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ABSTRACT 

This article examines the relationship between big business and democracy in the context of neo-liberal 

globalization. The increasing interest displayed by big business in democracy in the Turkish context is 

explained by a mix of domestic and global influences. It appears that ‘democracy’ is highly valued by 

big business because its absence effectively means isolation from global norms in general and from the 

benefits of full membership of the European Union in particular. On the domestic front, democracy is 

conceived of as a necessary mechanism to limit arbitrary state intervention and contain redistributive 

pressures from below as well as threats from other segments of the business community. These findings 

signify a broadly instrumental view of democracy. The accomplishment of such notions of democracy 

would certainly represent an improvement over the existing set of arrangements. Yet such an 

understanding of democracy does not seem to signify an extension of social rights and hence challenge 

the existing power relations. The objective instead is to create a more stable and predictable 

environment in which an externally competitive market economy could flourish.  



I. INTRODUCTION 

Business leaders and business associations are key political actors in late-industrializing 

societies. The relationship between business and democracy, itself, has been a source of continued 

controversy in the comparative literature on democratic transitions and democratic consolidation. 

The traditional view has been that businessmen are typically interested in stability and whenever 

considerations relating to stability come into conflict with political pluralism and democratic opening, 

they tend to swing in the direction of authoritarian solutions. More recent literature has drawn 

attention, however, to the increasingly progressive or favorable role that “business” or 

entrepreneurial groups can play in the process of democratic transition and consolidation (1). Our 

central objective is to explain the apparent paradox, namely the tendency on the part of business 

interests, notably big business to favor –or at least not reject on an outright basis- authoritarian 

practices in the past, versus their growing support for liberal democracy and political pluralism in the 

recent context in many emerging second or third wave democracies. 

 Motivated by these broader concerns, we shall concentrate on the case of TÜSIAD, a 

voluntary interest association representing the big business or large conglomerates in Turkey. 

Turkey, itself, is an interesting case to examine from a comparative standpoint. It is an example of a 

second wave democracy, where a broadly open polity has existed, albeit with certain interruptions, 

over a period of four decades and yet the democratic order falls considerably short of being fully 

consolidated judged by the norms of Western style liberal democracies. The striking pattern in the 

Turkish context is that the segment of the business community represented by TÜSIAD has become 

increasingly vocal in recent years in the plea for further democratic opening. Indeed, the 

Association’s recent publications and the pronouncements of its leaders in public have concentrated 

almost single-mindedly on legal and constitutional reforms. This represents a sharp contrast with the 
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earlier pattern in the 1970s and the 1980s during which the organization’s efforts had focused 

primarily on issues of economic reforms, largely evading open discussion of issues relating to 

democratization and constitutional reform in the process. Clearly, a number of challenging questions 

which are of wider interest from a comparative perspective emerge in this context. How do we 

explain the striking shift in the preferences of the business community in the direction of participating 

or even actively leading the pro-democratization coalition? What does big business understand by 

the term “democracy” and what are the possible limits of such an understanding? How sensitive is 

the business community to the issue of “social rights” as opposed to “individual” and “civil” rights 

and how do they approach the issue of citizenship in this context? How do businessmen view the 

relationship between stability, arguably their fundamental concern, and democratization? Stated 

somewhat differently, what kind of democratic order do they have in mind or are they striving for? 

(2) 

 

II. BUSINESS AND DEMOCRACY IN THE AGE OF NEO-LIBERAL 

GLOBALIZATION 

Neo-liberal globalization as a late twentieth century phenomenon is an inherently 

contradictory process. Casual observation would suggest that its impact, both in terms of economic 

growth and prospects for democracy, is unambiguously favorable. Market-driven globalization 

facilitates economic expansion through rapid development of technology, as well as growth in 

international trade and capital flows. In the cultural and political arena, authoritarian regimes can no 

longer isolate themselves and shield their citizens from the unifying influence of global norms and the 

devastating impact of the information revolution, which, in an unprecedented pace, tears down the 

national walls and brings the ‘better’ home. Increasingly, democracy is recognized as the norm and 
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as a necessary counterpart of market-oriented reforms in a wide variety of national settings, 

previously dominated by authoritarian or semi-authoritarian governments. Following the end of the 

Cold War and the more relaxed environment of the post-Cold War order, with the triumph of 

capitalism as an economic system, powerful actors such as the United States and the European 

Union have become much more sensitive to the issues of democratization and human rights in 

different parts of the world. Moving beyond the realm of powerful nation states or supra-national 

actors, human rights activism has also been encouraged via the proliferation of non-governmental 

organizations forming the beginnings of a genuinely transnational civil society. As a consequence of 

these developments, it becomes increasingly difficult to disentangle domestic politics from 

transnational influences. For the political and business elites in emerging democracies, the costs 

involved in failure to conform to global norms are considerable. Failure to conform means isolation, 

insecurity and inability to capitalize on economic benefits such as large-scale investment on the part 

of transnational capital and membership of supra-national organizations such as the European Union 

(3).  

 A closer investigation reveals, however, that the relationship between neo-liberal 

globalization and democratization is not as linear and precise as we have indicated so far. Indeed, 

there exists a number of influences which complicate the relationship. First of all, the process of neo-

liberal globalization is extremely uneven in terms of its impact with some nations, as with certain 

groups or regions within the individual nations themselves, deriving disproportionate advantages from 

this process. Significant “losers” emerge both in the developed and the developing countries who 

lack the necessary skills and qualifications which would allow them to capitalize on the material 

benefits of globalization. With the decline of the redistributive capacities of the nation state and 

parallel trend involving the decline in the political appeal of the Left, these groups increasingly direct 
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their support to ultra-nationalist or religious fundamentalist political movements. It is not a paradox 

after all that neo-liberal globalization has been accompanied by the emergence of often authoritarian 

versions of identity politics, which, in turn, emerged as serious obstacles to democratic consolidation 

in a wide variety of national contexts. Emergence of micro nationalism and ethnic conflict has also 

manifested itself as a key destabilizing force jeopardizing the prospects for democracy by 

fragmenting the nation state.   

Following the work of Linz and Stepan, we may identify two fundamental constraints, which 

obstruct the path of democratic consolidation in many new or relatively new democratic polities: (a). 

Widespread income inequalities, often aggravated by neo-liberal reforms, which are usually 

translated into and find a political expression in terms of authoritarian forms of identity politics and 

(b). Micro nationalism and ethnic politics aimed at enlarging the boundaries of representation, but at 

the same time threatening the basic existence and units of the individual nation states, still the sole 

institutional structure to successfully accommodate democracy (4). 

 At a different level of analysis or discourse, commentators approaching the issue from a 

radical democracy perspective have drawn attention to the absence of choice among genuine 

alternatives in the type of democracies which emerge in the context of neo-liberal globalization. The 

terms “low intensity democracy”, “illiberal democracy”, “the politics of anti-politics” or “the limits of 

politics” all point towards a common tendency, namely an inherently weak or superficial democratic 

order, in which recognition or representation do not necessarily imply the presence of a significant 

capacity to transform the existing set of power relations (5). We can argue that the type of 

democratic order which accompanies neo-liberal globalization is an inherently contradictory process. 

It involves an expansion of certain types of rights notably “individual” or “civil” rights. Citizenship 

rights are increasingly defined in relation to the norms of the "free market". Consequently, a 
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disproportionate degree of emphasis is placed on the extension and consolidation of "property 

rights" and "consumer rights". At same time, however, neo-liberal globalization tends to produce a 

certain type of illiberal democracy by leading to a contraction of other kinds of rights, notably, 

"social rights", in spite of the increasing demands on the part of different social groups or identities 

towards greater recognition and representation. Arguably, the concept of citizenship loses its true 

meaning in an environment where social rights are increasingly undermined and "rights", in general, 

are interpreted in a rather narrow fashion as entitlements dictated through the logic of the market.  A 

central conclusion which emerges is that we need to analyze the relationship between business and 

democracy within the parameters of the broad and at the same time contradictory environment 

which is emerging in the current era of global neo-liberalism. 

Turning to the question of why big business, in particular, wants democratization in the 

current international context, we may put forward the following set of hypotheses. In general, elites’ 

support for democracy is often based on self-interest and is, therefore, necessarily fragile and 

conditional (6). As Adam Prezoworski emphasized, democratization is possible “if there exist 

institutions that provide a reasonable expectation that interests of major political forces would not be 

affected highly adversely under democratic competition, given the resources that these forces can 

muster” (7). Elite groups will support democracy only in so far as they feel certain that their interests 

will be backed after under more democratic conditions. The logical corollary of this proposition is 

that business wants more democracy because it feels more secure in terms of property rights, 

legitimacy of its dominant status in society and the weakness of demands for radical redistribution 

from below in the current international order, compared to the position it occupied two or three 

decades ago. Furthermore, business elites realize that the economic costs of not conforming to 

global norms of democracy would be quite considerable, a situation which was clearly not the case 
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during the Cold War order. Hence, if we are to understand the recent shift involving business as an 

active member of the pro-democratization coalition, self-interest ought to be the proper starting 

place.  

 

III. THE ORIGINS OF TÜSIAD’S DEMOCRATIZATION DRIVE IN TURKEY: 

EXTERNAL AND DOMESTIC INFLUENCES 

The origins of the Turkish Industrialists’ and Businessmen’s Association (TÜSIAD) may be 

traced back to April 1971. Twelve leading Turkish industrialists have played an active and 

instrumental role in the emergence of the Association. The foundation of TÜSIAD was a landmark in 

the sense that it represented the first voluntary association of businessmen in Turkey. Previously, the 

whole of the business community, regardless of size, had been represented exclusively by a single, 

semi-official organization, namely the Turkish Union of Chambers and Stock Exchanges (TOBB). 

Furthermore, the foundation of TÜSIAD marked the emergence of the big business as a crucial 

political actor in the Turkish context in terms of both defending their collective interests against other 

segments of society, but also for the first time expressing a collective concern about the social, 

political and economic problems of the country as a whole. 

 The close relationship between big business and the state in Turkey and evolution of 

TÜSIAD over the past three decades have been widely discussed and documented (8). What is 

significant in the present context is that TÜSIAD itself has undergone a significant transformation 

since its inception, a process which has been closely shaped and influenced by dramatic changes 

taking place within the domestic political economy as well as in the international environment. In 

retrospect, the evolution of TÜSIAD may be usefully decomposed into three distinct stages. The 

first phase corresponds to the 1970s, as a period during which the dominant import-substitution 
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model of industrialization (ISI) reached a crisis point, a process aggravated further by a series of 

severe external shocks (9). Leading industrialists who had benefited from the ISI model based on 

protectionism and a large internal market in the past became increasingly concerned with the 

negative side of ISI manifested by chronic shortages of foreign exchange and pronounced 

macroeconomic instability. The late 1970s constituted a period of severe economic and political 

crisis in Turkey and TÜSIAD made its presence felt in the public scene as a key political actor 

through its widely advertized criticisms of the coalition government in power under the Premiership 

of Bülent Ecevit, in the midst of a political and economic crisis, during the course of 1979. The 

collapse of the government, in which the social democratic Republican People’s Party (CHP) was 

the major partner, shortly thereafter helped to create a powerful image of TÜSIAD in public mind, 

as an organization which was so influential as to push democratically elected governments out of 

office (10).  

 It would be misleading in this context to classify TÜSIAD as an association which pushed 

actively and explicitly for a bureaucratic authoritarian solution (11). Whilst members of the 

organization in broad terms were in favor of democracy, in principle, their fundamental concern was 

stability. Whenever the democratic order came into conflict with political and economic stability, 

they failed to resist overtly authoritarian solutions (12).  

 The 1980s marked the second distinct phase in the evolution of the organization. The 1980s 

in Turkey represented a radical departure away from the inward oriented industrialization model of 

the 1970s, towards a more open, export-oriented model of accumulation. The early phase of this 

transformation occurred under a military government during the 1980-1983 era. Whilst TÜSIAD 

was quite content with the stable macroeconomic and political environment created under the 

military rule and the onset of economic reforms, it was also quite apprehensive about the possibility 
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of military rule on a longer-term basis for two main reasons. First, the potential for arbitrary 

government, beyond TÜSIAD’s own sphere of control, which, by itself, is a major threat to stability 

and predictability both in political as well as economic terms, appeared to be stronger under a 

military government than a civilian government. Second, and equally important, was the concern that 

a period of prolonged military rule would signify isolation from the European Community as well as 

the international community at large with costly consequences (13). 

           Following the return to democracy in November 1983, TÜSIAD continued to occupy 

significant public space as the decade unfolded. The organization made its appearance felt through 

its vocal criticisms of the return to populism under Özal government, manifesting itself in terms of 

rising budget deficits and inflation towards the end of the decade (14). A conflict of interest also 

emerged during this particular phase between exporters (not necessarily being producers 

themselves) who grasped the main benefits of the new economic strategy during the 1980s and 

TÜSIAD which embodied a significant group of inward oriented industrialists. The latter were quite 

resentful of what they regarded as excessive incentives granted to exporters, penalizing industrial 

production in the process (15).  

 Looking back, TÜSIAD’s approach during these two early phases was primarily motivated 

and dictated by economic considerations. This was closely evident in the organization’s publications 

which concentrated almost exclusively on identifying major economic problems and providing 

appropriate solutions to such problems which would be beneficial not only to big business but also 

to society at large. A technocratic and economically oriented vision of society, which is in striking 

parallel especially with the rising neo-right and neo-liberal understanding of the post 1980 period, 

had been dominant in the reports of the Association in the periods concerned. 



 12 

 The 1990s, the third distinct phase in TÜSIAD’s evolution, represented a marked departure 

from the previous two decades in the sense that an explicit agenda for democratization, involving a 

series of legal and constitutional reform proposals, became the focal point of the association’s 

activities. This is clearly evident from the organization’s publications as well as the public 

pronouncements of its leaders (16). This is not to suggest that TÜSIAD’s interest in economic issues 

faded into the background. This is clearly not the case. The organization continued to display 

considerable interest in issues pertaining to the reform of state finances, the implementation of the 

Customs Union Agreement and other major economic indicators of the day. What is crucial for our 

purposes is that an explicit democratization agenda occupied a central stage during the course of the 

1990s which, in turn, made a sharp contrast with the single-minded interest in economic issues that 

had characterized the association’s approach in the previous stages. 

 In retrospect, several distinct influences were responsible for the emergence of this apparent 

paradox. The first major force to underline in this context concerns the radical transformation of the 

external environment. The collapse of the Soviet model of development, the global spread of 

democracy, as well as the increasing emphasis placed by the European Union on democracy and 

human rights as a precondition for full-membership constituted key developments which deeply 

influenced the perceptions of business leaders. Turkey during the 1990s encountered not a single but 

effectively double external anchor in this context in the sense that the pressures stemming from 

globalization per se were merged and strengthened by the pressures originating from the European 

Union itself. Hence, perhaps the fundamental influence that helped to shape TÜSIAD’s vision was 

the growing belief that the economic benefits of globalization would only be available on a large 

scale, if and only if democratic norms were fully applied in the political sphere.  
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 On the domestic front, three separate yet interrelated influences may be identified. First 

TÜSIAD’s commitment to democracy reflected a more fundamental concern, namely the question 

of legitimizing the position of big business in society and to create a positive public image. A second 

key motive underlying TÜSIAD’s commitment to democracy involved a project designed to check 

the power of the state and render the state more transparent and accountable. Although big business 

had prospered under the direct assistance of the state throughout the Republican era, it managed to 

attain a significant degree of maturity by the 1990s (17). Big business was now composed of 

internationally competitive firms, with an increasingly global orientation. Its dependence on the state 

has been significantly reduced during the process. Hence, what these large entities needed from the 

state involved the creation of a predictable economic and legal environment as opposed to large 

favors often distributed on a highly arbitrary and clientelistic basis (18). Finally, TÜSIAD conceived 

of democracy, a necessary component of which is a curtailment in the redistributive powers of the 

state, as a means of consolidating its own position against possible threats originating from other 

segments of society.   

 

IV. TÜSIAD’S VISION OF LIBERAL DEMOCRACY IN RETROSPECT 

  

           We have tried to develop a coherent understanding of TÜSIAD’s vision of democracy 

through an examination of some of its key publications, official statements and the pronouncements 

of the association’s leadership in public. Whilst TÜSIAD reports are typically not produced by the 

organization’s own staff, being often commissioned to academics or other professionals in public or 

private institutions, the choice of critical issues for investigation, the approach adopted and solutions 
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offered in these studies tend to reveal a great deal about TÜSIAD’s priorities and its underlying 

vision of the liberal democratic order. 

 Our examination of TÜSIAD’s “revealed preferences” suggests the presence of four distinct 

stages in the evolution of the association’s democratization agenda during the course of the 1990s. 

These four distinct stages may be delineated as follows: (a) a search for consensus in the early 

1990s (b) a focus on the reform of the state and the quality of governance particularly in the mid-

1990s (c) the emergence of a radical agenda for democratization in 1997 and its immediate 

aftermath and finally, (d) a shift back to the earlier emphasis on the reform of the state and quality of 

governance towards the end of the decade. We may now investigate these four distinct stages in 

turn. 

 The 1990s started with TÜSIAD’s search for “consensus” in Turkish society. A number of 

studies as well as a major conference held in the early 1990s expressed the association’s desire to 

reach a consensus with other segments of the Turkish society in tackling the country’s major 

economic problems (19). This search for consensus resulted in a concrete proposal aimed at 

establishing institutionalized co-operation between representatives of different groups in society 

namely the Economic and Social Council, a proposal which has subsequently been accepted. The 

underlying motives for this search for consensus were twofold. First of all, it reflected the desire on 

the part of big business to consolidate its position in society, but at the same time, to influence the 

course of policy formation on key issues more directly through a novel extra-parliamentary 

institution. One can clearly detect a concern with stability as an underlying goal in these efforts to 

reach a consensus. 

 Towards the middle of the decade “reform of the state” and “quality of governance” 

emerged as the central tenets of TÜSIAD’s democratization agenda. Heavily influenced by the 
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ideology and rhetoric of neo-liberalism, the New Right and Buchanan style constitutional economics, 

TÜSIAD’s vision of the optimal state involved a significant reduction in the overall weight of the 

state in economic affairs as a basis for a successfully functioning market economy (20). What the 

organization had in mind was the creation of a small state which would focus on a limited number of 

key objectives such as the provision of basic infrastructure and services, macroeconomic stability 

and a legal and regulatory framework necessary for the efficient operation of competitive markets. A 

great deal of emphasis was placed on the transparency and accountability of this “optimal state”. 

Parallel to this vision of the optimal state was TÜSIAD’s frequent technocratic emphasis on the 

quality of governance which essentially involved the transfer of high quality management styles and 

practices observed in the private sector to the public sector and to the political arena to improve the 

quality of services provided by the government at large (21).  

 TÜSIAD’s concern with the “optimal state” was reflected in a number of proposals 

designed to reform government finances and deal with the problem of chronic budget deficits and 

high inflation, a perennial problem ever since the late 1970s. The solutions offered appeared to be 

quite straightforward: privatization of public enterprises, economizing on government expenditures, 

reform of the social security system (which essentially involved a shift towards market based 

provision of social insurance) and tax reform. Tax reform, in turn, would be synonymous with a 

reduction in the tax rate itself- reducing the tax burden on the private sector and on large firms, in 

particular- whilst broadening the tax base, a policy which would also help to reduce the large 

underground on informal economy in Turkey (22). Decentralization of public services and the need 

to increase the powers of local authorities were also emphasised (23). Yet another critical 

component involved a radical reform of the legal system. Once again the single-minded focus on 

“quality” was evident in attempts to reform the judicial framework (24). A final ingredient, again 
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reflecting a technocratic, institutional engineering approach, focused on the design of a new electoral 

system which would help to overcome the fragmented party system and the resultant wave of 

unstable coalition governments (25).  

 The almost single-minded focus on the part of TÜSIAD on various dimensions of state 

reform were clearly motivated by a desire to achieve a stable and predictable economic, legal and 

political environment of the state. This would be the type of environment in which both businessmen 

and the public at large would be able to capitalize on the massive material benefits offered by 

economic globalization, in other words, helping Turkey to “catch the globalization train” (26). Also 

implicit in the vocabulary of the optimal state was a desire on the part of big business to protect itself 

from arbitrary and discriminatory behavior on the part of the state as well as from the distributional 

pressures and populist demands stemming from labor, farmers and other segments of society. 

 The publication of the report entitled “Perspectives on Democratization” published in 1997 

reflected a radical departure from the earlier approaches and involved a heavy assault on the 

established state apparatus in Turkey (27). The report outlined a number of dramatic proposals 

designed to tackle certain inherent weaknesses of the existing democratic order, leading to a 

fundamental reordering of state-society and state-citizen relationships. The report’s extensive range 

of proposals ranged from constitutional reform, reform of the party system, the nature of civil-

military relations and the language rights of the "Kurdish minority".  

 The uproar which the publication of the report created and criticisms from various segments 

of the public at large also brought into the forefront divisions within the organization itself. In general, 

whilst the younger generation businessmen were more supportive of the radical democratization 

agenda, older generation industrialists were much more apprehensive about adopting a critical 

attitude towards the state on which they had depended so heavily on the past and continued to 
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depend on, if to a lesser extent, during the current era (28). Consequently the latter category was 

highly critical of the content of the report itself as well as attempts to associate the whole of the 

organization with the reform agenda identified. 

 The publication of TÜSIAD’s “democratization” report occurred at a time when the 

Customs Union with the EU was already established and the next step in line appeared to be full-

membership of the Union. The logic implicit in the report is that there is a need to conform to global 

norms, not only in the economic sphere, but also in the spheres of civil and human rights if the 

country were to make progress and establish itself as a global player of significant standing (29). 

Whilst we do not wish to deny that individual members of TÜSIAD are genuinely committed to the 

principles of liberal democracy, there exists a certain instrumental view of democracy implicit in this 

scenario. In other words, democracy is conceived as a mechanism for reaching the ultimate goals 

involving the benefits of full EU membership and economic globalization at large.  

 Following the criticisms which accompanied the publication of TÜSIAD’s report on 

democratization both from within as well as from outside, from influential circles such as the military, 

TÜSIAD has tended to underplay its radical agenda towards the end of the decade. A certain U-

turn towards the technocratic or the economistic approach involving a renewed focus on the reform 

of the state and quality of governance is evident from the association’s most recent publications and 

activities (30). On the basis of these observations and arguments, we may argue that 

democratization was conceived of as an instrument and not as an ultimate objective in itself by 

TÜSIAD. Indeed, key public pronouncements of TÜSIAD leadership also testify the view that the 

association has conceived democracy an instrument for establishing an effective and well-functioning 

market economy and satisfy the norms of the global market (31).  
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V. TÜSIAD, INTRA-CAPITAL CONFLICTS AND DEMOCRACY   

An interesting feature of the Turkish case with regard to business-democracy relationship is 

the impossibility of talking about a unified and ideologically homogenous business class or 

“bourgeoisie”, a fact which challenges or does not fit into the standard theories about the 

development and maturity of the bourgeoisie. Certainly one may observe certain divisions and points 

of contest between different business groups in many national settings. Nonetheless the Turkish 

context goes far beyond such minor differences or conflicts. Rather, two very distinct groups of 

business, based on their economic activities, goals and the way they approach the state as well as 

their life styles and ideological orientations emerged in Turkey especially in the post-1980 period.    

Hence a major test of TÜSIAD’s democratic credentials came about with the emergence of 

MÜSIAD, a business association with an Islamist orientation, in the context of the 1990s. (32). In 

retrospect, the rise of MÜSIAD during the decade was closely associated with the challenge of 

small-scale “Anatolian capital” -the so called “Anatolian tigers”- in novel centers of industrial growth 

(33). MÜSIAD membership consists of predominantly small and medium scale firms, but also 

includes a limited number of rather large companies. The organization developed close links with the 

Islamist Welfare Party (RP) and became increasingly influential during the mid-1990s as the Welfare 

Party established itself as a major force in Turkish politics, following its electoral surge in the 

municipal elections of March 1994 and the general elections of December 1995 (34). Its influence 

reached a peak during the short lived and the highly controversial coalition government in which the 

Welfare Party and the right of center True Path Party (DYP) participated as the dominant and the 

minor partners respectively. 

 MÜSIAD’s fortunes received a massive blow, however, following the collapse of the 

coalition government in July 1997 and the subsequent closure of the Welfare Party in January 1998. 
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The military, as a major force in Turkish politics and a key component of the established state, 

exercised a powerful –if indirect- influence in this process (35). Following the so called “February 

28 process”, the activities of business establishments with close links to MÜSIAD came under the 

increasing scrutiny of state agencies, resulting in a relative decline of the membership to the 

organization towards the end of the decade (36). Looking back, a number of remarkable contrasts 

may be identified between the two associations which effectively dominated the business side of 

political equation (37). TÜSIAD is unambiguously a representative of large-scale business in 

Turkey. The size of its membership is comparatively small, being confined to around 450 large 

establishments. Furthermore, membership is heavily concentrated in Istanbul and the adjacent cities 

of the Marmara region, by far the most prosperous parts of the country. Whilst, the membership size 

is small, its overall impact on the economy is immense. An indication of TÜSIAD’s weight in the 

Turkish economy is evident from the fact that member companies accounted for 40.9 percent of 

total value added in manufacturing, construction and banking services based on a survey conducted 

in 1997.  

 MÜSIAD, in contrast, enjoys a larger membership. Indeed, its membership size reached a 

peak of some 3000 establishments during the mid-1990s. Whilst Istanbul is heavily represented, the 

organization’s membership, in striking contrast to TÜSIAD, is dispersed all over the country. 

MÜSIAD’s presence is particularly pronounced in the new centers of industrial growth in the inner 

Anatolia region, representing the economic and political challenge of the rising “Anatolian capital”. 

The term “Anatolian tigers” largely signified a pattern of growth based on relatively small but 

externally competitive firms which prospered in the context of the neo-liberal policy regime instituted 

in the post-1980 era, but surprisingly with little or no help from the state (38).  
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 The overall weight of MÜSIAD membership in the Turkish economy is marginal compared 

to the overall contribution of TÜSIAD membership. Nonetheless, the organization manages to 

account for nearly 10 percent of GNP and, hence, clearly represented a potential challenge to the 

interests of the big business community. 

 MÜSIAD, on the economic plane, demanded the allocation of a larger share of government 

incentives and financial resources towards small and medium scale enterprises. In the political 

sphere, the association pushed for the enlargement of religious freedoms and in the process, 

challenged the secular character of the Turkish state. At least well into the 1990s, MÜSIAD, unlike 

its rival, was not explicitly concerned with issues relating to civil or individual rights. Unlike TÜSIAD 

which had an explicitly pro-Western orientation, the association during the peak of its influence 

resorted to a strong anti-Western rhetoric (39). Indeed, successful models of East Asian style 

capitalism constituted a primary reference point. The success of these models was interpreted as a 

sign that conservative communitarian values, as opposed to the predominantly individualistic ethics of 

the West could be a significant resource for economic development (40). Again very much in line 

with the basic stance of the Welfare Party, MÜSIAD, during the peak of its influence desired a 

reorientation of Turkey’s economic (and political) relations towards the Middle East and Islamic 

World in general. 

 This is not the place to enter into a long debate on secularism versus Islam which has deep 

historical roots in the Turkish modernization process (41). What is important to emphasize is that the 

intensification of the Islam versus secularism conflict during the 1990s embodied an explicit political 

economy dimension. Stated somewhat differently, intra-capital conflicts involving different segments 

of the business community was at the heart of what superficially appeared to be purely a super-

structural contest based on culture and identity. These intra-capital conflicts may also explain the 
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oscillations in TÜSIAD’s democratization agenda and some of the ambiguities underlying the 

association’s democratization project itself. Particularly striking in the latter context is the 

comparatively liberal attitude towards the Kurdish issue and the question of minority rights versus the 

rather tough stance taken in support of secularism against the Islamist opposition. It is interesting to 

note, however, that TÜSIAD leadership itself would deny the existence of intra-capital conflicts. 

When confronted with such questions in public, the typical reaction of the organization’s leadership 

is that the only meaningful distinction one can effectively make between different types of capital is 

between legitimate versus illegitimate business practices (42). According to TÜSIAD, a number of 

key MÜSIAD members have been guilty of illegitimate practices, involving, among other things, 

illegal fund raising operations as well as widespread tax evasion and participation in the underground 

economy. Not surprisingly, TÜSIAD has not opposed active repression by state against MÜSIAD 

in the context of the late 1990s.  

 We would concur with some of the key points made by TÜSIAD leadership concerning 

illegitimate practices on the part of certain businesses with an Islamist orientation, in the economic 

sphere. We would also endorse the proposition that secularism is a precondition for a democratic 

constitutional order. What is interesting for our purposes is that TÜSIAD needed the state to protect 

itself against this challenge which, in turn, tended to restrict its own ability to challenge the state and 

established boundaries of state-citizen relationship. One could go further and argue that TÜSIAD 

itself has failed to address effectively the type of economic issues, such as the relative neglect of 

small and medium scale firms as a part of the state, an issue which MÜSIAD in spite of inherent 

limitations of its democratic vision has effectively drawn attention to. 
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VI. BUSINESS AND DEMOCRACY IN THE AGE OF GLOBAL NEO-LIBERALISM: 

BROADER IMPLICATIONS OF THE TÜSIAD CASE 

It is the common experience of late industrializing countries that private business or the 

entrepreneurial class develops under the close guidance and influence of the state. The state 

provides a variety of subsidies and incentives for the nascent private sector and protects it through a 

variety of different mechanisms against external competition. During the early stages of 

industrialization and capital accumulation, private sector or the “bourgeoisie” is heavily dependent on 

the state and, hence, the state is very much the dominant partner in the relationship which forms the 

basis of the national developmentalism project. As private capital matures over time, however, and 

increasingly takes on the role of a global actor, it becomes progressively less dependent on the state 

as alternative means of access to finance become available such as participating in strategic alliances 

with transnational corporations or borrowing directly from banks. As private capital attains a certain 

level of maturity, it also starts to challenge its dependent status and its subordinate relationship with 

the state. Consequently, the push for democratization becomes an instrument for restraining the state 

and accomplishing a fundamental restructuring of the organic relationship between big business and 

the state, involving a redefinition of the scope and boundaries of state intervention. Stated somewhat 

differently, as big business establishes itself as a global actor, it demands a new type of state. What 

is required is a limited state which, nevertheless, is transparent, accountable and establishes the rule 

of law for all segments of capital and, hence, plays an instrumental role in creating a stable and 

predictable environment under which private capital may flourish. 

A domestic political economy explanation of the push for democratization on the part of big 

business is incomplete, however, in so far as it fails to take into account the powerful pressures 

stemming from different dimensions of globalization itself. The experience of TÜSIAD in Turkey 
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clearly provides support for the “maturity of capital” thesis. However, TÜSIAD’s emergence as a 

major force within the pro-democratization coalition in the 1990s needs to be explained also with 

reference to the instrumental role that democracy can play in terms of capitalizing on the potential 

economic benefits of globalization and EU membership. We may argue in hindsight that in the 

absence of such powerful sources of external stimuli, TÜSIAD’s push for democratization might 

have taken a much more subdued form and would probably be confined to the more economistic 

component of its reform of the state agenda. 

Shifting our attention away from the origins of big business’ push for democratization to its actual 

impact on the course of democratization itself, what seems to emerge points towards a rather 

paradoxical pattern. On a favorable note, TÜSIAD has perhaps been the most vocal force within 

civil society and possibly the polity at large in Turkey for pushing in the direction of the extension of 

civil and human rights as well as the establishment of a transparent and accountable state. The 

Association’s influence has been accentuated by its financial resources and superior organizational 

and mobilizational capacities compared with other business associations or other groups within civil 

society. Indeed, TÜSIAD’s lead in this respect has been closely followed by other business 

associations, including MÜSIAD, as well as agencies within the state as they have started to 

produce their own agendas for democratization towards the end of the decade (43).  

 This rather benign interpretation of TÜSIAD's role as a pro-democratization force needs to 

be qualified, however, in a number of important respects. One could argue that TÜSIAD has been 

more forthcoming on democracy than any other institution on Turkey simply because for most 

dissidents the price of opposition was quite high. TÜSIAD, by virtue of its privileged status with 

respect to the state, was by definition immune to the possibility of state repression. Indeed, on the 

negative side of the balance sheet, one could draw attention to certain inherent ambiguities in 
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TÜSIAD's approach to democratization. A striking example of such an ambiguity concerns the 

relatively liberal attitude adopted towards the issue of the cultural rights of the Kurdish population 

versus the comparatively tough stance taken on the interpretation of secularism and against the 

Islamist opposition. At no stage, for instance, did TÜSIAD oppose the closure of the Islamist 

Welfare Party in January 1998 on the grounds that party closure itself is something which is 

incompatible with the principles of liberal democracy. Furthermore, one should draw attention to the 

relatively subdued manner with which TÜSIAD has tried to carry out its democratization agenda 

following the publication of a rather radical report in 1997. In fact, concrete steps on the direction of 

accomplishing the democratization agenda such as offering support to dissidents or actively 

condemning the state for unnecessary acts of repression seem to be absent in the post-1997 

context. For an external observer, this obviously raises serious question marks concerning 

TÜSIAD's true democratic credentials.  

In retrospect, the ambivalent stance of TÜSIAD with respect to democratization may be 

explained by the fact that the dependence of big business on the state has not been totally eliminated. 

Many TÜSIAD members continue to benefit from clientelistic ties, state patronage and protection. A 

number of TÜSIAD members also have close links with the military which is an important economic 

actor in the Turkish context. Although their rhetoric suggests that they are interested in a more 

rational or better-governed state as well as greater privatization, there are numerous instances of 

TÜSIAD members appealing to various state institutions to defend their particular interests. It would 

be interesting, for example, to raise the question of how many TÜSIAD members have actually 

benefited from the socialization of their losses by the state in the context of recent bank failures. 

Hence, contradictory behavior may be discerned in TÜSIAD's approach to the issue of establishing 

an accountable state based on even application of laws and equal access to accurate information. A 
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serious problem facing Turkish business in recent years has been the overt attempt by large holding 

companies to acquire media companies for the explicit purpose of supporting other business 

ventures, diffusing false information about competitors and putting pressure on political actors to 

their bidding. This is not exactly the type of behavior that an organization interested in greater 

transparency ought to endorse. Stated somewhat differently, the charge of illegitimate business ethics 

or practices often leveled against MÜSIAD may also be directed towards certain TÜSIAD 

members themselves.  

These observations tend to highlight the inherent dilemma that an organization such as 

TÜSIAD faces. Whilst long-term interests of TÜSIAD members are in the direction of establishing a 

more accountable state and better governance, concrete steps in this direction are often nor 

welcomed by many individual members given their continued dependence on state resources. This 

observations also implies that it might be highly misleading to view TÜSIAD as a unitary actor given 

the wide variations that exist in its membership profile not only in terms of the degree of dependence 

on the state but also on the basis of other key attributes such as degree of external market 

orientation and belonging to a younger or older generation category.  

The question of EU membership once again becomes a crucial consideration in this context. 

The prospect of EU membership is undoubtedly a major catalyst in overcoming TÜSIAD's inherent 

ambiguities. To the extent that TÜSIAD members are keen to proceed on this path they are likely to 

push the state to democratize itself. Whilst the EU constitutes a powerful external anchor, two 

important qualifications need to be highlighted. Firstly, on EU membership, there are certain divisions 

within TÜSIAD and the Turkish community itself although the degree of disagreement has become 

much less visible in recent years. Secondly and far more significant is the strength of the signals 

provided by the EU for the eventual Turkish membership. If for a variety of reasons such signals 
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tend to be subdued or ambiguous, this also creates disincentives for business associations like 

TÜSIAD to push seriously in the direction of democratic openings.     

Perhaps, on a more fundamental note, one of the paradoxes of democratization in the age of 

global neo-liberalism is that democracy seems to entail an expansion of certain types of individual 

rights, such as “property rights” and “civil and human rights” and contraction of other types of rights 

such as “social rights”. This general tendency is also reflected in TÜSIAD’s approach to 

democratization in the Turkish context. A close inspection suggests that there is little concrete 

reference to the problem of pronounced income inequality, both interclass and inter regional, which 

constitutes one of the major ills of the Turkish society (44). Indeed, there is little room for income 

redistribution and the provision of social safety nets in TÜSIAD’s vision of the optimal state. This 

raises the rather profound question of whether it is possible to talk meaningfully about the extension 

of civil and human rights and recognition of different identities if such recognition does not result in a 

corresponding capacity for claiming a larger share of public resources or the material benefits 

available. In other words, we might be observing the emergence of a model of “democracy without 

citizenship”. In such a model there is no serious threat to the problem to the position of business in 

society, but at the same time within a significantly compressed public space there is no room for the 

effective participation of the vast majority of the population either (45). Perhaps this constitutes the 

single most important criticism that can be leveled at TÜSIAD style democracy, a criticism which, in 

turn, has greater applicability to the type of democracy which seems to be emerging under global 

neo-liberalism in general. 

 

VII. CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 
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Democratic vision of the entrepreneurs in Turkey is shaped under the influence of domestic 

as well as powerful international or global factors. On the international front, while the crystallizing 

rules and norms of global neo-liberalism necessitate a certain type of democracy in order not to be 

deprived of the benefits of globalization, the European Union, and economic benefits associated with 

full membership of this Union, as a second powerful anchor, forces TÜSIAD to actively push for 

democracy. On the domestic front, to be better able to consolidate its status and power inside the 

national borders and escape from the authoritarian surveillance of the state, big business wants to 

restrict the state by the force of (rule of) law and democracy. Nonetheless, democracy, as 

understood by big business, besides being a tool to restrict the state, should also be instrumental in 

preventing possible threats to the position of big business in society arising from popular groups or 

other segments of capital. From a normative standpoint, a favorable outcome of these developments 

concerns a significant push on the part of big business towards the extension of individual rights, 

especially in the domains of civil and human rights. 

 This new understanding of democracy is certainly not specific to the Turkish big business. 

By contrast, it spreads with a considerable speed as the norms and codes of neo-liberal ideology as 

well as economic practice spread, by acquiring a truly global status. Therefore, ‘democracy’, 

originating from the logic of market and working in accordance with the requirements of the global 

neo-liberalism, becomes more a matter of procedure to justify, consolidate and regulate the 

existence and ideology of the market, whilst at the same time resulting in a certain expansion of 

individual and civil rights. The ‘losers’ of a market oriented system, or a globalized capital, in this 

new democracy, will have limited rights or alternatives to stand against, at least within the contours 

of the nation state, the serious threats, posed by neo-liberal globalization.   
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