ing” state institutions and structures as opposed to democratizing these institu-
tions (Carkoglu, 2012b). Therefore, researchers have argued that these Islamists
elite groups lack the predisposition or ideology to facilitate reforms, and alter the
intrusive and complex nature of state institutions to enhance public accountabil-
ity (Somer, 2016b).

The ideological inclination towards authoritarianism and unaccountability
has promoted inequality in the state-society relationship, which has allowed the
political elite to work towards hegemony as opposed to working towards build-
ing a democratic consensus (Somer, 2016b).

The advent of the AKP into the forefront of Turkey’s governance structures
has allowed the arrival of a new brand of authoritarianism, which encompasses
various concepts and features. As we explore Higley and Burton’s (2006) model
of elite configuration in the case of Turkey, we identify the existence of a politi-
cally disunited elite, and the presence of various agendas that have competed
over the years to dominate the governance structure of Turkey. The signs of au-
thoritarianism in Turkey were initially conceptualized as vestiges of the Kemalist
regime. Turkey intended to address and eliminate these remnants of authorita-
rianism during its journey towards consolidating democratic rule. However,
Turkey has been largely unsuccessful in this undertaking, and there is a vast lack
of clarity amongst scholars on a fundamental question: Can Turkey still be con-
sidered a democracy, in light of the criteria of democratic governance? As we

explore recent and older research inquiries, the depictions of Turkey’s transition
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and governance structure focus on the challenges of consolidating democracy,
the authoritarian inclination of the government, elements of competitive autho-
ritarianism, and the advent of delegative democracy. As we explore the influence
of competitive authoritarianism in Turkey, we come across a firmly non-demo-
cratic regime structure, while other elements can be incorporated into the
framework of democratic regimes with “adjectives” (Collier & Levitsky, 1997;
Merkel, 2004; Somer, 2016b).

Turkey began its journey towards democracy with a consensually united elite
that sought to increasingly westernized the young Turkish Republic and move
away from the traditional Islamist values and lost grandeur of the Ottoman Em-
pire (Somer, 2016b). However, under the rule of the AKP and its predecessors,
Turkey evolved into a disunited elite configuration as it worked its way through
the 5-step model proposed by this paper.

In recent years, the AKP has altered its religious-sponsorship and descriptions
in numerous ways. It started from an Islam-friendly ideology, which developed
into an Islamist political agenda, and gradually emerged as authoritarian Islamist
ideology. It can be argued that dominant Islamist political and authoritarian Is-
lamist ideologies cannot exist within a democratic structure, nor can they allow
democracy to survive. On the other hand, an Islam-friendly ideology can exist
and survive within a democratic political structure. As we explore the AKP’s new
brand of authoritarianism, we see that the incumbent government has made
large-scale improvements to the public services and quality amenities provided
to the masses. The government has also paved the way for new and improved
property rights, alongside initiating massive developmental projects, of which
affordable housing is a prominent and note-worthy feature. This is primarily
why it can be challenging to differentiate between the inequality and unaccoun-
tability promoted by the older welfare regimes, and the welfare activities of the
incumbent government as many of their welfare measures appear as attempts to
consolidate democracy.

Upon examining more closely, it becomes evident that the new welfare model
has given rise to providing charity and public benefits as opposed to providing
citizenship rights and democratic policies. Such policies are capable of giving
birth to new and more intense forms of social exclusion (Dorlach, 2015). It is
important to note that the new model introduced by the AKP government has
given birth to a state-society relationship that dispenses benefits and charity on
the basis of a particular ideology and political party. This new model has given
birth to the belief that state benefits and welfare activities are reliant on political
personalities, and political and ideological affiliations as opposed to keeping
state institutions impersonal and accountable through legal and institutional
rights. This promotes and consolidates authoritarianism by giving the status and
influence of “providers” to certain personalities and patrons amongst the politi-
cal elite, which act as beneficiaries of the public, thereby promoting clientelism

to consolidate their power and gains. It also gives birth to a political environ-
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ment where the clients, i.e. the public tends to have less leverage to play one po-
litical party against its rival. Consequently, it reduces the opportunities for the
opposition parties to challenge and defeat the ruling party in the electoral field.

The new welfare regime has ushered in new authoritarianism through various
measures and policies. It has promoted a state-society relationship marred by
inequality and lack of accountability, which has, in turn, encouraged the elite
members of the ruling party to usher in improvements and developments in a
top-down manner as opposed to encouraging fair participation and mobilizing
the masses (Dorlach, 2015). It is also important to note that widespread corrup-
tion and political clientelism is promoted by an increased emphasis on benefits,
services and public amenities instead of highlighting the key welfare and institu-
tional rights of the masses. Moreover, benefits and services are being publicized
to maintain focus on the beneficiaries in the political elite as opposed to dis-
pensing them through the relevant informal channels (Eder, 2014).

Empirical evidence reveals that the Turkish government has a history of dis-
pensing welfare benefits and services in a discriminatory manner, in a bid to
“reward” its supports and “punish” rivals and opponents (Yoruk, 2012; Aytag,
2014). Exercising discrimination based on ethnic, cultural and religious affilia-
tions emerges as a dynamic source of breeding inequality, which can tilt the po-
litical game in favour of the ruling party. Even if the ruling party and the in-
cumbent government has not purposefully exploited and discriminated factions
or misused the welfare services and provisions to promote clientelism, it can be
argued that the AKP-led government has reinforced a new brand of authorita-
rianism through impactful measures (Akkoyunlu & Izabela, 2016). Such autho-
ritarian measures can create an ambiguity between the government and the rul-
ing party, which tends to make the larger segments of a country believe that their
government and the ruling party is indispensable. The AKP-led government has,
over the years, outsourced many of the key social welfare responsibilities of the
Turkish state to Islamic charities, key political figures, and party organization. It
has been practicing a conservative-neoliberal economic model, which be com-
pared to the case of Partido dos Trabalhadores in Brazil, which rose to power
with the mandate of eradicating poverty and ushering in economic growth. In
Brazil, the ruling party was reliant upon the state institutions to implement an
extensive social welfare policy (Akkoyunlu & Izabela, 2016).

However, the case of Turkey is a striking contrast as the ruling AKP imple-
mented its social welfare policies through various informal and formal channels
that were controlled by the party organization, political personalities and key
politicians, foundations linked with the AKP and in most cases, the family of
President Erdogan. When social welfare, public benefits and assistance is pro-
vided directly by the ruling party, it can be argued that the politicians, affiliated
organizations and other stakeholders connected with the AKP will be regarded
more eminent than the state itself. This is because the beneficiaries-the masses

will associate social assistance and welfare with the AKP as opposed to the Tur-
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kish state. This can promote the belief that the continuation of welfare services
and assistance depends on the longevity and maintenance of the AKP’s rule and
prominence. Consequently, this can reduce the level of political competition,
and create limitations for the democratic rotation of power and turnover of the
political elite, and therefore, it can create limitations for democracy itself. Tur-
key also presents a governance structure that is largely reliant on faith-based or-
ganizations and Sunni Muslim NGOs to outsource welfare and social assistance
activities. This outsourcing does not occur due to the incapacities or limitations
of the Turkish state in dispensing welfare services, as seen in the case of Leba-
non, but in fact; it stems from the ideology and chosen model of governance
(Cammett, 2014).

Outsourcing and outright governmental support for religious and faith-based
NGOs can also impact the constitution of a state and the membership and en-
gagement of the political community (Cammett, 2014; Somer, 2012). Without
dwelling into the level of sectarian or faith-based discrimination promoted by
these NGOs, their Sunni Muslim affiliation promotes a perceived dominance
and superiority of the majority sectarian-religious identity. This can promote
feelings of exclusions amongst other religious and sectarian minorities. The
more secular segments of society also tend to feel neglected and excluded. In
simpler words, the new welfare apparatus introduced by the AKP government
has altered the dynamics of the state-society relationship. There is need for fur-
ther research to understand the impact of sectarian or religious discrimination
on the perceptions of masses with regards to state legitimacy and political power.

As we investigate Turkey’s transition towards authoritarianism in light of the
five-step model, we understand the dynamics created by the hegemony of one
political group, the establishment of a close-knit inner circle to maintain this
hegemony and limiting the opportunities and influence of the opposition to
control dissent. The case study of Turkey introduces us to the balance of power
that exists between various political groups and factions. The AKP has garnered
greater influence and success as compared to the Justice Party that rose to im-
mense popularity during the 1960s. The AKP has delivered superior economic
performance, and it has also been more successful at eliminating intra-party
scuffles to portray a united front. AKP has introduced a more concentrated sys-
tem of power distribution, and it has promoted a culture of patronage through
its distinctive and “diverse techniques” of dispensing social welfare and benefits
(Ayan Musil, 2014).

The democratic changes and developments ushered by the AKP have intro-
duced a new political regime in Turkey, with a greater emphasis on shaping the
political community and institutions. Scholars who discuss categoric, operation-
al and logical changes in a political system typically refer to governance systems
such as competitive authoritarianism or delegative democracy. They take into
account the hegemonic power of the AKP and underscore that this no party has
been able to encompass such power and influence since the re-establishment of

the state, and single-party rule of the Republican People’s Party (CHP) from the
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1920s to 1950s (Ozbudun, 2011; Somer, 2016a).

Scholars draw attention towards the absence of a clear boundary between the
powers of the Turkish state and the ruling party, and they highlight the frag-
mentation of the already weak institutions of the judiciary and state. The judi-
ciary and state institutions are subjected to a weaker and unequal division of
powers and autonomy, while the ruling party enjoys unchecked influence.
(Ozbudun, 2011; Somer, 2014, 2016b). There is an increased cooptation amongst
the business elites, and the state exercises direct or indirect control over the me-
dia, dissemination of news and formation of popular opinions. In simpler words,
the case study of Turkey reveals an “uneven playing field” where the AKP enjoys
a clear dominance over multiparty politics with the odds increasingly tipped in
its favour (Somer, 2014; Bagkan, 2015; Esen & Gumuscu, 2016).

7. Conclusion and Implications

This article sought to explain Turkey’s slide from a democratic into an authori-
tarian government and towards dictatorship in terms of the elite configurations
and processes proposed by elite theorists (Higley & Burton, 1989, 2006). It is
clear that for Turkey, as Higley and Burton (2006) suggest, the recent develop-
ment of an authoritarian government structure has been accompanied by an in-
creasingly disunited elite. An explanation for the slide towards authoritarianism
based on elites is useful when it has other structural factors in place that other
theorists have argued support democracy such as a strong economy (until re-
cently) and strong state (Esen & Gumuscu, 2016).

The five-step model that describes the shift in elite configurations away from
democracy and towards autocracy and dictatorship can be summarized:

1) Political success by one group or faction.

2) Establishment of an inner circle and consolidation of power.

3) Replacement of the inner circle with weaker members who can be con-
trolled.

4) Self-isolation of the leader.

5) Government control of opposition and suppression of dissent.

This article further proposed a possible process that explains the change in
governance structure—from democracy to authoritarian government—in terms
of elite dynamics. It proposes that such a shift can occur as a result of a reduced
value consensus caused by the domination of one elite group over another. The
process suggested here starts with the legitimate political success of one elite
group in a democracy, which is followed by the consolidation of that group’s
power at the expense of agreed-upon political norms. It may then establish an
inner-elite, centered on a single powerful leader, and replace inner-elite mem-
bers with others who can be controlled, causing isolation of the leader. As that
leader faces increasing threats to their leadership—both from other elite groups
and from threats within their own elite groups—they increasingly attempt to

control the opposition and suppress dissent, further eliminating values consen-
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sus and reducing structural integration. Clearly, the model proposed in this pa-
per does not describe every shift away from democracy towards dictatorship—it
is limited in how it can be applied. Still, its utility is in using elite theory to de-
scribe and explain a shift in political structures in terms of the interactions be-
tween powerful elite individuals. This may be especially relevant given what
some are describing as a global move towards authoritarian politics (Freedom
House, 2018).

This model for the devolution of democracy has been presented in the context
of Turkey, but it could be applied to other contexts. For example, there are cur-
rently some concerns that the United States is facing a slide away from democ-
racy, and Nancy Pelosi, the United States House Speaker, has expressed doubt
that the current president would cede power in the event that he lost an election
(Phillips, 2019). The United States is seen by many as a model of a stable de-
mocracy (Higley & Burton, 2006), and if it were to slide away from democracy,
an explanation using a model of how it occurred would be useful. While a com-
prehensive application of this model to the United States is out of the scope of
this paper, the Republican party clearly obtained political victory. This was ar-
guably followed by what could be considered the establishment of an inner circle
by the President, Donald Trump, of those close to him (Krol, 2017), which changes
regularly (BBC News, 2019). Some also argue that Donald Trump has acted in
ways that are uncharacteristic of previous presidents of the United States, and
that some of this behavior could undermine the democratic norms (or values
consensus) around what appropriate political behavior is in the United States
(Lieberman et al., 2019). Thus, a cursory glance provides some reason to suspect
this model could be applied to the context in the United States. Similarly, such a
model could be useful in describing the move away from democracy that is oc-
curring in several South Eastern European countries such as Serbia, Macedonia,
and Montenegro (Dzanki¢, 2018; Keil, 2018). Such a model is proposed here,
with a focus on the explanation of the role of elite dynamics; and it is hoped that

the elite model could be a useful addition to Higley and Burton’s elite theory.
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