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Since 2002, governments led by Recep Tayyip Erdogan
and his party have taken Turkey’s political regime from
electoral democracy to electoral autocracy. This has
been principally accomplished through legislative cap-
ture: control, abuse, and weaponization of Parliament
to pass democracy-eroding laws, discredit opposition,
and legitimize executive authoritarianism. But other
tools, such as executive power grabs, were also used
against strong state institutions, civil society, and even
by Erdogan against his own party. Democratic backslid-
ing advanced through crises that polarized the elector-
ate and through fierce political warfare between the
incumbent government and its opponents. Like other
cases on the legislative capture pathway, opposition
parties have resisted backsliding predominantly
through electoral mobilization, but their partial access
to the legislature has, for the most part, limited their
capacity to join forces with grassroots contentious poli-
tics. The opposition has not developed solutions for
programmatic renewal that might heal formative rifts
and lead to sustainable recovery.
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We were right to protest by not standing up
when Erdogan entered Parliament [back in 2017
and other occasions] because he violates the
constitution and became president by changing
the constitution in an illegitimate referendum
[under emergency law conditions]. But his fol-
lowers do not understand why we do such things
and ask, “Why do you disrespect in Parliament
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the president we elected?” So [most of our parliamentarians] showed due respect today
for the office of presidency [not necessarily the person].

—Statement by Ozgur Ozel through his party’s official X account (CHP 2024), loosely
translated by the author

This recent statement by the chairman of Turkeys main opposition party, the
Republican People’s Party (CHP), sums up many dilemmas that afflict opposition
political parties in countries that have suffered democratic backsliding through
legislative capture: a regime in which an elected incumbent comes to control the
legislature and leverages it to autocratize the system. Electoral mobilization
emerges as a major—if not the most important—space for democratic resilience
in a country that follows this path, and these mobilizations have been present in
Turkey. Indeed, in trying to defeat the incumbent in elections, Turkish opposition
parties have experimented with a motley and shifting set of electoral and party-
coalitional methods; they thereby often shunned contentious politics (Selguk and
Hekimci 2020; Somer and Tekinirk 2024; Yavuzyillmaz and Esen 2024).

On the legislative capture pathway, opposition parties may make efforts to
understand and accommodate the concerns of the incumbent’s supporters in
order to win them over and regain the majority in the legislature through elec-
toral competition, as the above quote exemplifies. They may also try to use the
institutional channels of bargaining, deliberation, and voting in the legislature to
block or moderate backsliding policies. By doing so, however, they may remain
detached from their activist supporters on the ground and discredit themselves
in the eyes of many of their own voters, who begin to see them as professional
politicians too soft against a power-wielding autocratic government or, worse,
colluding with it. As their ties with societal opposition weaken, they waste oppor-
tunities for utilizing contentious politics, which ultimately may be necessary to
reverse the backsliding. They may also employ “constitutional hardball” (Fishkin
and Pozen 2018) within Parliament, which may deepen polarization and inad-
vertently strengthen the support for the incumbent (Somer et al. 2021).

Turkey’s backsliding occurred through a gradual and fervently resisted process
underlain by continuous and fierce battles, crises, and turning points involving
the incumbent party and its social, political, and institutional challengers. As
Figure 1 shows, democratic backsliding under Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s Justice
and Development Party (AKP) government replaced a two-decades-long period
of incremental democratization in the 1980s and 1990s.! Previously rising liberal
and electoral democracy scores began an incremental decline in 2004, a year
after Erdogan’s AKP was elected to government; kept falling for more than a
decade; and plateaued after 2017.

Legislative capture has been the primary driver of Turkey’s democratic back-
sliding—and its eventual regression to electoral autocracy. On this path, AKP—
Erdogan governments have incrementally eroded Parliament’s representative,
deliberative, and oversight functions. In addition to subverting what a legislature
should actually do in a democracy, they have used its operation to legitimize their
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FIGURE 1
Turkey’s Backsliding in Terms of Electoral and Liberal Democracy Index Scores
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autocratizing policies and discredit the opposition. Their ability to do so was con-
tingent on winning legislative majorities in competitive elections—a feat they
achieved by relying on performance legitimacy, clientelism, polarizing politics,
disinformation, a changed political agenda, and a playing field skewed in their
favor (Esen and Giimiiscii 2016; Somer 2019; Aytag 2021; Aydin-Diizgit et al.
2023).

With that said, Turkey’s backsliding has also manifested the secondary paths of
plebiscitary overrides and executive power grabs. In fact, Turkey represents a
subtype of the legislative capture path, compared to more recently established
democracies, such as Hungary, and newer states, such as Moldova. In Turkey,
significant power to check both the executive and the legislature rested in rela-
tively longue durée guardian state institutions, such as the military and judiciary,
and other bureaucratic and political agents, such as the High Electoral Council
and the Directorate of Higher Education. Other powerholders included a presi-
dent expected to be a nonpartisan head of state and elected by Parliament for a
nonrenewable term of seven years, long-standing political parties (such as the
CHP, Nationalist Movement Party [MHP]?, and pro-Kurdish parties); local gov-
ernments; social movements that represented different constituencies, such as
the Kurds, women, environmentalists, Islamists, and nationalists; critical media;
the intelligentsia and academia; and professional associations and business and
labor unions.

Capturing the legislature might have been necessary for backsliding in a par-
liamentary democracy with a well-established legacy of parliamentary
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sovereignty, but insufficient against these other foci of power. Early on, some of
these—e.g., the presidency and Constitutional Court—were quite influential in
checking Erdogan. For example, in order to have its own loyalist candidate
elected to replace a recalcitrant president in 2007, the AKP had to overcome
legal and political challenges from parliamentary opposition as well as high judici-
ary, the military, and pro-secular civil society—including nationwide antigovern-
ment protests—and change the electoral rules, among other things, by winning a
plebiscitary constitutional referendum (Somer 2007, 2014). Similarly, in 2010,
the party won another plebiscitary constitutional referendum that empowered it
to begin subduing the military and judiciary. Thus, the backsliding party and its
agenda were based on popular electoral support through both legislative victories
and referendum majorities.

Erdogan later employed both executive power grabs—e.g., by declaring a “de
facto presidential system” in 2014 and by sacking the prime minister from his
own party in 2016—and a 2017 plebiscitary referendum to establish an authori-
tarian presidential system. In so doing, he deinstitutionalized his own party
(Yardimei-Geyikgi and Yavuzyilmaz 2022). This disabled yet another source of
accountability and check on the concentration and personalization of power in
the presidency, in a country with a long legacy of multipartyism and powerful—if
also prone to clientelism—political parties.®

By following the legislative capture path, an autocrat can undermine some
democratic spaces, such as contentious politics, even when these spaces remain
vibrant. For example, in 2013, Erdogan managed to survive 10 million Turkish
citizens mobilizing against his government’s growing authoritarianism in part
thanks to his parliamentary legitimacy: by pitting one type of vertical accountabil-
ity (the right to protest) against another (electoral legitimacy). Meanwhile, citing
their fear of dividing the movement, opposition parties shied away from leading
the protests; arguably, they were also constrained by the fact that they were not
accustomed to conducting politics outside formal institutions and lacked the
political skills and organizational linkages to lead grassroots social movements.

But the legislative pathway also keeps some spaces open, such as local govern-
ments that—again thanks, in part, to parliamentary legitimacy—Turkish opposi-
tion actors could electorally contest and govern.

Arguably, the Turkish case helps to resolve a main puzzle of the legislative
path: Why cannot opposition actors defeat the incumbent in elections and regain
control of the legislature? How could the AKP keep winning parliamentary
majorities? The unfair electoral advantages the party began to enjoy in its second
decade (Esen and Giimiis¢ii 2016) and polarized voters prioritizing the economy
and trading off democracy for policy preferences ($asmaz et al. 2022) only par-
tially answer this question. After all, despite the unlevel playing field and policy-
democracy tradeoffs, opposition parties in total managed to win the 2015 national
and 2019 local elections, and the CHP surpassed the AKP as the first party in
2024 local elections (Cinar 2024).

Part of the answer may lie in how the Turkish opposition responded to back-
sliding. As a growing body of literature argues, opposition actors can contribute
to backsliding through their own behavior (Gamboa 2017, 2022; Selguk et al.
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2019; Cleary and Oztiirk 2021; Somer et al. 2021, 2022; Jiménez 2023; Somer
and Tekinirk 2024). While trying to regain control of the legislature through elec-
toral contestation, opposition actors can be stymied by tradeoffs between polar-
izing strategies that mobilize their own voters and depolarizing strategies that win
over incumbent voters (Somer et al. 2021). They may oscillate, as the case of
Turkey demonstrates, between “normal” mobilization strategies that can lend
legitimacy to the incumbent’s transgressions and “extraordinary” methods, such
as constitutional hardball or civil disobedience, that often undermine their own
credibility and outreach (Somer and Tekinirk 2024).

However, in long-established but also long-troubled democracies like pre-
AKP Turkey, one cannot fully explain why opposition parties fail to regain control
of Parliament unless one takes into account the “defective” (Merkel 2004) quali-
ties of the political system prior to backsliding. In such contexts, backsliders often
come to power by exploiting the system’s deficits. Similar to Modi’s Bharatiya
Janata Party in India (see Vaishnav, this volume), Erdogan’s AKP built a solid
constituency by redefining the political field based on the promise of fixing the
flaws of the existing social and political system and, similar to Serbia’s Vuci¢ (see
Milaci¢, this volume), by being the party to promote national interests while fix-
ing long-standing ethnic-regional conflicts (Somer 2022). Their “new authoritari-
anism” built upon the exclusionary practices and dysfunctions of the system they
overtook (Somer 2016).

This scenario implies that Turkish opposition political actors may not be able
to regain the legislative majority based on promises of restoring Turkey’s previous
defective democracy. They may need to advance a platform of remaking and
redefining the political field on new, reformist axes: developing new ideas and
policies to rekindle economic development and address Turkey’s “formative rifts”
(Somer and McCoy 2019), such as social class, secular-religious, and Turkish-
Kurdish divisions (Somer 2007, 2022).

Turkey’s Stages of Backsliding and Resistance

Preconditions of backsliding: State, civil society, international
context, and parliamentary democracy

Elected to power in 2002 with a strong antisystem background and a parlia-
mentary majority, the AKP originated from Islamist political parties, which the
Turkish political system had countered since the 1950s by using various means of
“militant democracy” (Miiller 2012), such as party shutdowns. Highly critical of,
if not opposed to, liberal and secular democracy, these parties had a populist and
majoritarian understanding of democracy at best. Although the AKP claimed to
have abandoned political Islamism when it was founded in 2001, its cadres were
rooted in this ideology and the party promised to revolutionize the political and
socioeconomic system. It employed a populist and majoritarian logic and engaged
in wholesale vilification of previous periods and alternative political actors. But,
in public, it carefully framed itself within the pro-liberal democracy discourse.
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Compared to a presidential system, which divides governing power between
the legislature and the executive, a parliamentary system concentrates power in
the legislature. Thus, in a parliamentary system, the party that holds the parlia-
ment holds significant, transformative power.

Nevertheless, there are three reasons that the AKP’s attempt at rebranding
itself and its control of Parliament were insufficient for its ability to fast-track
legal-institutional reforms a la Hungary’s Fidesz.

First, the AKP’s strong majority, with 66 percent of the seats, fell just short of
the 67 percent supermajority required for constitutional changes. Second, it
lacked a sufficiently strong popular mandate to overhaul the system: It had won
its majority with only a plurality (34.3 percent) of the vote. The very high (10
percent) national electoral threshold to enter Parliament enabled the AKP’s win
in an electoral system otherwise based on proportional representation. When
voters punished mainstream parties mainly for a financial crisis a year earlier and
for the painful structural reforms that followed, the threshold left many parties
out, assigning, for example, no seats to a major center-right party that received
9.5 percent of the votes. Third, the new government faced strong veto players
horizontally from guardian state institutions—including, as already mentioned, a
strong president in a parliamentary system—and diagonally from pro-secular civil
society.

These constraints stemmed from Turkey’s comparatively long, institutional-
ized, and nonetheless checkered history of democratization. On the one hand,
the popular government and parliamentary system were well rooted in the coun-
try, with a long legacy going back to late-Ottoman modernization reforms. On the
other hand, when the Republic of Turkey emerged from the violent disintegra-
tion of the Ottoman Empire following the First World War, its leadership, drawn
from military and bureaucratic elites, was obsessed with rescuing the state. In the
1920s and 1930s, reformist elites led by Kemal Ataturk embarked on radical and
state-led secular-nationalist reforms. While ideologically and rhetorically reject-
ing the Ottoman ancien régime, in practice they built new institutions on the
foundations of the old. The result was a multilayered structure of entrenched
bureaucratic institutions, including the military, the judiciary, and the directorate
of religious affairs. In their zeal to use the tools of militant democracy against
what they deemed to be antistate, subversive political ideologies and movements,
these institutions cracked down on civic and political freedoms and pluralism, if
necessary. As shown in Figure 1, this scenario is reflected in Turkey’s lower liberal
democratic scores compared to its electoral democracy scores. In addition, devel-
opment policies produced a pro-secular cultural hegemony in civil society,
including the professional classes, the media, and academia. During the 1980s
and 1990s, civil society became increasingly pluralistic, with vibrant social move-
ments of secular and religious women, LGBTQ advocates, Islamists, and ethnic
and religious minorities; meanwhile the class-based politics, so vibrant in the
1970s, were weakened. From the 1970s on, ethnic and religious politics, with
authoritarian leanings, became mass political actors.

In a nutshell, multiparty democratization from 1950 on took place in a particu-
lar regime context where the power of popularly elected civilian governments to
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amend the constitutional order and the basic structure of the state were signifi-
cantly constrained by praetorian bureaucratic institutions and partially by civil
society.

Even before coming to power in 2002, the AKP government had been under
watch due to its roots in political Islamism. Many state elites considered the party
inherently inimical to democracy and were threatened by its popularity among
militant religious foundations and ethnic Kurdish nationalists.

External allies also constrained backsliding behavior. In 1999, Turkey had just
become an official candidate for membership in the European Union (EU), and
in 2005, it began the accession process based on liberal-democratic criteria.
Further, in the post-9/11 context, Western democracies, in particular the United
States, were in search of alternatives to violent, anti-Western, and authoritarian
manifestations of Islamism. With low interest rates in the United States and
financial globalization on the rise, capital inflows from Western economies pro-
vided an opportunity for Turkey’s economic growth. The AKP and Erdogan skill-
fully exploited these opportunities by employing strongly pro-EU, pro-U.S. (and
pro-globalization) discourses and policies to anchor their domestic popularity and
external support. They also exploited the backing of Western democracies to
discredit their domestic critics as antidemocratic. In turn, the government’s inter-
est in maintaining its external support constrained its democracy-backsliding
transgressions.

Nascent erosion (2002—-2006)

Although democratic backsliding began during this period, it was subtle and
carefully framed in a pluralist and democratizing discourse. But the creeping
authoritarianism of this period enabled the more patent backsliding that
followed.

This run of backsliding involved partisan appointments to state institutions
and the gradual erosion of the norms and rules that underlie Parliament’s over-
sight role vis-a-vis the budget. It also included an initially subtle “us versus them”
incumbent discourse. Besides being perniciously polarizing and thereby having a
democracy-eroding impact (Somer et al. 2021), this rhetoric, which vilified every
criticism of the AKP, nurtured constituencies that became receptive to future
backsliding policies. All in all, the AKP began to redefine Turkish politics on a
wholesale old Turkey—new Turkey axis, thereby building up its own image as the
leader of change.

In turn, resistance to these policies came mostly from the high judiciary, from
criticism in Parliament and the media, and from the president—a former justice
of the Constitutional Court who pushed the limits of his legal authorities and
established conventions to veto the government’s controversial appointments.
Civil society also mobilized in several instances—after an Islamist militant
assassinated a justice and again after the government tried to introduce an
“anti-adultery law” that threatened individual freedoms. Still, resistance was
relatively subdued because of the government’s successful economic perfor-
mance, thanks to favorable global conditions, pro-business policies, good fiscal
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and macroeconomic management, and international capital inflows helped by
major privatization schemes. Support from the EU and United States moderated
the incumbent’s backsliding behavior but also spread complacency among the
pro-EU civil society.

Critical juncture I (2007)

In 2007, the government’s rejection of a consensus presidential candidate in
favor of its own triggered a political crisis in Parliament—and a major contesta-
tion of the government that involved institutions, civil society, and contentious
politics. Based on its parliamentary majority, the government had the legal right
to do so, but its majoritarian move conflicted with its plurality-based electoral
mandate. Opposition actors saw the move as an effort to concentrate power by
removing a major check on the government. Alarmist statements by former
members of the high judiciary induced the parliamentary opposition to obstruct
the vote, based on dubious interpretations of parliamentary bylaws. Meanwhile,
pro-secular and nationalist civil society mobilized massive antigovernment
“republican rallies,” which were peaceful but contentious (Somer 2007). Finally,
a mysterious “online ultimatum” from the military, which had staged four “prom-
issory coups” in the past, threatened the government but also undermined the
democratic legitimacy of the contestations.

These contestations failed when the government successfully framed them as
oligarchic affronts to the popular will. The AKP won a referendum and a general
election in the same year, prevailing over a fragmented and internally bickering
bloc of opposition parties. Even though the AKP’s parliamentary majority fell as
more opposition parties passed the threshold and entered Parliament, it now had
a much stronger democratic mandate: 46.58 percent of the vote compared to the
34.28 percent in 2002.

The backslider consolidating its institutional powers (2008-2012)

Bolstered by its stronger popular mandate and a loyalist president, the govern-
ment then engaged in far more patent manifestations of legislative capture
through majoritarian hubris. It scolded, vilified, and ignored opposition input in
the legislature, while instrumentalizing its parliamentary majority to pass legisla-
tion that eroded the accountability of the executive.

Then, when the independent media unveiled major corruption involving the
AKP and Germany’s Turkish communities, and the chief public prosecutor
opened a case to shut down the party for violating the constitutional order in
2008, Erdogan waged all-out war against the media and judiciary—a “permanent
political campaign” (see Moncagatta and Pazmifio, this volume) against his crit-
ics. In this way, the AKP invoked plebiscitary overrides and executive power
grabs that were facilitated by legislative capture.

The executive power grabs would come in three main ways. First, the AKP
and its Gulenist ally—a global Islamist network—deployed the partisan appoint-
ments to the judiciary and security forces that they had made earlier to remove
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two horizontal checks on the executive: the pro-secular military and civil society.
They launched a series of “extrajudicial,” politicized trials against military officers
and secular-nationalist intellectuals based mainly on cooked-up and manipulated
evidence (Dogan and Rodrik 2010). Second, they began to build a government-
controlled, private media by extending loans to ally businesses for media buyouts
and by harassing independent media with politicized tax penalties. Third, the
AKP government resorted increasingly to accelerated legislation and “omnibus”
bills—a hodgepodge of unrelated laws passed all at once (Ozcan and Kimya
2023). Omnibus bills can be seen as both direct manifestations of legislative cap-
ture—because they rely on the legislative majority and exclude the opposition—
and executive power grabs because they empower the executive to legalize its
policies without proper legislative scrutiny. The number of executive decrees
approved by Parliament also skyrocketed (Ozcan and Kimya 2023).

A servile parliamentary majority also opened up the path of plebiscitary over-
ride for the incumbent. The government’s parliamentary majority was insuffi-
cient to change the constitution but, combined with a loyalist president, sufficed
to call for a referendum. Despite heavy opposition in Parliament—two opposi-
tion parties boycotting the vote and the other voting no—the AKP majority voted
for a referendum. President Abdullah Giil readily approved. Following a fiercely
fought and divisive campaign, the referendum passed handily. The crucial
amendments that cracked the door open for taming the judiciary and military
were skillfully muddied within other, uncontroversial amendments expanding
democratic rights; this tactic divided the opposition between “alarmists” and
“cautioners” (Somer and Tekinirk 2024).

The contestation came from the Parliament, judiciary, media, and social move-
ments. Parliamentary opposition tried all the legal channels and obstruction
techniques at its disposal, which the AKP ignored and exploited to discredit the
“rancorous opposition.” Opposition parties also tried negotiation and coopera-
tion: An unprecedented, two-year-long, cross-party effort for comprehensive
democratization of the constitution collapsed at the last moment due to Erdogan’s
insistence on adopting the presidential system and a dispute over the definition
of citizenship.

The judiciary’s major contestation was the chief public prosecutor’s application
to the Constitutional Court to ban the AKP. By one vote, the court eventually ruled
to issue only a financial penalty, citing the implications for democracy of banning a
party in government that enjoyed majority support in the legislative branch (Somer
2019). Thereafter, as the packing and politicization of the judiciary intensified,
judicial contestations declined—although they did not altogether disappear. Courts
did temporarily block some legislation, and the rulings of the European Court of
Human Rights—which Turkey constitutionally recognizes to this day—were still
reluctantly heeded, if not fully respected, by the government.

Critical juncture II (2013)

Turkey’s backsliding met its most forceful contestation from social move-
ments and contentious politics, which also revealed the pitfalls that the legislative
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capture path creates for opposition actors. The 2013 Gezi protests were the con-
tinuation of a growing pattern of social mobilization against the government’s
environmental and development policies and infringements upon social and
political rights (Yoriik 2014). But unlike earlier protests, the Gezi was nationwide
and the most inclusive, peaceful, progressive, and massive grassroots social
mobilization of liberal democratic aspirations in Turkey’s history; it was only in
later stages that organized groups with exclusive ideologies would become
more visible. Gezi was polarizing, as the AKP’s base saw Turkey as a country
that was growing and democratizing, not backsliding—notwithstanding the
legal-institutional facts (Figure 1; see also Somer 2023). Thanks to its parliamen-
tary majority, its now-substantial control of the media, and the country’s polarized
politics, the AKP-Erdogan government was able to suppress the protests by force
and criminalize them. As important, however, was the response of the opposition
parties in Parliament. Although supportive, they did not know how to represent
and lead this extra-institutional, diverse, and leaderless “new age” social move-
ment (Yardimci-Geyikgi 2014).

The crisis ended when the AKP managed to withstand a major contestation
originating from within governmental institutions. The main agents of contesta-
tion were former AKP allies—Gulenists who had entered the judiciary and secu-
rity forces during the previous two periods of institution-capturing—who made
revelations of massive corruption involving members of the incumbent party,
including Erdogan and his family. Widespread resentment toward the Gulenists
among the public and the opposition, together with a captured legislature and a
muzzled media, enabled Erdogan to weather the storm by portraying it as a coup
attempt and threat to state security by a “parallel state.”

Executive aggrandizement and advanced democratic erosion (2014-2018)

Having successfully defeated—but not pacified—horizontal, diagonal, and
vertical contestations, Erdogan then embarked on explicit executive aggrandize-
ment. First, after being popularly elected in 2014, he declared a “de facto presi-
dential system.” Then, when his party lost the parliamentary majority in the 2015
elections, he abused his presidential authority by never handing the mandate to
form a government to the CHP; as his justification, he cited long, drawn-out
coalition talks between the CHP and the AKP and a declaration made by the
ultranationalist MHP to stay outside the government. Instead, he called for
repeat elections, which the AKP carried in an environment of fear caused by a
series of suspicious terror attacks and a revived war with Kurdish separatists
(Akkoyunlu and Sarfati 2024). Since then, he has formed a de facto coalition with
the MHP, which continues to enable his legislative capture.

Erdogan began to erode accountability even to his own party, first by pushing
former President Giil, who had hoped to replace him as AKP chair and prime
minister, out of politics in 2014, and then by forcing Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu to resign in 2016 and replacing him with a more loyalist figurehead
premier. He did all this more or less by using extralegal presidential power, as



DEMOCRATIC BACKSLIDING IN TURKEY 87

Turkey still formally had a parliamentary system. Like tin soldiers, his parliamen-
tary majority and party simply heeded his will—something that would have been
unimaginable a decade earlier. Finally, in 2016, he exploited a failed and violent
military insurgency, or aborted coup attempt—apparently led by his former
Gulenist allies but opposed by all opposition parties—to mobilize his militant
supporters on the streets and to declare a state of emergency for two years. In
2017, still under emergency law conditions, he won a highly disputed plebiscitary
referendum that moved the country from a parliamentary to a presidential sys-
tem devoid of proper checks and balances, with 51.4 percent support of a terri-
fied and highly disinformed electorate. This was a critical moment, one that can
be argued to mark Turkey’s descent into an open autocratic regime—although
the precise moment of decisive “breakdown” is often hard to identify during
democratic backsliding processes (Somer et al. 2022; Somer and Tekinirk 2024).

Contestation against backsliding happened both inside and outside Parliament,
but the two arenas rarely connected. For example, in the 2017 referendum, a
controversial judicial ruling to recognize the legitimacy of unstamped ballot
envelopes led to mounting pressures on opposition parties to mobilize in the
streets, but they abstained, ostensibly to avoid violence; instead, they appealed
the ruling through institutional channels, but to no avail (Esen and Giimiiscii
2017). In that same year, a popular, 200-mile-long “Justice March” from Ankara
to Istanbul by the CHP chairman and thousands of supporters was not followed
up with more contentious politics.

In Parliament, opposition MPs tried to block fast-track and unilateral legisla-
tion, even by chaining themselves to the podium at times. The other major par-
liamentary opposition strategy was electoral mobilization and coalition building.
In 2014, in an effort to reach out to religious AKP voters, the CHP and MHP
compromised on a joint, but uninspiring, presidential candidate—but lost. In
turn, in 2018, opposition parties fielded separate candidates in the first round,
with the intention of supporting the same candidate in the second, but lost in the
first round, with a total, but divided, support of 47.5 percent.

Partial opposition successes and new contestations on the
legislative capture path (2019-2023)

On the one hand, the way Erdogan and his AKP-MHP coalition ruled over
Turkey in this period fits textbook definitions of “competitive authoritarian,” or
even “electoral authoritarian,” regimes. Elections were competitive yet unfair
and partially unfree—with some major politicians jailed—as the incumbent
abided by the constitution only selectively; that is, most checks and balances were
de facto suspended and rights and freedoms regularly violated. On the other
hand, opposition and contestation have remained vibrant, defiant, and consist-
ently supported by around half of the electorate. Further, while the country’s de
facto regime became autocratic based on objective standards, large segments of
citizens and the major political actors refused to accept the legitimacy and insti-
tutionalization of this regime change; they continued to perceive and talk about
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the country’s “normal” governing system as democracy, which can also be seen as
a form of resistance (Somer and Tekinirk 2024).

Meanwhile, judicial, institutional, and civil society resistance to backsliding
have continued in Turkey, but to a diminished extent and in modified forms. As
backsliding continues and intensifies over long periods and parliamentary and
grassroots contestations fail to join forces, fatigne and government repression
take a toll on contentious politics. Hence, in Turkey, even though protests have
continued unabated since 2016, the government’s creation of a more repressive
regime has translated to more limited “scale, spatial reach and disruptiveness”
(Arslanalp and Erkmen 2024). People have kept voting—electoral turnouts have
remained around 80 percent in Turkey throughout—Dbut as electoral mobilization
seems to keep losing by small margins, activism atrophies as more citizens choose
“exit” (because of growing repression, their own mental depoliticization, or even
emigration) over “voice.”

At the same time, opposition societal actors built democratic spaces in subcul-
tures, lifestyle-specific neighborhoods, popular culture, social media, independ-
ent media organizations, and professional associations. In addition, bureaucracies
became the site of passive resistance as seemingly compliant civil servants
blocked some government policies—for example, by drowning them in red tape.

During this period, too, the parliamentary opposition developed new electoral
strategies and registered some informative, albeit partial, successes. Their main
accomplishments have been in three areas: promising campaign strategies
against the incumbent’s perniciously polarizing politics (Somer et al. 2021), effec-
tive grassroots organizations to ensure election safety, and various types of elec-
toral coalition. The opposition took lessons from the 2018 general and presidential
elections that they had lost (S6zen 2019); the main dividend of their efforts came
in the 2019 local elections when opposition actors formed informal and flexible
coalitions behind candidates. In those elections, they greatly increased their poll-
ing numbers as well as their representation in local governments; in particular,
they took the country’s political, economic, and cultural powerhouses from the
AKP by winning mayorships (but not always city councils) in places like Istanbul
and Ankara.

Most consequentially, running on a deliberately depolarizing campaign of
“radical love,” CHP candidate Ekrem Imamoglu, who was endorsed by pro-
Kurdish, Turkish-nationalist, and old-style political Islamist opposition parties,
carried the Istanbul elections (Wuthrich and Ingleby 2020). An unrelenting
Erdogan called fraud and, using his control of key institutions, forced a recount
and repeat elections. But Imamoglu, CHP, and opposition activists held their
ground, effectively overseeing the voting process, protecting the ballots, and win-
ning with an even greater margin. This success expanded a major democratic
Space for contestation: opposition—run local governments. Local governments use
this space among other ways through transnationalization, whereby “subnational
executives . . . link with the liberal-democratic world in order to expand their
space for manoeuvre” (Ayan Musil and Yardimei-Geyikgi 2024, 341).

Encouraged by this success, opposition parties tried an even broader and
deeper electoral coalition for the May 2023 general and presidential elections.
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The center-left CHP and five right-wing parties—two of them splinters from the
AKP and one from MHP—formed the cross-ideological Nation Alliance (also
called the “Table of Six”). Meanwhile, the pro-Kurdish HDP (Peoples’ Democratic
Party) and other leftist parties formed another major coalition. The two alliances
agreed upon detailed programs of democratic and economic recovery and, to
some extent, a depolarizing campaign style. They managed to field CHP chair
Kemal Kiligdaroglu as their joint presidential candidate. Amidst an economic
crisis and following a devastating earthquake with poor government relief efforts,
expectations were high that the tide had finally turned in opposition’s favor.

Nonetheless, they were defeated in both elections—they lost the presidency in
a runoff with 48 percent of the vote—for a diverse set of reasons. In addition to
fiercely pursuing its unfair advantages, the incumbent party used deceit, disinfor-
mation, and pernicious polarization (Somer 2023); the AKP also campaigned on a
dangerous political-economic program that postponed urgently needed belt-tight-
ening, macroeconomic reforms and shifted the cost of the economic crisis from its
base to the opposition’s (Aydin-Diizgit et al. 2023). The opposition made its own
mistakes. For example, candidate selection occurred through a belated and opaque
process that involved a last-minute near-fallout among the coalition partners.
Political patronage undermined the whole process (Yavuzyilmaz and Esen 2024).

As argued throughout this article, the parliamentary opposition, especially
the Table of Six, looked like a top-down, elite-driven enterprise that, notwith-
standing the party leaders efforts to “listen to civil society,” was disconnected
from the opposition at the societal level. Relatedly, many citizens did not under-
stand why longtime AKP-opponent political elites, such as CHP politicians,
were joining forces with recent AKP defectors. Reflecting inner divisions over
how to evaluate the two-decades record of backsliding, the Table of Six could
not decide whether they should explain their raison d’étre as an extraordinary
“democracy coalition” aimed at democratic recovery or as an ordinary “election
coalition” (Somer and Tekinirk 2024). Thus, party organizations could not build
sufficiently successful links of cooperation and dialogue with civil society and
citizens, especially in rural areas.

Finally, the Table of Six failed to redefine the political field based on new
cleavages other than a vague democracy-autocracy cleavage. The AKP had come
to power by redefining the political space by constructing a new Turkey—old
Turkey cleavage, and by promising new approaches—if also false promises—to
heal Turkey’s formative rifts. From nationalism to the religious-secular division,
the Kurdish conflict, socioeconomic inequalities, and foreign policy, the “safe and
sound” and incrementalist program of the main opposition came across as hardly
groundbreaking and certainly less exciting than what the AKP had promised in
its early years.

Post-2024 Period, Implications, and Policy Conclusions

In the local March 2024 elections, the parliamentary opposition achieved an
unprecedented victory (Cinar 2024). With about 38 percent, the CHP emerged
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as the first party to defeat the AKP and govern the country’s most important
cities, including Istanbul, Ankara, Bursa, Antalya, and Adana. Overall, opposi-
tion parties now lead the local governments of more than half of Turkey’s
population.

Several factors appear to have contributed to this success. First, the CHP
responded to the 2023 election defeat by a process of accountability and internal
change. In a democratic convention, it elected a new leader promising change,
Ozgiir Ozel, who has been an ally of Imamoglu, the popular Istanbul mayor and
possible future opposition presidential candidate. Ozel led a successful antipo-
larization election campaign. Second, the opposition strategy was more bottom-
up than in previous elections, and cross-party opposition voters consolidated
their votes behind the CHP. Instead of forming a formal electoral coalition, other
parties informally endorsed CHP candidates in many places. Finally, the painful
costs and social consequences of the deep economic crisis, which the govern-
ment’s populist policies had kept partially at bay before the 2023 elections, had
become undeniable by the 2024 elections.

Can a Turkish opposition led by the CHP repeat this success, defeat Erdogan
and his ruling coalition in the next general and presidential elections, and recover
Turkish democracy from its long backsliding? The main takeaways from the
Turkish case for resilience and contestation along the legislative capture pathway
remain. To unseat an entrenched autocrat, legislative oppositions may have to
find constructive ways (Pinckney 2020) of joining forces with social mobilization
movements and those engaged in contentious politics. To succeed in an unlevel
playing field, they need extraordinary leaders and methods. To become credible
as a system-redefining alternative, they need to organizationally and program-
matically renew themselves. They must do so by, among other ways, developing
new approaches to promote socioeconomic development and to address the
country’s formative rifts and structural problems in its social, political, and eco-
nomic systems.

Notes

1. Previously, Turkey had been a multiparty democracy since 1950, albeit interrupted by periodic,
“promissory” (Bermeo 2016) military interventions. The legacy of parliamentary system goes back to
nineteenth-century Ottoman experiments with constitutional monarchy and a multiethnic/multiparty par-
liament, and a cabinet of ministers (Meclis-i Viikela) headed by the office of Sadrazam.

2. Nationalist Action Party. After 2015, the MHP became part of the Erdogan-led incumbent coalition,
with significant impact on policies.

3. For the AKP’s transformation from a bureaucratic/representative machine to a personalist party, see
Baykan (2018). In general, Turkish party leaders tend to be all-powerful in terms of controlling the chan-
nels for their own replacement—with exceptions such as the CHP’s election of a new chairman in its 2023
convention—and candidate selection. But party leaders also have to appease powerful local organizations
and party bosses to remain in power (Baykan and Somer 2022).
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