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As early general elections in Turkey approach, all too familiar comments about the nature of these elections are becoming more and more common. Many have already started to claim that these elections are critical, and that the country is approaching a turning point in history and that we are bound to face very surprising results. Like all past elections, the approaching one has many peculiar characteristics. Since its results are likely to shape the next few years of the country and thus constitute a serious institutional constraint on what is attainable and what is likely to change, it is consequential like all others. Elections are also, by definition, full of surprises and Turkish electoral history has plenty of stupefying examples. For those who follow Turkish politics closely these are hardly novelties. However, I would agree that this election has the potential to turn into a crucial one for it may mark the end of politics, as we know it. Ideologically, it may be the end of centre politics in Turkey and solidify the end of centrist parties and an almost total elimination of a generation of centrist politicians from the political scene for at least the next few years. The turning point may become a reality if the winners of the election are those opposing Turkey’s bid for full membership in the EU. The likely winners may not only carry the seeds for ending the Turkish modernisation project aiming to integrate with Europe. They may also be aiming to change the nature of Turkey’s long, albeit interrupted, democratic tradition by adding to it unprecedentedly high dozes of irresponsible populism in social and economic policies, revitalised pro-Islamist reactionism and a push for private business gains through access to or effective control of the executive office. Its effects felt in domestic and foreign policy changes and nuances, the outcome of the up-coming elections may thus mean the end of politics, as we know it in Turkey. 

Should we be surprised by election surprises?

Without going further back in electoral history one should remember the sour surprise in the aftermath of 1977 elections when the then rising electoral power of CHP remained 13 seats short of an absolute majority in the parliament. The unstable years that followed the 1977 elections could perhaps be avoided if, as many expected before the elections, an absolute majority could then unite behind Ecevit’s CHP. Late 1970s witnessed many lives being lost in anarchy, sectarian and ethnic divisions taking deeper root in Turkish society. Within nearly three years of the 1977 election a military regime was in place uprooting first of all many generations’ accumulation of political party traditions by banning and intimidating their elites, changing the liberal constitution with a more restrictive one, and thoroughly reshaping the party and election laws. However, the military junta was bound for yet another electoral surprise in 1983 elections when their favoured party under the leadership of ex-general Turgut Sunalp fell below the then dynamic Motherland Party (Anavatan Partisi-ANAP) of Turgut Özal. 

The future of the country was effectively reshaped and the liberal market oriented development mandate of ANAP that remained in power until 1991 was approved in, once again, a surprising fashion. Surprise hit the country yet again in 1994 municipal elections when the pro-Islamists’ rising power became apparent. In the aftermath of the so-called “post-modern” military intervention during the infamous 28th of February 1997 National Security Council meeting, the pro-Islamist Welfare Party (Refah Partisi-RP) and centrist True Path Party (Doğru Yol Partisi-DYP) coalition had to resign. The shifting electoral tide has pushed the Democratic Left Party (Demokratik Sol Parti-DSP) and the Nationalist Action Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi-MHP) into a coalition that still is de jure in power with their third minor partner ANAP. DSP and MHP combined were at 22.8% of the vote in 1995 and MHP remained out of the parliament with 8.2% of the vote. However, contrary to many expectations MHP more than doubled its vote share in 1999 reaching nearly 18% while Ecevit’s DSP performed once again below expectations yet obtained the largest share with 22.2%. 

In short, Turkish electoral scene is full of many surprises. All elections are critical since the future depends on their outcomes. Like in all elections, uncertainty in Turkish elections is perhaps the key defining characteristic. However, unlike many other democracies, Turkish electoral behaviour is surprisingly under studied. We lack not only a theoretical framework within which to interpret electoral developments. We also lack long-term scientifically designed empirical analyses of the voter behaviour. What makes them go to the election booth? What makes them choose a certain party? Why are they so volatile in their party preferences? To what degree do they acquire critical information concerning parties, candidates and their policy promises? Are they committed to democratic principles despite their nationalist and pro-Islamist leanings? All of these and related questions impede our thorough understanding of Turkish electoral dynamics. As such, prediction may nevertheless be possible. However, such predictions will be devoid of any explanation and reflect only a fortuneteller’s luck. Below I will first try to summarise the salient characteristics of the Turkish electoral politics, underline the uncertainties in our understanding of Turkish electoral behaviour and build a number of arguments some of which border being a fortuneteller’s speculations. However, given lack of solid data on electoral behaviour I see no better way of looking into the future.

A smorgasbord of party system characteristics and vote determinants in Turkey

Looking at the Turkish electoral scene a few weeks before the November 2002 elections and trying to foresee what lies beyond, one should keep in mind the following macro characteristics of the post-1980 Turkish party system. First of all, the electoral preferences reflected in election outcomes are very volatile. On average it seems nearly 20% of the electorate changes its preferences from one party to another in two consecutive elections. Although in the early 1980s this was primarily due to changing menu of parties for at least the last two elections in 1995 and 1999 we observe that the electorate shifts form one party to another for reasons other than non-availability of a previously available party. The extent of these shifts from one party to another is often described but its underlying reasons are left unexplored. Given the present day polling clues and expectations concerning the impact of continuing economic crisis on party preferences, it should be hardly surprising that a similar if not higher level of volatility compared to 1999 preferences are to be realized in November 2002.

The Turkish party system of the post-1980s is also increasingly fragmented. Despite the very limiting 10% nation-wide electoral support for getting representation in the parliament, more and more parties are able to attract voters’ support in elections and ultimately winning representation. This is usually achieved by splits in parties after elections. Factions that could not get 10% nation-wide support first get in on a party list and then follows a separate route afterwards as an independent or a representative of a smaller party. In other words, parties could get people in the parliament within a unified umbrella but can not keep them under the same umbrella for long since their inner party democratic character does not allow for within party fractions but rather pushes them out to seek voice as outsiders. However, besides the fragmentation in the parliament, increasing fragmentation in election preferences is also observed. Many experts have claimed that the electorate could in all likelihood unite the fragmented system behind one or two major parties and thus reduce fragmentation in November 2002. This expectation would have been valid if there were no social, economic, ethnic, sectarian and thus regional differences in electoral preferences dominating the election results in Turkey. Over the past nearly half a century it has always been the local and regional factors rather than national ones that shaped the election results. It would be a real surprise if this general trend changed in November 2002. Consequently, fragmentation is likely to remain high despite relatively increased focus on one or two parties.

The election system with 10% nation-wide support required to gain representation consistently kept 14 to 19 percent of the electorate unrepresented in the parliament since 1987.  The largest share of the unrepresented votes occurred in 1987 (19.8%) leaving the centrist DSP as well as right of the centre MHP and RP out of the parliament. In 1991, the pre-election coalition between the RP and MHP kept the unrepresented votes at a bare minimum. However, in 1995 the two extreme ends of the Kurdish issue, that is MHP and the ethnic Kurdish People’s Democracy Party (Halkın Demokrasi Partisi-HADEP), remained out of the parliament with total unrepresented votes reaching 14.4%. In 1999, MHP got in and this time CHP remained out of the parliament while 19% of the votes cast not getting represented. Given the fact that no large pre-election coalitions have been formed before November 2002 and the persistent fragmentation in preferences, it is quite likely that a large portion of the electorate would remain unrepresented in the parliament after the November 2002 elections. However, as claimed by some, would this portion double the nearly 20% unrepresented voters in the past remains to be seen. 

Another important pattern that emerges from the aggregate data is a high correlation between incumbent party’s or coalition’s electoral support and the performance of the economy during its tenure. In other words, the worst (better) the economy performs during inter-election periods, the largest is the drop (gain) in the electoral support for the party or coalition that is responsible for this performance. Not surprisingly, we also observe a great deal of effort on the part of the incumbents to manipulate the economic policy tools in such a way as to please their target constituencies. Reflections of these manipulations are typically observed in agricultural support prices, government employment and salary raises, delay of price increases in goods and services controlled by the public sector. Typically, however, incumbents fail to stay in power and only get the economic balances worsen. Such manipulations in the economy have become very difficult under the present economic austerity program. However, intricate public bidding and spending arrangements that may be realized before elections and in such a way as to support a certain party constituency is always possible. 

Underlying these macro characteristics are a number of micro individual level findings that surface in scarce survey research on vote determinants. Over the past nearly two decades we see a consistent shift of voters from centrist left-right ideological positions to extreme-right end of the spectrum. Beyond single dimensional analyses, individual preferences seem to reflect two dimensions that command the ideological competition in the Turkish party system. The first and the relatively more dominant dimension is the secularist vs. pro-Islamist cleavage. It is noteworthy that this cleavage largely overlaps with the centre vs. periphery formations in Turkish politics and also the left and the right wing orientations similar in many respects to the Western European traditions. The second dimension is the ethnic based nationalist cleavage placing the Turkish and Kurdish identities as opposed to one another. On the first dimension, as an individual becomes more religious in terms of attitudes, behaviour and worship practice as well as self-perception, we observe an increasing tendency to support a distinct group of pro-Islamist parties. Declining religiosity of the same variants also differentiates the voters’ tendency to support center-left parties of strict secularist policy preferences. Similarly on the second dimension, nationalistic attitudes and feelings concerning not only the Kurdish issue but also the EU membership and Copenhagen criteria that binds these issues together differentiate an individual’s likelihood of support for the right-wing parties. In other words, despite the fact that EU remains an obscure and technical issue for most Turkish voters, the Copenhagen criteria and the legislative arrangements that is required to meet them concerning the abolishment of death penalty and minority rights provide a convenient anchor for the nationalist circles to hang on to and exploit a nationalist eurosceptic rhetoric to their advantage.
The heart of political competition thus seems to be shaped around pro-Islamism and secularism blended with varying dozes of Turkish nationalism. While the overwhelming majority of the Turkish electorate is located around ideological orientations that reflect these issues, the traditionally state centred Turkish left is still quite distant to such argumentation. The two important minority groups that overlap in some geographic locations of the country, that is the Alevi and the Kurdish communities seem isolated on the Turkish ideological map. While HADEP/DEHAP undertakes the representation of the Kurdish constituency, CHP, still seems the closest party to the Alevis. The Sunni pro-Islamist AKP and SP are the most distant party to the Alevi constituencies. 

The rising disenchantment of the electorate from the existing parties is also evident in this picture. For a long period of time various commercial and academic surveys revealed that a large segment of the voters not only are undecided as to which party to vote but an equally large segment simply refused to vote for any one of the available parties. The negative affection or simple anger is evident among this group of electorate. The inability of the governments to respond to emergency needs even in the aftermath of the devastating earthquakes in 1999 and the following economic crisis obviously occupy an important place beneath the popular anger towards politicians and politics at large. The Turkish electorate seems simply unhappy with their lives and outraged with the inability of the politicians to deliver satisfactory policies to counteract these tendencies.

Given the potentially chaotic economic crisis in the country, the inherent stability of the Turkish ideological orientations could change. Where to, in that case, would the alienated masses move? Would a leader having some business credentials mobilize them or would they be attracted by a traditionally centrist party or yet by another pro-Islamist? Would the cumulative disenchantment of the masses with the inability of the parties to respond to the basic needs and expectations of the electorate lead to an abandonment of the centrist tendencies? How fast would this movement to one of the extreme ends be? How would the existing parties and the powerful state bureaucracy react to these developments? Answers to these questions remain to be born out of impending developments. Below, I intend to speculate on possible developments on the basis of the above initial analyses.
A critical turning point?

In order to assess whether the approaching election is potentially a turning point in Turkish electoral history, we need to contextualise these elections a bit further. The most important contextual factor concerns the impact of the deep economic crisis that devastated the country for the last nearly two years. Many have stressed the peculiar white-collar nature of this latest crisis. However, no matter how striking an impact could the white collar constituencies might have gotten from this economic crisis, it is very likely to fade in comparisons to the impact the peripheral blue collar and informal sector masses had to endure. Unlike the centrist white-collar tendencies the peripheral groups are now very much open to populist promises with a nationalist or pro-Islamist character. Paradoxically, there seem no credible funds that could be allocated as a remedy to the problems of these impoverished masses. Given these economic constraints and availability of masses open for populist exploitation, it seems that established parties who had undertaken responsibility of running the economy could not credibly go after populist masses. It remains to be seen if the newer ones could attract voters by simply offering them the impossible heaven on earth.  

 

Another important contextual observation concerns the developments on the EU front. Despite large popular support for the EU and the early August legislation for satisfying the Copenhagen criteria, it seems increasingly probable that a date for the start of accession negotiations is not likely to result from next December EU meetings in Copenhagen. A negative recommendation by the EU commission for the start of negotiations obviously has an important impact on the election campaign. Not because the EU is an important issue in the election, but because it is convenient for the nationalist parties to use it as yet another source of alienation for their target masses. This helps fortify a concept of an “evil other” for their target masses to canalise their anger. 

May the Brussels circles also be taking the rising nationalist sentiment in the country as given and reacting to a likelihood of an anti-EU coalition winning the elections? It seems that such an early reaction could only be a self-fulfilling prophecy. If a negative recommendation and ultimate likelihood of a no-start of negotiation becomes apparent, the nationalist circles will do everything in their power to portray this as a slap on the face of Turkey and use it effectively in their last few weeks of campaigning. As a result, the success of an anti-EU coalition will become more likely. More importantly the pro-EU coalition would have very little in their hands to counter act such a strategy. Effectively this EU decision may significantly reshape or consolidate the outcome of the approaching elections in favor of the anti-EU parties. 

 

Unlike the past two elections, the media is not banned to publish election predictions in this campaign period. What is surprising is that despite the lifting of this ban, there are still very few and credible predictions published in the media. What is available now show that as of the 21st of September only three (AKP, CHP and the Young Party (Genc Parti-GP)), perhaps four (with the addition of DYP) parties are likely to pass the 10% threshold. We unfortunately know next to nothing about the technical details of these polling results other than their director who seems to have an established record in 1999 elections. What these polling results have newly brought to our knowledge are the following. First, AKP seem to have a secure lead over CHP. Second, CHP’s appeal seems to have hit a ceiling of about 15 to 18 percent in the aftermath of Kemal Dervis joining the party. Third, among the other centrist parties only DYP seem to have some chance of getting represented in the next parliament. Fourth, MHP may be the only survivor from the incumbent coalition. Fifth, and perhaps most striking is the unavoidable rise of the GP.

 

The first one of these is not at all surprising since from the very first days of AKP, the polls have consistently shown that they led the rest of the pack with a comfortable margin. Given the effective elimination of its leader Tayyip Erdogan from the election, it is not surprising to see this margin preserved. Many have commented on the appeal of the underdog for the Turkish electorate. However, there is a fine line between exploiting this underdog image to one’s advantage and crossing the boundary of being a credible deliverer of patronage promises. If Erdogan and friends signal too much of a confrontation with the secularist state, then the electorate is very likely to read through this development as an indication of rising likelihood for remaining unable to either come or simply remain in power necessary for the delivery of patronage to the supporters. Moreover, Erdogan’s confrontational tactic may simply be the beginning of the end for his party. If a closure case is again opened against the party then patronage-seeking vote is again likely to shift to another party. 

 

At one point in early Summer 2002, electoral appeal of Dervis was seen equivalent to any one of the then competing parties. However, as the summer progressed and the campaign went underway, the choices made by Dervis at a number of critical junctures seem to have disillusioned many. First came his distancing from the New Turkey Party (Yeni Turkiye Partisi-YTP). Despite his damage control efforts, in the minds of the Turkish voters this may have remained as simply too slick a move. Next came the much-expected new face of his new party of choice; that is CHP. Now that Dervis was once and for all broken away from YTP, the CHP leadership need not take, neither Dervis nor his obscure team for transforming the party organisation towards a more inclusive new path. Since Dervis’s team, if it existed, remained in the shadow until then, no significant newcomers joined them and CHP continued to project an image of an old and well-known and unchanged party of the left. Whatever Dervis could offer to CHP thus remained largely undelivered and this seems to be reflected in the polling results. 

 

More importantly, the calculus of a huge Dervis effect pushing CHP to the top of Turkish preferences might have been wrong from the very beginning. If this election is about the economic crisis, corruption and clumsiness in Ankara to come to the rescue of angry masses, Dervis might not have had much to offer from the very beginning. The financial panic might have ended nearly after 18 month of his tenure in Ankara. However, the so-called, formal and informal real sector, seem to have not yet felt this improvement at all. His image as a “World Bank man” could not easily sell among an increasingly angry nationalist and alienated pro-Islamist electorate. If the election is about the future of the economy then Dervis needed to project a new fresh team of experienced specialists in the CHP lists, which he also did not get. No matter how convincing one might be in a TV interview setting, handshakes in mass meeting and ability to lead and canalise demands and anger of the masses might still be the name of the game in Turkish electoral politics. Dervis might just be a misfit into such a game.

 

DYP seems so far to have followed a survival strategy very effectively. Ciller has effectively pacified his potential challenger Mehmet Ali Bayar by convincing him to join DYP list in the Aegean province İzmir. Similar coalition building with the right-of-the centre leader like the son of the legendary leader of the MHP Alpaslan Turkes, Tugrul Turkes who is on DYP list in the Central Anatolian province Kayseri could also help DYP maintain some credible electoral base. However, facing the challenge of the populist nationalists and pro-Islamists, does the DYP have any credible offer for the masses remains to be seen.

 

MHP seem the only coalition partner that still maintains some electoral vitality. Using the coalition as a cover for shifting the responsibility of economic crisis and inability to deliver promises to their constituency, MHP seems to hold its ground. The surprising passage of the EU package from the parliament in early August also seems to have helped revitalise MHP’s nationalist rhetoric. MHP uses this issue to create an electoral base mobilised around euroscepticism. However, even within its own party constituency an overwhelming majority seems to support EU membership. So, it may be the case that while patriotic constituencies are still pro-EU, MHP is pushing the rhetoric favoured by a minority of nationalists within its ranks. In order to gain the upper hand in this strategy MHP needs the rejection of the EU to revitalize its constituency on the basis of the EU issue. Then they could point their finger to Europe. Despite the rejection of their appeal at the Constitutional Court for halting the execution of the EU package, MHP is the only party that pushed this line and they will be tempted to exploit this issue at its limit.

 

Ever since the publication of a polling result on the 30th of September the big surprise of the November election has started to unmake itself. To the surprise of many, the Young Party (Genc Parti-GP) of Cem Uzan, a prominent businessman, seem to be above the 10% threshold and thus potentially is one of the three or four parties that may gain seats. The character of GP is full of tenets that may cause a loss of appetite for the followers of Turkish politics. GP is a typical one-man show. It is hard to remember anyone other than its leader from the party. The campaign is a slick commercial show using Uzan’s TV and radio stations, as well as cellular phone network, which is in direct violation of the law of political campaigns. Uzan’s speeches are full of irresponsible populist promises. Among these the following are noticeable: i. Increasing the number of provinces from 81 to 250, ii. 200 square meter state owned land to be given to every family, iii. Cheap credits for every family to be paid back in 30 years, iv. Distribution of all primary and secondary school books for free, v. Abolishing VAT on foodstuff, vi. No tax on minimum wage and an overall reduction of taxes, vii. Higher support prices for agriculture. Some among these like no taxes on minimum wage is shared by MHP and DYP. Uzan’s promise of a university for every province is matched by DYP and even surpassed by promising of new ones in provinces that already have one university. It seems however, that once this bidding game is started, others, especially DYP’s Tansu Ciller is also pushed to follow suit with her own version of populism like promising a tractor for every farmer, overturning the state banks for agriculture and small merchants to their “real owners” that is the farmers and the small merchants. Obviously, leaving aside the economic and social rationale, or lack thereof, none of these promises can be realized within the austerity program currently in place. To what degree do the masses believe in them and prepare to vote accordingly remains to be seen. However, for a large enough number of voters these simply may mean that the leaders in question “care about them” and that they “intend to do something about their suffering”. Any sophisticated rational argument as to their attainability in the presently available resources is too complicated for these target constituencies.

 

These populist promises are blended with anti-establishment rhetoric reminding Ross Perot of the USA and Sylvio Berlusconi of Italy. Especially Uzan, and to some degree Erdogan, turn their campaign speeches into a ceremony of hatred expression against the establishment and the government where masses are asked to repeat certain slogans and make populist pledges out loud. The masses seem to have been gathered first by free meals or distributions of other gimmicks. Like all its competitors, campaign finances of GP remains largely non-transparent. Uzan’s campaign spending seems to be financed by his own personal wealth which remains largely blemished. 

 

If these findings concerning the increase of GP support among the electorate are for real, there seem only a limited number of sources for its rising support. One is the increasingly frustrated and nationalist young voters, who have chosen to vote predominantly for MHP in 1999. As such GP is certainly carving into the MHP constituency. By adopting an anti-establishment populist rhetoric GP is also certainly aiming to attract potential AKP voters as well as many of the disillusioned voters hit by the economic crisis, who might have previously voted for ANAP and DSP which may be currently signaling to their past constituencies that they may remain out of the parliament. Thus, instead of wasting their votes and also protesting against the establishment, these people may be turning toward GP.

 

End of politics as we know it?

Young, successful and very rich businessmen who likes to lecture publicly and aiming for a political role is not new in the Turkish politics. Besim Tibuk of the present day Liberal Party and Cem Boyner of the New Democracy Movement of the 1995 elections are two of the most recent examples. Both seem to fade in comparison to the money they spent in their campaigns in comparison to Cem Uzan. GP is in indeed very young as an organization and seem to aim at buying off enough number of votes to guarantee them some seats in the parliament and thus gain the protection of parliamentary immunity. Ironically, Uzan vehemently argues that parliamentary immunity should be lifted immediately to deal with corrupt politicians. Many find this particular promise quite unbelievable and see this as a survival tactic from a number of tainted business deals and investigations. If these allegations materialize we might also see attempts to capitalize on the political influence GP might bring in the large businesses Uzan family runs. Their competitors in the media, energy, cellular phone and other sectors would then have to devise their political strategies to counteract such openings. Thus for the first time a wealthy businessman would gain open influence in Ankara thru a populist mandate. It is very hard to predict what this development might lead to in the parliamentary dynamics, business-state relations, functioning of the judiciary and Turkey’s relations with EU and the international financial circles. 

 

Together with AKP and GP, the right-of center parties might capture a very comfortable majority in the parliament. How would CHP and possibly DYP react to these two parties in the parliament is also largely unknown. Would they try to co-opt them into a coalition or would they try to totally ignore them by remaining uncooperative? The post-election coalition negotiations might be more complicated than the picture we seem to face today even given the uncertainty of the elections. All of these, of course, assume that there will not be a single party securing a majority in the parliament. So far, there is no indication of such a development. There are still more than three weeks to the election day. Many things could change in those three weeks. However, a single party, obtaining majority still seems the least likely development to expect. In case this likelihood materializes, it most likely to create a single party AKP government which again will have all the risks so far pointed out concerning populism and then an increased pressure to cater to pro-Islamist sensitivities under their first full control of the executive office. Since such a scenario is bound to be realized with a vote considerably less than 50%, any move on the sensitive issues is bound to bring legitimacy of the AKP government on to the public agenda. 

 

November 2002 elections are almost certain to eliminate some of the centrist politicians from the near future of Turkish politics. Among these, Bulent Ecevit has already commented, even before the votes are cast, that he might seek partial retirement next spring. The likelihood of yet another large collapse of the center may also mean that none of the parties, with the possible exception of DYP and partial supporter AKP, who have voted for the EU package of the early August might survive the next election. Despite the recent decision of the Supreme Court that support these legislative changes there still remains some possibility of the new parliament having to deal with a revisionist agenda. As pointed out above, such a development might actually depend more on the outcome of the Copenhagen meeting.

 

In short, a much weaker center in the parliament and a populist right-of-center occupying the winning position, the agenda of the post-election period is more likely to be one very prone to creating a number of crises. One likely crisis is an uneasy relationship between the executive office, where AKP and GP might have a dominant influence, and the President who is known to be a liberal secularist. Another, very much dependent on the choices of the populist parties concerning reactionary Islamic sensitivities around issues like the headscarf ban in universities and support of Palestinian cause at the expense of Israel’s security concerns is likely to arise in the National Security Council setting with the military. Yet, another possibility of a crisis concerns populist initiatives in economic policy that will be closely monitored by the international as well as the domestic financial circles. In case GP succeeds to secure seats in the parliament, a polarization is likely to take place in the Turkish media, which is controlled presently by Uzan’s competitors. Such a polarization is likely to affect many other sectors in the Turkish business community. 

 

What remains to be seen is whether the real life concerns of the layman on the street will find some more central role than just being reduced to a mobilizing applause source in more and more frightening campaign meetings with mass pledges. In all likelihood however, all that is foreseeable indicate that politics as we got used to will no longer be the same in the aftermath of November 2002 elections.
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