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Introduction

        This paper is concerned with the dynamics of the phenomenon known as 
Islamism. Much has changed since the nascency of the Islamist movement, the intel-
lectual roots of which many scholars place at the feet of the visionary Jamal al-Din 
Asadabadi (d. 1897).  Asadabadi initiated a powerful mode of thought in the face of 
European dominance in Muslim lands with the center of his attention shifting from 
“Islam as a religion” to “Islam as a civilization.” Asadabadi posited that “the aim of 
man’s acts is not the service of God alone; it is the creation of human civilization flour-
ishing in all its parts.”1 There are many theories abound as to the present circumstanc-
es of Islamism, and many authors contend we now live in an age of “post-Islamism” 
in which the ideological foundations of the movement are subject to change.2  These 
authors argue that in light of developments in the past decade, most noticeably repre-
sented by the “Arab Awakening” or “Arab Spring”, that Islamism has entered a new 
phase.  In order to get a greater sense of the diverse effects of the Islamist wave, this 
paper will turn to a case study of how Islamist politics have affected Turkey. Turkey 
is quite a fascinating study because it is the base of the secular dream in the Middle 
East -- it is where, in the terminology of Salman Sayyid, “Kemalism” spread as a vi-
able model of state governance. From this Turkish base has recently emerged a unique 
form of politics most visibly represented by the electoral victories of the Welfare (Re-
fah) Party in the 1990s, and the even more recent successive victories of the Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) in Turkey in the past decade.  This case study will 
focus on the very practical side of Islamism and use a political-economy approach to 
study the effects of Islamist politics in this particular context through analyzing exist-
ing literature on the topic alongside official statements and policies.

1) Hourani, Albert Habib. Arabic thought in the liberal age, 1798-1939. London: Oxford University Press, 
1962. 114.
2) Bayat, Asef. “The Post-Islamist Revolutions.” What the Revolts in the Arab World Mean. http://www.
foreignaffairs.com/articles/67812/asef-bayat/the-post-islamist-revolutions. 
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What makes the Justice and Development Party (AKP) in Turkey so intrigu-
ing is its seemingly innovative relationship with the crucial factors that have been 
challenging the Middle East from the beginnings of the modern age to present. The 
questions this case study looks to answer are questions prevalent in the present-day 
discourse of global politics as it relates to Islamism: is the AKP perceived as making 
“democracy compatible with Islam”? In this vein, how “Islamist” is the AKP?  Have 
the AKP’s domestic politics been able to create a more harmonious society given the 
legacy of secular-religious tension? And, finally, what is the electoral logic and politi-
cal economy behind the ballot box successes of the Justice and Development Party? 
This paper utilizes the logic of political economy (how the control and distribution of 
resources affects political scenarios) along with analyzing the relationship the AKP 
has to the international economic and political system and how that translates into 
domestic politics at home. What are the means through which the AKP implements a 
marriage of “modernity and Islam” -- as its leaders so often claim?

What this paper argues is that from a legacy of Islamist thought turned “con-
servative,” the AKP has successfully been able to uphold neo-liberal economic re-
forms through republican politics. More concisely, the party has been able to articulate 
its solidification into the international order through what their leaders call a “conser-
vative democratic” reference point and politics which serves to further its own visions 
and skillfully combat old guard secular domestic rivals. The AKP represents a case 
of instrumental use of the Islamist message, although through implied, not explicit 
means, to further party politics while staying nominally “secular” and never actually 
calling themselves “Islamist.”

The AKP’s Islamism and Relation to International Order

Much has changed in the world order since Turkey became a republic in the 
early 20th century and started down the path of state-building. Chief among these 
changes are the rise of institutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the 
World Bank, and the United Nations (UN). The IMF and World Bank, in particular, 
are key institutions to consider as they represent ways through which “developing 
economies” are supposed to be brought into the international order as demonstrated by 
what is now known as the “Washington Consensus” (a term which will be discussed 
in further detail below).

However, the question remains as to why the AKP would look to negotiate 
with the world order as a means to modernize? Islamists are often characterized as 
being resistant to the “West” and global institutions, perhaps largely in part due to the 
anti-colonial legacy of Iran’s Islamic Revolution of 1979. However, this is a wrong-
headed characterization: in fact “Islamists recruited most easily from groups that had 
intense exposure to modern ideas... Islamists insisted that lay Muslims, people with 
experience of the world and not just of the holy texts, also have a voice in the inter-
pretation of the faith and the construction of political institutions.”3 It is from among 
3) Sadowski, Yahya. “Political Islam: Asking the Wrong Questions?” Annual Reviews 9 (2006): 215-40. 
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this group of non-clerical individuals, broadly speaking, that the AKP forms its core. 
For Western journalists, this is quite intriguing and contradictory. For them, Islamism 
tends to be synonymous with fundamentalist groups belonging to another “civiliza-
tional” tradition alien to liberal notions of thought. But, as Hakan Yavuz demonstrates:

Before the November 2002 election, many in the Western media 
had described the AKP as a ‘fundamentalist party.’ After the elec-
tion, the same journalists used the phrase ‘Islamist or Islamic party’; 
and when the party started to adopt the EU’s Copenhagen criteria, 
they referred to it as a ‘party with Islamic roots’...Later, during par-
liamentary consideration of new legislation on adultery, the Euro-
pean media once again used the adjective ‘Islamist’ or ‘Islamic’ to 
describe the AKP.4 

However, the Islamist project is wholly modernist in character. Islamists re-articulated 
an Islamic message in a modern language through which control of the state could lead 
to a more pious, as well as more powerful, polity.5 It is important to note, however, 
that the AKP still officially asserts secularism in government and is very careful not to 
explicitly contradict the narrative of secularism, even going as far as verbally promot-
ing a model of secularism in Egypt shortly after the overthrow of Hosni Mubarak, with 
Reccip Tayyip Erdogan, Turkey’s Prime Minister stating that a secular state “does not 
mean ‘an irreligious state.’ Rather it means respect for all the religions and giving all 
individuals the freedom to practice religion as they please.”6

Secularism and Domestic Legacies

The circumstances of the Justice and Development Party within the Middle 
East are quite unique given the legacy of state building that Mustafa Kemal Ataturk 
initiated in Turkey. Ataturk tied in the ideas of anti-religious secularism, or more ac-
curately an anti-clerical laicism to the “developmental ethos,” a term well defined by 
James Gelvin as “the widely held belief that a leading function of government is to 
guide economic development and ensure social justice [which enabled] governments 
in the [Middle East] to concentrate an inordinate amount of power in their hands.”7 
The Kemalist model of developmentalism believes that Islam itself is the problem, 
seeks to eliminate Islam from social and political spheres, and advocates a strict rep-
lication of the European path to modernization and secularization, to the point that 
“Islam was no longer linked with state power... Mustafa Kemal repeatedly described 

221.
4) Yavuz, M. Hakan. Secularism and Muslim Democracy in Turkey. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge UP, 2009. 
1-2.
5) Sadowski, Yahya. “Political Islam: Asking the Wrong Questions?” Annual Reviews 9 (2006): 215-40. 
221.
6) Cole, Juan. “Muslim Brotherhood Rebukes Erdogan for Advocacy of Secularism.”Thoughts on the 
Middle.” Informed Comment, 15 Sept. 2011. 10 Mar. 2012. <http://www.juancole.com/2011/09/muslim-
brotherhood-rebukes-erdogan-for-advocacy-of-secularism.html>.
7) Gelvin, James L. The Modern Middle East: A History. New York: Oxford UP, 2011. 241.
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Islam as ‘the symbol of obscurantism’; as ‘a purified corpse which poisons our lives’; 
as ‘the enemy of civilization and science.’”8 At the core of this thinking was the idea 
that modernization equals Westernization.

However, as a national founder, the process of development Ataturk initiated 
is still very much at the forefront of state policy and is a pillar of legitimacy for state 
authority. While Ataturk’s model was based off a “consensus that economic develop-
ment required strong state guidance,”9 the economic imperatives of what is considered 
to be proper state involvement in development have since changed. In what came to 
be known as the Washington Consensus, international organizations, such as the IMF 
and World Bank, offered loans to heavily indebted developing states in return for 
particular policy concessions.10 This consensus did not always work out so smoothly 
however. The Washington Consensus is very much subject to geopolitical concerns 
and interests; Turkey, like other Middle Eastern countries, was and is able to use its 
leverage as a strategic partner to the United States and Europe to negotiate the policy 
prescriptions the IMF attempts to impose. This leveraging is not foolproof though as, 
for example, when the AKP lost a key bargaining chip against IMF policy prescrip-
tions by losing an anticipated American aid package when the Turkish parliament 
voted against allowing U.S. troops to use Turkey as a base against Saddam Hussein 
in 2003.

However, by and large, a major reason behind the successes of the AKP was 
the party’s ability to capture the mantle of state-led development initiated by Ataturk 
and transform the now outdated heavy-handed state intervention as modernization 
and instead undertake free market reforms and European Union (EU) partnership. As 
the next section highlights, the AKP’s economic vision is a further acceptance of the 
international liberal model for state building.

Neo-Liberal Politics & Economics

The main political economy issue facing the Justice and Development party 
is the coordination of Turkish macroeconomic policy with reigning international fi-
nancial institutions. There are contradictory roles that Islamist parties must undertake 
in this endeavor: the main issue facing the AKP in particular is the tension which 
arises in reconciling neo-liberal economic reforms with commitments to enhance  the 
“public presence of Islam.”11 According to Sultan Tepe, the way that the AKP is politi-
cally successful is through the

capacity to identify accurately the nature of public perception and 
support behind the [economic] reforms, to redistribute the burdens 

8) Sayyid, S. A Fundamental Fear: Eurocentrism and the Emergence of Islamism. London: Zed, 2003. 64-5.
9) Moore, Pete W. “Political Economy.” Politics & Society in the Contemporary Middle East. Boulder, CO: 
Lynne Rienner, 2010. 74
10) Ibid, 84
11) Tepe, Sultan. “Politics between Market and Islam: The Electoral Puzzles and Changing Prospects of 
Pro-Islamic Parties.”  Mediterranean Quarterly. Volume 18, Number 2, Spring 2007, 107-135. 108.
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of stabilization and adjustment policies, and to implement programs 
without resorting to populist Islamist measures and driving away 
the moderate wing of their electoral coalition.12

An addition to Tepe’s model is the consideration the AKP leadership has to take into 
mind when dealing with the international economic order of free market capitalism 
and financial institutions such as the World Bank and IMF.  Marice Patton describes 
this problem facing the AKP in answering the question of how the “Islam-sensitive” 
party balances the priority it places on the IMF’s macroeconomic prescriptions and 
“fiscal restraint in lieu of its electoral promises to pursue a justice-oriented social 
agenda and aggressively tackle problems of poverty and unemployment.”13 The roots 
of this contention are not new to the Turkish Republic. William Riker’s  Liberalism 
Against Populism essentially identifies the same challenges facing Western “liberal-
democratic” politicians, highlighting how leaders face temptations to tap into populist 
sentiments and policy while balancing the demands of the liberal order and free mar-
ket prosperity. The fact that  the Justice and Development Party face these challenges 
are only further evidence of the envelopment of Turkey into the world system and 
Turkey’s path towards “modernization.”

The AKP’s relationship with the IMF is described in much detail by Pat-
ton, who states that the lack of preparedness and strategic economic planning,  large 
amounts of debt inherited by the time the AKP won elections, and secular establish-
ment opposition, the Justice and Development party was essentially forced into tow-
ing IMF prescriptions. However, undertaking neo-liberal economic reforms comes at 
a price of constrained policy options, which force

the party to give priority to macro-economic issues, rather than to 
a social agenda. By toeing the IMF line, the AKP’s economic poli-
cies have been successful in servicing debt, bringing down inflation 
and reigning in fiscal indiscipline; however, these steps have neither 
improved income distribution nor addressed the problem of unem-
ployment. In this regard the most challenging question facing the 
AKP... is how to push for greater distributive justice in a resource-
strapped country when the opportunity for engaging in egregious 
fiscal populism no longer exists14

This surrender, in a sense, is quite risky since the main crux of neo-liberal reforms is to 
place the emphasis of growth on the market which is inherently volatile and can create 
serious unrest given the pronounced inequalities free market economics can provide. 
The Justice and Development Party has not been able to provide a very comprehensive 
economic vision other than that of growth, as it still struggles with unemployment and 

12) Ibid, 110.
13) Patton, Marcie J. “The Economic Policies of Turkey’s AKP Government: Rabbits from a Hat?” The 
Middle East Journal 60.3 (2006): 513-36. 513.
14) Ibid, 535.
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income equality.

When it comes to the European Union, the AKP has quite skillfully utilized 
the party’s “success in using the integration process to leverage democratizing reforms 
favorable to religious interests” which “has left opposition parties looking defensive 
as they demand that the EU make exceptions for Turkey on the accession criteria.”15 In 
other words, the AKP has skillfully used the EU criteria to create more religious free-
dom at home which contradicts the secular establishment’s preferred status quo -- but 
since the secularists place so much emphasis on merging with Europe, they only seem  
self-defeating by challenging the AKP and EU to shy away from religious reforms. 
This example encapsulates some of the main reasoning behind why the AKP made 
EU accession a cornerstone of policy -- it is an enormous bulwark against the secular 
establishment at home and can be used instrumentally to open up space domestically 
to chip away at the non-democratic secular establishment practices which frustrate 
the AKP’s full electoral potentials. However, like all neo-liberal economic policies, 
the Turkish economy is based on a model of growth.    Given the country’s interde-
pendency in the global system, the question must be asked: what happens when that 
growth slows or reverses? Will the AKP still be considered “conservative democratic” 
if their economic stewardship falters?

Genealogy of Islamist Party Politics

Ironically, it was perhaps the secular elites who provided the most advanta-
geous openings for Islamist actors. In Turkey, this was done in the “1980s by the 
government as a bulwark against the political left.”16 In the wake of an economic and 
political crisis in Turkey in 1980, the wall between religion and politics was breached 
as the military junta took power and declared a Turkish-Islamic synthesis as state ide-
ology. The state was trying to somehow “bridge the factionalism that was destroying 
society” at that  time. This interplay of instrumental use of religion by the Turkish state 
provides some reasoning behind the rise to prominence of Islamist politics in Turkey 
and the openings which eventually led to the realization of the AKP project.

The Justice and Development Party can be more properly understood as one 
of the latest manifestations of the Islamist project within Turkey. Most immediately, 
it is one of the two offshoots of the Refah Party (RP), headed by Necmettin Erbakan, 
whose party was banned by the military in the late 1990s. The RP represented many 
things for many people; the urban poor took notice of the word Refah (welfare) while 
others took it as a metaphor for Islamic law. This confusion was justified: “while 
the party said it would develop a market economy, it also promised market regula-
tion, redistribution, unionization, and the eradication of poverty.”17 From the ashes 

15) Findley, Carter V. Turkey, Islam, Nationalism, and Modernity. New Haven: Yale UP, 2010. 361.
16) Hibbard, Scott W. Religious Politics and Secular States: Egypt, India and the United States. Baltimore, 
MD: Johns Hopkins UP, 2010. Conclusion.
17) Tuğal, Cihan. Passive Revolution: Absorbing the Islamic Challenge to Capitalism. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford UP, 2009. 6.
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of the banning of the RP,  two wings formed: the old guard formed the Felicity Party 
while a new “reformist” generation formed the AKP. According to Cihan Tuğal, the 
Felicity Party has since become quite marginalized and represents the sort of lack of 
clarity and formal strategy which characterized the Refah Party, while, on the other 
hand, the “AKP leaders attempted to remove an ambivalence and market the party 
as a secular, pro-state, pro-Western and pro-capitalist organization.”18 Perhaps the 
most significant consequence of this new articulation is the marriage of MUSIAD and 
AKP. MUSIAD, or the Association of Independent Industrialists and Businessmen, 
essentially represents the pious business community of Turkey. The Islamists turned 
in politics from Refah, which represented an unclear economic message, towards the 
AKP which fully embraced a pro-capitalist and business model.  This is partially done 
through MUSIAD setting the AKP’s agenda and capturing vast agency in determining 
the AKP’s economic policies which were essentially non-existent outside of general 
slogans when it captured office.19

To explain the current context surrounding the AKP, it may be further neces-
sary to introduce a comparative and political culture approach.  Indeed, understanding 
the struggles of The Nationalist Action Party (NAP) at the turn of the century can in 
fact highlight many of the core issues at stake with the AKP and the attempts to use 
Islam as a basis for modernity. Tepe asserts that the “NAP successfully projected itself 
as a middle ground between the polarizing positions of secularists and Islamists.”20 
The NAP won 128 seats,  the second largest block,  in Turkey’s 1999 parliamentary 
elections. The party tried to reconcile the Kemalist state with Islamic society through 
trying to “create a reformed Islam compatible with the state’s goals.”21 The way the 
NAP tried to form a fusion was to define Turkishness through Islam,  effectively co-
opting Islam into the project of state building and development. The NAP filled in an 
electoral gap left by the banning of the Refah party, but their victory turned out too 
temporary as evidenced by the 2002 fortunes of the AKP. While the NAP had a very 
distinct pan-Turkish outlook at the expense of their ties with the West, which differs 
from the AKP’s close ties with the West and pan-Turkic cultural promotion, the suc-
cesses of the Nationalist Action Party laid the groundwork for the AKP to more easily 
transition from the standard pan-Islamist “hardline” bent of Refah while foreshadow-
ing many of the nascent shifts the AKP would undertake. At the core of the NAP proj-
ect was the “Islamization of Turkishness,” which, if successfully implemented, would 
serve as a strong defense against accusations of anti-secularism. The progress the NAP 
took in this route along with the massive electoral support provided to the AKP and 
its pro-Western agenda helped in ensuring the AKP enough political capital to protect 
itself from the aggression of secular elites and the military.

The nature of the AKP can be glimpsed  through President Abdullah Gul’s 
speech after a series of constitutional reforms weakening military authority was 
18) Ibid.
19) Patton, Marcie J. “The Economic Policies of Turkey’s AKP Government.” 525.
20) Tepe, Sultan. “A Kemalist Islamist Movement? The Nationalist Action Party.” Turkish Studies 1.2 
(2000): 59-72. 59.
21) Ibid, 60.
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passed in 2011. Islam is not mentioned once within the speech. This further highlights 
the AKP’s “uneven appropriation of Islamist strategies, which it put to the use of 
non-Islamist causes.”22 In fact, from its inception, the AKP “presented itself not as an 
Islamic party but as ‘conservative democratic.’”23 In the speech, the Turkish President 
espouses a strong liberal worldview:

Our new constitution must be of a flexible character based on free-
doms. The basic principle should be to refrain from using the con-
stitution as a means of controlling different political views and to 
avoid the creation of tensions between the state and the people... 
Our new constitution should strengthen and guarantee the concept 
of equal citizenship in every aspect on the basis of fundamental 
rights and freedoms for everyone.”24

In an article analyzing the constitutional changes, the Economist calls the AKP  “mild-
ly Islamist” and then goes on to qualify the “mildness” of the AKP by stating “the EU 
has welcomed the constitutional changes... [which] includes measures to bar gender 
discrimination, bolster civil liberties and protect personal privacy.”25 While there are 
concerns regarding the judicial reforms the constitution entailed which may have the 
potential to thwart the judicial process in favor of party politics, the new constitution 
and framing of it by the AKP elite reflects liberal political thought and acceptance of 
the liberal vision of citizenship, political plurality and rights.

Conclusion

           Thus, the term “Islamist” must be used cautiously when addressing the Jus-
tice and Development Party. While the party is the direct legacy of more heavily in-
fluenced Islamist predecessors represented by the Welfare party, and while the AKP 
certainly is a new Turkish phenomenon in terms of rejecting the anti-religious laicism 
inherent in the traditional secular ruling ideology, they represent policy fully in line in 
with the Washington Consensus and Western Liberal notions of state development and 
citizen rights, but at the same time the AKP is clearly concerned with setting examples 
for Muslim majority countries and inheriting a mantle of leadership in the Middle 
East. Perhaps Erdogan summed up his party’s position best at a recent AKP party 
congress: “We have shown, both at home and abroad, that a country with a Muslim 
population can have a thriving and advanced democracy.”26 Erdogan then called the 

22) Tuğal, Cihan. Passive Revolution. 8.
23) Yavuz, M. Hakan. Secularism and Muslim Democracy in Turkey. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge UP, 
2009. 2.
24) Gul, Abdullah. “A New Civilian Constitution for an Institutionalized Turkish Democracy.” 
Turkishreview.org. Turkish Review, 24 Nov. 2011. 
25) Economist. “Turkey’s Constitutional Referendum: Erdogan Pulls It off.” News Analysis. The Economist 
Newspaper, 13 Sept. 2010. <http://www.economist.com/blogs/newsbook/2010/09/turkeys_constitutional_
referendum>.
26) Tuysuz, Gul, and Yesim Comert. “Turkish Party Endorses Erdogan’s ‘example’ for Islamist 
Democracies.” World. CNN, 30 Sept. 2012.
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AKP a “conservative democratic party,” further stating that  “this understating that we 
have put forth has gone beyond our borders and has practically become an example to 
all Muslim countries.”27
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