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Turkey’s 2023 Elections:
Successful Autocracy or Failure of Conventional Parties? 

Murat Somer
Summary: Turkey’s new “presidential” system, which went into effect in 2018, ended Central Bank independence, enabling 
the govern
ment to pursue an unorthodox policy of interest-rate cuts despite high inflation. As the lira weakens, demand has increased 
for hard currency. To avoid a rapid decline in the value of the lira and maintain foreign currency reserves, Turkey’s Central 
Bank has resorted to a series of risky financial measures including guaranteed lira-denominated savings accounts and cur-
rency-swap agreements. These policies have made Turkey’s economy less stable and more dependent on bilateral currency 
agreements. With an election scheduled for 2023, the government is likely to increase it expansionary monetary poli

Summary

Democratic erosion—the incremental erosion of democracy under elected governments—is a major threat 
to democracy in the world. It presents a new form of authoritarianism with a new face, language, and tool-
kit. Turkey has experienced this erosion for two decades under governments of the Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) and its leader, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, making it one of the longest and most transformative exam-
ples, alongside countries like Hungary, India, and Venezuela. Before the May 2023 elections, many indicators 
suggested that Turkey’s vibrant and united opposition could show the world how this kind of authoritari-
anism can be overcome democratically. Yet Erdoğan and his People’s Alliance won the elections decisively, 
raising the question of whether Turkish voters had chosen autocracy. In fact, the results demonstrate that 
full-fledged democratic erosion may be hard to overcome with the recipes and political tools we know—in 
particular, by conventional political party organizations. Turkey’s pro-democracy actors may be able to pre-
vent the consolidation of a fully autocratic regime only through a substantive makeover of the opposition 

The Issue 

Turkey’s democracy was deficient and familiar with 
authoritarianism even before the AKP came to 
power in 2002. Turkish democracy was an illiberal 
one suffering from ethnic, regional, and religious 
inequalities, as well as the stranglehold that 
military-bureaucratic state actors had on civilian 
politics and freedoms. Underneath this deficient 
political system lay certain “formative rifts” unre-
solved since the founding of the state. At the same 
time, Turkey presented a pivotal democratic expe-
rience in a post-imperial, Muslim, and developing 
world setting. Certain elements of multiparty 
democracy such as popular sovereignty, peaceful 
rotation of civilian governments through free and 
fair elections, and a vibrant media able to criticize 
governments (but not necessarily the taboos of the 
state) were well-established and not challenged 
even by military governments.  

Authoritarianism under AKP governments has 
been different and more complicated than past au-
thoritarianisms. It fits with patterns of democratic 
erosion elsewhere in the world. It occurred under 
elected-civilian rather than military governments. 
It happened incrementally. Unlike military govern-
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ments, the AKP never openly suspended democracy 
at any point in time. Instead, it weaponized ma-
joritarian notions of democracy to gradually erode 
the previous accomplishments of democracy. The 
AKP did not abolish political opposition but disad-
vantaged and vilified it using populist-authoritar-
ian policies and post-truth discourse. Unlike past 
authoritarianisms, democratic erosion proceeded 
under favorable conditions that should normally 
strengthen democracy, such as stable govern-
ments, a growing economy and middle class, and 
EU accession.   

Such authoritarianism is hard to overcome any-
where. But before the May elections, the AKP 
seemed to run out of luck. A devastating earth-
quake and an economic crisis were expected to 
weaken the popularity of the incumbent. There 
were splits from the governing party including a 
former prime minister and economy minister. Most 
importantly, the opposition parties heeded, on 
the surface at least, a major recommendation of 
scholarship on overcoming electoral-authoritarian 
regimes: they united in two major pro-democracy 
coalitions and fielded joint candidates.  



Turkey’s 2023 Elections: Successful Autocracy or Failure of Conventional Parties?
                                           Stockholm University Institute for Turkish Studies | Fall 2023

2

But Erdogan’s People’s Alliance, dominated by his 
own AKP and the far-right MHP, won about half of 
the Turkish  votes for parliament (49.49%), gaining 
a comfortable majority of the seats. Erdoğan also 
won a constitutionally controversial third term in a 
runoff election against Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu, the joint 
candidate of the opposition, with 52.16% of the 
votes.   

Does this mean that Turkish people have voted for 
autocracy? That the elections were a mere façade 
and unwinnable by the opposition under any cir-
cumstance? 

Analysis

What happens in Turkey cannot be appreciated 
without taking into account the role of polarizing 
politics, which divide Turkish voters into two blocs 
that deeply disagree over how successful and dem-
ocratic the AKP and Erdoğan are. Since the crucial 
2010 referendum on controversial judicial reforms 
that cracked the door open for molding a partisan 
judiciary  and with the partial exceptions of the 
2015 national and 2019 local elections, slightly 
more than half of the electorate has consistently 
voted for the AKP and its allies. The other half has 
been highly mobilized—and polarized—against it, 
but also internally divided.

AKP supporters, of course, are entitled to have 
their subjective evaluation of Turkish democracy. 
But are they also entitled to hold views that con-

tradict patently true, material facts? Democracy 
becomes deeply troubled when major portions 
of the citizenry hold on to post-truth beliefs, as is 
the case, for example, in the United States, where 
many Trump supporters believe that the 2020 US 
elections were rigged when they evidently were 
not. Similarly, no matter what Erdoğan supporters 
believe, all “objective” measurements agree—albeit 
to different degrees—that Turkey has been gradu-
ally, decisively, and increasingly autocratizing since 
the early periods of the AKP era, as Figure 2 shows.

Against this background, how can we interpret the 
May 2023 election results? 

• The majority of Turks may not prefer democracy 
as we know it.

• People supporting democracy in theory can still 
prioritize material interests and security fears 
over democracy.

• Elites’ and “experts’” understanding of democ-
racy may be defective and ignoring what people 
value in democracy.

• Contemporary, democracy-eroding autocrats 
may be more powerful than we think. They may 
have tools to spin truth and disinform public in 
ways that conventional political actors such as 
political parties cannot overcome unless they 
fundamentally reorganize to overcome their 
informational and other new authoritarian dis-
advantages. 

Figure 1. Pro-AKP electoral support in national elections since 2011.
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The fourth interpretation presents the most 
important take-away from the May elections. 
(Though the second and third also carry some 
truth, and, paralleling global trends, popular sup-
port for a “strong executive and leadership” has 
grown, whether people realize potential conflicts 
with democracy or not). 

The opposition’s real weaknesses lie in organization 
and program. Kılıçdaroğlu’s messages did not reach 
large numbers of citizens because the opposition 
lacks strong party organizations in touch with 
voters on the ground on a daily basis. They also lack 
innovative methods and young and entrepreneur-
ial members to overcome technology-empowered 
post-truth politics. Helpless, they were ineffectual 
against the conspiracy theories the incumbent told 
the electorate with the help of “deep fake” videos, 
which “showed” the opposition allying with terror-
ist organizations and conspiring to limit religious 
liberties. 

Opposition parties offered meaningful, educated, 
and orthodox policy proposals to overcome eco-
nomic crisis, poverty, and authoritarianism. But 
they lacked path-breaking and emotionally com-
forting ideas and solutions to Turkey’s long-stand-
ing “formative rifts” or the “big global questions” 
of our era.  These include the uncertainties of the 
international security system(s) and the immigra-
tion and climate crises. By contrast, Erdoğan’s al-
ternative was easy to comprehend, if also twisted: 
“You need a strong leader and state to sail through 
a storm.”  

Implications 

Like a snowball rolling downhill, democratic ero-
sion combined with polarizing politics can gain an 
unstoppable momentum. At its early stages, it is 
easier to stop and avoid democratic erosion through 
conventional and known means, such as civil and 
parliamentary resistance and judiciary decisions. 
As time passes, however, it becomes increasingly 
difficult to do so with conventional party politics and 
opposition strategies. 

International and supranational democratic actors 
also need better tools. During the whole period of 
its democratic erosion, Turkey has officially remained 
part of its western alliances and, formally speaking, 
in accession to EU membership. In the new era, it 
may make sense to invest more in public diploma-
cy and subnational cooperation at party and civil 
society levels. To regain the Turkish public’s trust and 
regain the EU’s status as a democracy anchor, EU 
leaders should have the courage to unequivocally 
state that the union is fully open to a Turkey if and 
when she meets the membership criteria and then 
take steps in areas such as visa liberalization and 
customs union. 

Given the rise of far-right populist parties and dem-
ocratic erosion (and pro-democratic counter-mobi-
lization) in countries from Slovakia to Greece, Spain, 
Hungary and Poland, the autocracy-democracy axis 
cross-cuts national and Turkey-EU borders. Therefore, 
better cooperation, resource pooling, and exchange 
of experiences between Turkish and European politi-
cal parties and CSOs is more important than ever.

Figure 2. The decay of Turkey’s liberal and electoral democracy scores since 2004. Source, Va-
rieties of Democracy Country Graphs:  https://www.v-dem.net/data_analysis/CountryGraph/ . 
Accessed on Sept. 17, 2023.



About the author

Murat Somer is a Professor of Political Science and 
International Relations at Özyeğin University. He has 
been a Democracy and Development Fellow at Princ-
eton University and Senior Visiting Scholar at SUITS. 
He is a research affiliate of the Democracy Institute 
at Central European University and member of the 
Democratic Erosion Consortium at Brown University 
in addition to being an active volunteer, participant 
and advisor for civil society and political parties and a 
frequent media contributor.

The views and opinions expressed in this policy brief 
are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect 
the positions of SUITS

About the SUITS policy brief

This policy brief aims contribute to a broad and 
well-researched understanding of Turkey and Turk-
ish affairs through presenting a variety of voices on 
current issues and the foundational moments that 
impact today. The aim is to provide policy makes and 
others the tools to make informed decisions.

Director    Chief Editor
Paul T Levin   Jenny White
 
suits@suits.su.se
@Stockholm_ITS
Resources for further reading at suits.su.se

Framgångsrik autokrati eller misslyckande för konventionella partier?: Slutsatser

Följande är viktigt för att förstå och stödja den turkiska oppositionens demokratiska förmåga, liksom opposi-
tioner på andra ställen i en alltmer autokratisk miljö:

• Långsiktiga variabler kan bättre förklara oppositionens många misslyckanden med att besegra AKP och 
Erdoğan i valet under de senaste två decennierna än kortsiktiga faktorer (som avsaknad av partisamord-
ning) eller misstag (som att nominera en suboptimal kandidat).

• Det är avgörande att förbättra oppositionspartiernas förmåga att presentera verkliga lösningar på lång-
variga problem i samhället och politiken, och att ta itu med de socioekonomiska problem och brister i de 
politiska systemen, vilka för autokrater till makten. 

• Oppositionspartierna måste anpassa och förnya sig för att kunna konkurrera på ojämlika villkor, utveckla 
förmågan att övervinna polarisering och ”post-truth” politik samt reformera sig idémässigt och organ-
isatoriskt på områden som medlemskap och rekrytering, kommunikation och teknik, överläggningar, 
beslutsfattande och ekonomi.

• I sammanhang där demokratin gradvis urholkas måste demokratiska globala aktörer bli bättre på att 
samla sina resurser och erfarenheter, bygga internationella och transnationella allianser och utveckla nya 
metoder för att främja demokrati och demokratisk solidaritet.

Takeaways
The following are important for understanding and supporting the democratic capabilities of the Turkish 
opposition as well as oppositions elsewhere in an increasingly autocratic environment:

• Long-term variables may better explain the opposition’s multiple failures to defeat the AKP and Erdoğan 
at the polls during the last two decades than short-term improvements (like party coordination) or mis-
takes (like nominating a sub-optimal candidate).

• It is crucial to improve opposition parties’ ability to present real solutions to long-standing problems in 
society and politics, and to address socioeconomic problems and deficits of the political systems that 
bring autocrats to power in the first place. 

• Opposition parties must adjust to changing times, innovate to compete on an unlevel playing field, 
develop abilities to overcome polarizing and post-truth politics, and reform themselves ideationally and 
organizationally in such areas as membership and recruitment, communication and technology, deliber-
ation, decision-making and finance.

• In contexts of incremental democratic erosion, democratic global actors need to better pool their re-
sources and experiences, build international and transnational alliances, and develop novel approaches 
to democracy-promotion and democratic solidarity. 
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