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Abstract 

This working paper provides a background on the literature on authoritarianism and religion 
and was provided to participants of the Deakin Workshop on Authoritarianism held at Deakin 
University in September 2018, co-sponsored by ERRN.  

*********************** 

 

Having examined the literature quite broadly around “state-society relations on 
authoritarianism across Muslim countries”, I think there are several interesting directions our 
cluster can take our research. The areas I focused on, as recommended by Ihsan, were: 

• Recent (2010-2018) reviews of authoritarianism; 
• Recent (2010-2018) reviews of authoritarianism and religion; 
• Recent (2010-2018) reviews of religion and political outcomes; 
• Studies on religion and political legitimacy, regime legitimacy, instrumentalisation of 

religion as a tool of political legitimation; 
• Use of religion for hegemony, hegemonic religion, social engineering and religion 
• Studies on Islam and authoritarianism; 
• Studies on Islam and populism. 

Principally, there seems to be a lot of ambiguity around how different studies have approached 
“authoritarianism” itself. This is partly due to the different schools (political psychology, 
sociology, etc.) approaching the same issue  differently but also because the act of making such 
a definition is obviously politicised. For example, the “F-Scale” and its derivatives are popular 
in older papers but have been criticised more recently. More recent iterations, such as the 
“Right Wing Authoritarianism (RWA) Scale”, “Social Conformity-Autonomy (SCA) Scale” 
or “Authoritarianism-Conservatism-Traditionalism (ACT) Model”, address these criticisms 
but are themselves not without criticism. Other papers have simply regarded authoritarianism 
as “not-freedom” and – for example – used a country’s ranking in Freedom House reports as a 
measure. The essence of this unfocused breadth of definitions is that our group will need to be 
quite clear and considered in how it defines “authoritarianism” and may have to either develop 
its own definition or explicitly choose one framework at the expense of another. How we want 
to approach this is very important. 

Another consideration when approaching our research is its veracity and viability. Ahram and 
Goode make a strong case that standard methods of researching societies (they approach the 
issue from a social science background) break down in instances of authoritarianism. They 
point out that authoritarian regimes thrive on ignorance and uncertainty, going as far as 
suggesting that any regime from which it is possible to draw meaningful data and knowledge 
about their operation is necessarily not authoritarian. The first impediment is, obviously, 
accessing the data. The second impediment is the questionable quality and validity of what data 
we can access – “public artifacts” published by authoritarian regimes act as false friends to 
researchers, while coercing and managing the direction of their research. The third impediment 
is the heightened ethical concern around risks to both subjects and researchers. These issues 
are themselves the first major gap in the literature: developing a methodology specifically for 
researching authoritarian regimes. There is a call for such a methodology, and developing such 



a thing may be necessary to even begin our research (just as refining our definition of 
authoritarianism may be).  

Authoritarianism itself presents several gaps, for which Turkey may be used as a case study: 
for example, Duckitt et al. note that Romania has proved an outlier on several authoritarianism 
scales (ACT, RWA) and ascribe this to its tumultuous recent history, relative to the other 
(generally Western, first-world) countries studied. They believe that the current scholarly 
understanding of authoritarianism is calibrated for stable states where the rule of law is not in 
question (since it is generally defined as a preference for order over autonomy), and that 
therefore citizens of less-stable states may seem to express a predisposition for authoritarianism 
which is in fact a desire for the security many Western citizens take for granted. Applying the 
F-Scale and its derivatives to Turkey, with consideration for both this new understanding and 
Turkey’s insecure history of coups, terrorism and turmoil, is another possible direction for our 
research. Offering a similar critique of existing scholarly understanding, Sarfati notes in a 
review of modernisation theory of democratic development that Turkey may well be an outlier 
that defies the predictions that the theory supposedly offers. Case studies – including 
comparative studies – are necessary to either support or revise the dominant theories. Ciftci 
notes that studies which have investigated attitudes towards democracy in Muslim-majority 
countries have tended to be narrowly focused on location or approach, and that a pan-Islamic 
examination of these attitudes is sorely wanting. 

Weller et al. have already studied the relationship between religion and F-Scale 
authoritarianism in Israel, but their study was limited in the background of its participants and 
the scope of its applicability. Similarly, Fish examined the correlation between Islam and 
authoritarianism – defining the latter as a low ranking from Freedom House – but dismissed 
most commonly-accepted explanations as unsupported (discussed below).  In essence, there is 
an opening here to examine the relationship between Turkish Islam and authoritarianism – in 
light of the many co-mingling variables: Turkey’s Ottoman heritage and secular authoritarian 
founding, the suppression of Islamic expression under the military tutelage and the particular 
brand of “moderate” Islam espoused by Erdoğan and the AKP. Fish also identifies six variables 
that correlate to authoritarianism – economic development, sociocultural division, economic 
performance, British colonial heritage, communist heritage, and membership of OPEC – these 
are worth considering and potentially applying in the case of Turkey. 

Fish identifies one particular factor that links contemporary practice of Islam with higher 
instances of authoritarian government: the polity’s relationship with women. That is to say, “a 
low level of women’s rights may produce lower levels of democracy”. Donno and Russett 
accept Fish’s general argument, while disagreeing strongly with many of his more concrete 
claims about the causal role of women’s rights in democratic development. Their conclusion 
is that much more research needs to be conducted in this area before firm conclusions can be 
drawn. Given the historic convergence of women’s rights and the suppression of religion in 
Turkey, and the current drift away from both under an authoritarian regime, this line of research 
has a great deal of potential and much to offer academically. 

The next fertile ground for research is undoubtedly the ongoing electoral success of the AKP 
and its evolution over its time in power. Authors consistently refer to the AKP’s style as 
“populist” and point to the growing number of entities it deems “elites” and “enemies” to be 
opposed. Park notes that populism is gaining traction worldwide, but Turkey’s unique global 



position and history mean that it may well experience this populism differently – certainly, it 
has already contributed to the erosion of civic institutions far faster than in the US or France. 
There is a need to determine whether Turkey experiences populism uniquely, what its current 
trajectory is, and what effect AKP populism might have on other regimes around the world. 
Ozpek and Yasar declare that it is populism, not ideology, that has most consistently guided 
the AKP’s policies and actions, but question why – as in a healthy democracy – Turkey’s civic 
institutions could not prevent this populism from spilling over into authoritarianism. They call 
for a critique of Turkey’s illiberal Kemalist past and military tutelage as the main factors that 
have eroded these institutions and ultimately allowed the AKP to seize power. Kirdis and 
Drhimeur similarly call for an analysis of the factors that limit the growth of populism, and 
raise the question of how these factors failed in the instance of the AKP. 

Following from this is the still-emerging scholarly understanding of “competitive” or 
“electoral” authoritarianism – where the trappings of democracy remain, but the state itself 
behaves in an authoritarian manner. Turkey currently seems like a clear example of this 
phenomenon. Shirah notes that the attempts of such regimes to retain democratic trappings can 
be self-defeating – allowing opposition groups to organise, for instance, or outraging the 
populace with clearly fraudulent elections – and thus the long-term viability of such a system 
is questionable. My own hypothesis would be that populism is what sustains such a system. 
Schedler’s 2015 review of research into electoral authoritarianism similarly calls for further 
research into whether electoral authoritarian regimes will continue to flourish. There is room, 
therefore, to examine the survivability of Turkey’s current system; whether Islamist populism 
can maintain it, or whether it will collapse either into democracy or full authoritarianism. 
Schedler also calls for a more qualitative approach to this question, noting that past studies 
have been almost exclusively quantitative and thus leaving a large gap in existing research. 

Studies of the electoral performance and political viability of Islamist (or at least, outwardly 
Islamic) parties also offer several gaps to be pursued. Pepinsky et al. found that in Indonesia, 
Islamist parties only possessed a political advantage when their policies – particularly 
economic policies – were unclear. Similarly, Kirdis & Drhimeur found that a perceived lack of 
alternatives was decisive in the election of Islamist parties in Turkey and Morocco. Both call 
for broader studies that apply their methodologies to further countries, which would paint a 
much clearer picture of those factors not specific to Turkey that led to the repeated election of 
the AKP—perhaps also a comparative study between Islamic and non-Islamic parties in 
similarly circumstances and contexts. 
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