 Hakan M. Yavuz (ed.), The Emergence of a New Turkey: Democracy and the AK Parti, Salt Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 2006, 330 pages, plus appendices and index, $........

Turkey’s Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP), has enjoyed a meteoric rise since its founding in 2000 following a schism in the Islamist movement. After scoring a major victory in the 2002 parliamentary elections, it formed Turkey’s first single-party majority government in more than a decade. In the 2007 elections, the AKP increased its votes from 34 to 47 percent and clearly established itself as the strongest party in Turkey. This collection of essays, consisting of an introduction by the editor, 13 chapters, and 2 appendices, seeks to explain the AKP’s ideological orientation, the reasons for its growing popular appeal, and its policies during its first four years in power. 

 The book is divided into two parts. Part One focuses on the AKP’s identity, ideology, and sources of electoral support. The AKP’s leaders have adamantly refused to identify their party as ‘Islamist’, claiming, instead, that theirs is a conservative democratic party. Both Akdogan and Dagi provide support for this official party line. According to Akdoğan, the AKP’s brand of conservatism stands for “gradual change and the perpetuation of moral and family values” (p.55) with strong emphasis on the politics of “reconciliation, integration, and tolerance” (p.51). Dağı argues that the AKP “symbolizes the withdrawal of Islam from the political sphere in return for safeguarding its social network” (p. 90). To emphasize their conservative democratic identity, the AKP’s leaders have also claimed an ideological affinity with the Christian Democratic parties in Europe. Hale identifies some of the similarities and differences between the AKP and Christian Democratic parties such as the CDU-CSU in Germany. According to Hale, while the AKP’s policies regarding moral, cultural, and educational issues display similarities to the European Christian democratic parties, “the main differences appear to derive from those inherent in the Christian and Muslim religions, and in the historical circumstances of their birth and development” (p. 83). Kuru also looks at the AKP’s identity and suggests that it is not anti-secular but leans toward ‘passive secularism’ which differs from the ‘assertive secularism’ of the country’s secular establishment.  The chapters by Introvigne, Tepe, and Çarkoğlu focus on the sources of the AKP’s electoral successes. Basing his analysis on the sociological theory of religious economy, Introvigne argues that the ‘deregulation of the religious market’ in Turkey since the early 1980s has contributed to the growing strength of the pro-Islamist parties. In her chapter, Tepe concludes that the success of the AKP “is grounded in the broad coalition of support that formed as a by-product of Turkey’s failing polarized pluralist system” (p. 128). Çarkoğlu’s analysis, based on the findings of a nationwide survey, shows that both the economic crisis of 2001 and the support which the AKP received in the predominantly Kurdish constituencies, were instrumental in its electoral victory in 2002.  


Part Two of the book examines the AKP’s political, economic, and social policies. Jenkins discusses the party’s uneasy relations with the military and highlights several confrontations which took place between the two after the AKP came to power. “In the continuing absence of an effective political opposition to the JDP from inside or outside Parliament” writes Jenkins “many Kemalists will again look to the military for leadership and guidance” (p. 201). The AKP is often credited with its successful management of the Turkish economy.  According to Öziş   this stems largely from the party’s ability “to move beyond class-based politics and to forge a broad cross-class coalition that incorporates both the winners and the losers of the neoliberal globalization” (p. 229). Turning to AKP’s relations with the labor unions, Yıldırım argues that the party’s leadership has been more sensitive to the demands of the employers than organized labor. In her chapter, Sözen assesses the AKP’s gender policies, with special emphasis on the role of women in the party organization and the AKP’s stand on the controversial headscarves issue.  The volume concludes with two essays on foreign policy. Duran argues that Turkish foreign policy under the AKP has been “assertive, multilateral, and European” (p. 292). Kardaş analyzes the refusal of the Turkish parliament to support the U.S. request for the deployment of its forces through Turkey at the beginning of the war in Iraq in 2003, with special emphasis on the role of the internal divisions within the AKP’s leadership in the government’s failure to win this critical vote in the parliament.

The Emergence of Modern Turkey: Democracy and the AK Party offers considerable amount of information about various aspects of the AKP: The book’s main strengths are twofold. First, it includes a number of thoughtful and well-crafted contributions. In particular, the chapters by Çarkoğlu, Hale, Jenkins, Öniş, and Tepe offer empirically sound and rigorous analyses which will be of interest for the comparativists in general, and specialists on South European politics in particular. Secondly, the chapters by Akdoğan and Sözen are written by two individuals who have been in the AKP’s leadership ranks and both have been elected to the parliament in 2007. Consequently, their essays are important in understanding the thinking among the party’s officials on a number of important questions. The inclusion of the statements made by the AKP’s two top leaders, Prime Minister Tayyip Erdoğan and the newly-elected President Abdullah Gül, in the appendices also serves the same purpose. However, the book has its share of weaknesses and shortcomings as well. As is the case with many edited volumes, the quality of the contributions in The Emergence of a New Turkey is quite uneven. Some of the contributions in the book are largely descriptive rather than analytical and they provide much less that can be utilized in comparative studies of political parties. A number of authors, most notably Kuru and Duran, make blanket generalizations and assertions which are based more on their personal views than on a careful reading of the empirical evidence. Although the book has a logical division of labor regarding its organization, there is considerable repetition of some issues, such as the AKP’s identity, and individual chapters do not seem to be ‘talking to each other’. In some cases, different authors even marshal evidence which contradict one another. For example, while Dağı contends that a large majority of the AKP’s voters support Turkey’s EU membership, Çarkoğlu’s surveys show that this support is much more limited. Although the introduction promises that the book will address, among other questions, the AKP’s policy on the Kurdish issue, this critical problem hardly gets the attention it deserves. Similarly, notwithstanding the title of Part One (“Identity, Ideology, and Leadership”), The Emergence of a New Turkey has very little on the political career, charismatic personality, and leadership skills of the AKP’s leader, Tayyip Erdoğan. As the extensive empirical and theoretical political science literature suggests, leaders play a key role in the success or failure of their parties. This is certainly true in the case of the AKP, and it is highly unlikely that the party would be where it is today without Erdoğan’s personal charisma, leadership, and political strategies.
Despite its flaws and shortcomings, The Emergence of Modern Turkey: Democracy and the AK Parti will be a useful reference about Turkey’s strongest political party. In particular, several contributions noted above make it a worthwhile reading for those interested in the subject.   
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