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ABSTRACT Identity politics was one of the major dynamics in shaping the
results of both the June 7 and November 1, 2015 general elections in
Turkey. The parties that were affiliated with Kurdish and Turkish ethno-
nationalism, the HDP and the MHD, increased their votes significantly
in the June 7 elections. The AK Party was able to pull some of those votes
back in November elections. The HDP tried to transform itself from being
a regional or ethnic Kurdish party into a national party relevant to all of
Turkey. The PKK’s goal of becoming an influential regional actor in the
Middle East hindered the HDP’s goal, thus leading to a decline of HDP
votes in November elections. CHP remained as the favorite party of Alevi
voters by a wide margin despite some challenge from HDP.

major dynamic in shaping the results of both the June 7 and Novem-

ber 1, 2015 general elections in Turkey. The political stalemate in the
aftermath of the June 7 elections was also attributed to the significant impact
of the identity politics on the outcome.! Economy, public policy issues and
Turkey’s turbulent foreign policy, as well as debates on switching to a presi-
dential system from a parliamentary one, were important themes discussed in
the pre-election campaign. Identity related positions of the competing parties
played a significant role in shaping the preferences of the electorate. The elec-
torate is fragmented into four main identity lines in Turkey: Turkish and Kurd-
ish nationalists, secular left and conservative/Islamist. In the November elec-
tions the deadlock, attributed to the use of identity politics, was surpassed* yet
the legacy of this ideology seems set to be a major issue in the coming years.
This study examines the effect identity politics had on the June and November
2015 general elections in Turkey.

M ost analysts of Turkish politics agree that “identity politics” was a
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The November 1, 2015 While the parties that are predom-

. . . . inantly affiliated with Turkish and
elections did not fix the Identlty Kurdish nationalism increased their

related frag mentation yet it votes,” support for center right and

pUSh ed forward a new ag enda center left parties. declined in the
June elections leading to a hung par-

in which the issues of security liament.* Parties adjusted their cam-

and economic stability were paign strategies accordingly for the
priori tized November elections however the

results were not in line with those
from June.’ The main concern of the
November elections was whether the AK Party could achieve a majority in the
parliament and so be able to form a single party government. The second issue
was whether the political polarization on the axis of pro and anti AK Party gov-
ernment, that have continued since the Gezi Protests of 2014 and which further
escalated after the June elections, would be abated after the November elections.

With regard to the first problem AK Party managed to overcome its challenge
and regained the parliamentary majority with 317 MPs. It is still early to make
definitive judgments about the cessation of political polarization but especially
in the electoral domain the Turkish electorate decided to increase its support
for the two larger parties. Smaller and more ideologically motivated parties
were the main losers of the November elections.

The AK Party struggled to transform the overall campaign strategy that was
focused on macro issues such as switching into a presidential system and
macro economic stability into a campaign that was mostly focused on issues of
economic re-distribution, economic stability, youth employment and security.®
The other parties did not make substantial changes in their campaign strate-
gies between the two elections and the Turkish electorate responded against
the centrifugal tendencies of ethnic polarization and increased their support
to AK Party. In total two major parties —~AK Party and CHP- received three
quarters of the votes, whereas MHP and HDP lost in total 6,8 points (4,39
from MHP and 2,36 from HDP) from their vote shares, which corresponds to
a quarter of their total votes in comparison to June elections. The rise and the
decline of votes to nationalist parties —both Turkish and Kurdish- within such
a short period of time needs to be considered as the two sides of the same coin
rather than two independent trends.

Fragmentation and polarization along the lines of identity was one of the rea-
sons behind the failure to establish a coalition government after the June 7
elections. If this had not been the case, it would have been easier for the party
leaders to negotiate and find a middle ground for their policy differences.” The
November 1, 2015 elections did not fix the identity related fragmentation yet
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it pushed forward a new agenda in which the issues of security and economic
stability were prioritized. It is therefore crucial to understand the prevailing
identity dynamics of the Turkish electoral landscape.

Identity Dynamics of the June 7 and November 1 Elections

In terms of shaping the June election there were three major questions related
to identity politics which continued to be important in November. The first
question was whether the HDP would be able to transform itself from being a
regional or ethnic Kurdish party into a national party relevant to all of Turkey.
The second question was whether the Alevi votes would continue to be con-
centrated with the CHP, or the process of gradual shift towards HDP® would
lead to diversification of Alevi voter preferences. The third question was about
the distribution of conservative votes. How the AK Party and the MHP would
position themselves in their competition over conservative right wing voters in
the central, northern and western parts of the country was an important issue.
Similarly whether the AK Party would regain the support of conservative Kurd-
ish voters in the east and southeast of Turkey from the HDP was also a crucial
concern in both elections. These last two questions were even more important
for determining the results of the November elections for the AK Party when
it regained its majority in the Turkish Parliament mainly due to its success in
convincing conservative Turkish nationalists. The AK Party was even more suc-
cessful in regaining the support of the conservative Kurdish voters, managing to
increase its vote percentages substantively in some cities in the east and south-
east of the country. AK Party increased its votes by more than ten points in Igdir
(20 percent), Sanlurfa (18 percent), Bingol (18 percent), Erzurum (16 percent),
Elazig (14 percent), Bitlis (13 percent), Agr1 (11 percent), Batman (10 percent)
and Mus (9 percent). It also took the place of HDP as the leading party in the
November elections in the eastern border cities of Kars and Ardahan.

The efforts of the HDP to appeal to the entire Turkish electorate, which they
call “Tiirkiyelilesmek” and the diversification of Alevi political representation,
is expected to affect the policies of other parties in the coming years. This
transformation continues to put pressure on the governing AK Party, which
has been having difficulty in attracting voters from the younger generation’
and is facing serious challenges, especially in its policies related to the Kurds.'
The main opposition party CHP’s voter base is stuck between 23 to 28 percent
and its image of being a party supported by older, affluent, urban and secular
Turks, living in Turkey’s coastal areas, has put a serious pressure for change on
the party.!' CHP’s slightly fluctuating but structurally stagnant voter base is a
problem for the party leadership with its total vote percentages in the last three
parliamentary general elections only reaching 25.9 percent (2011), 25 percent
(June 2015) and 25.3 percent (November 2015).
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HDP’s Dilemma: “Tiirkiyelilesmek”" or “Middle Easternization”

HDP struggled to appeal to the entire Turkish electorate via a language of stra-
tegic opposition to President Recep Tayyip Erdogan starting with the August
2014 presidential election campaign. Their campaign was based on a blend of
Kurdish ethno-nationalism in the eastern and south-eastern regions of Turkey
and an antagonism towards the President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in the rest of
Turkey. Its campaign was successful insofar as it overcame the challenge of a 10
percent national threshold in the June and November elections, yet this does
not necessarily mean that the party reached its objective of “Tiirkiyelilesmek”.

The PKK’s strategic priority shifted towards becoming an influential regional
actor in the Middle East within the power vacuum that emerged with the weak-
ening of the Assad Regime in Syria. The HDP’s claim of “Tiirkiyelislesmek”
was overshadowed by the re-ignition of PKK violence in July 2015 with the
leaders of the party unable to distance themselves from the PKK’s attacks. The
HDP’s co-chairpersons, Selahattin Demirtas and Figen Yiiksekdag, instead
declared their support for the Demokratik Toplum Kongresi (Democratic Civil
Congress) DTK’s quest for “democratic autonomy” (demokratik ozerklik) and
“self-government” (6z yonetim) on December 27, 2015.” The claim that HDP
is pursuing a policy of “Tiirkiyelilesmek” is further challenged by the ongoing
clashes between the PKK and the Turkish security forces.

In the June elections, AK Party lost their majority in the parliament predomi-
nantly because they lost the support of Kurds to HDP and Turkish nationalists
to MHP." The support for AK Party from the Kurds declined not only in the
east and southeast of Turkey but also in the big urban conurbations of Istanbul,
[zmir and Adana. The peace process or “Solution Process” played a pivotal role
in this transformation which was used by HDP and some unofficial networks
related to the PKK to consolidate their position as the legitimate representative
of Kurds in Turkey. Conversely nationalist Turks were disturbed by the ongo-
ing peace process with the PKK thus switching their allegiances to the MHP.

Until its collapse, with the re-ignition of PKK attacks in July 2015," the Kurd-
ish peace process (¢oziim siireci) was a promising story that had the potential
to re-structure Turkish politics entirely. Peace processes are often complicated
and fragile processes and parties learn a lot from their previous experiences,
especially mistakes and successes.'® Elections are, by their nature, not the best
time for ongoing peace processes, because social and political polarization bet-
ter serves the interests of political leaders trying to consolidate their votes. The
peace process however has not been ruined, but it was stalled during the elec-
tion campaign. Unfortunately in the immediate aftermath of the first election
(in late July) a fresh wave of violence broke-out, signifying the end of the peace
process. Three important developments: increasing expectations of the Kurd-

108 INSIGHT TURKEY



IDENTITY DYNAMICS OF THE JUNE AND NOVEMBER 2015 ELECTIONS OF TURKEY: KURDS, ALEVIS AND CONSERVATIVE NATIONALISTS

ish Nationalist Movement;'” PYDs The injured Kurdish fighters
during the siege were treated

de facto autonomy in the North
of Syria; and Demirtas and HDP’s
efforts to demonize President in Turkish hospltals and

Erdogan, also jeopardized the peace thousands of civilian Kurds

process. On the other hand the gov-

erning AK Party slowed down the running from the Siege took

peace process during the election shelterin Turkey
campaign period in response to

criticisms from the conservative Turkish nationalist voters and to the concerns
of its traditional supporters. The AK Party Government’s foreign policy during
the Syrian Civil War, especially its criticism of, and lack of support for, the
PYD led to the disenchantment of a section of the Kurdish population in Tur-
key. Principally, the Turkish Government’s unwillingness to intervene directly
in the fight between the YPG fighters (armed faction of PYD) and ISIL, in
the northern Syrian city of Kobani boosted the criticisms of Kurds in Tur-
key against the AK Party. These developments heightened the expectations of
Kurdish political actors, providing “ammunition” which was actively used in
HDP’s election campaign, and constituted a blow for the peace process.

The PKK and the HDP started to perceive the AK Party government and
Erdogan as a weakened negotiation partner after the “Gezi Protests” and
“December 17-25 Processes” where the AK Party clashed with Giilen move-
ment."® This proved to be a misjudgment in such a fragile process. While the
PKK’s founder and the imprisoned leader Abdullah Ocalan seemed to negotiate
a broader agreement with the AK Party Government on behalf of the Kurdish
Nationalist Movement, other actors within the Movement appeared to inter-
pret the fluctuations in the AK Party government’s power as new opportunities
for them to strengthen their position at the bargaining table. Their interests
in the peace process did not completely overlap with their position within the
new Middle East power configuration, which is emerging after the outbreak of
the Syrian Civil War. The leaders’ criticisms of and allegations against the AK
Party and Erdogan following the June elections resonated with PKK’s new posi-
tion and increased self-confidence. For example in his interview to BBC Cemil
Bayik, a leading figure of the PKK, accused Erdogan of being behind the ISIL
massacres and trying to stop Kurdish advances.” Another leading figure of the
PKK, Duran Kalkan accused President Erdogan of ruining the peace process.”

The “Gezi Protests” constituted an important challenge for the governing AK
Party by mobilizing the identity related fault lines of Turkey. Secular vs. con-
servative/Islamist; pro vs. anti AK Party and to a certain extend Alevi vs. Sunni
identity related cleavages of Turkey were mobilized along the “Gezi Protests.”
These protests started two months after the initiation of the Kurdish Peace
Process;*' therefore the Kurdish Nationalist Movement was reluctant to join
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The young supporters of the HDP
celebrating the results of June 7™ elections.

AA PHOTO / ERHAN ELALDI

the protests. The left wing section of
the Kurdish Nationalist Movement,
especially, was critical about the PKK
and HDP’s decision not to get directly
involved in the Gezi Protests. The AK
Party government faced serious chal-
lenges during the Gezi Protest and
the December 17-25 processes, yet
Erdogan and the AK Party govern-
ment maintained their powerful posi-
tion. There was a disagreement among
the leaders of the Kurdish Movement
whether to benefit from the alleged weaknesses of the governing party or to
continue the peace process. Regardless of their position they increased their
expectations of the peace process. This transformation encouraged the PKK to
initiate Patriotic Revolutionary Youth Movement (YDG-H),”” an armed militia
for urban uprising, to reignite the violent campaign and declare autonomy in
some towns in the southeast of Turkey.

A second important development, that raised the expectations of the Kurd-
ish Movement, is the ongoing civil war in Syria. The Democratic Unity Party
(PYD) -a PKK affiliate organization in northern Syria- and its armed branch
the People’s Protection Units (YPG) gained some political advantages and
established its control in the Afrin, Jazira, and Kobani cantons in the North
of Syria. Despite HDP’s criticisms of Turkey with regard to the Kobani siege
starting in September 2014, the PYD was unable to defend Kobani against ISIL
without external support including that of Turkey. The PYD could only stop
the humanitarian crisis with the help of Peshmerga forces of the Iraqi KRG,”
who passed to Kobani through Turkey. In addition, the injured Kurdish fight-
ers during the siege were treated in Turkish hospitals and thousands of civilian
Kurds running from the siege took shelter in Turkey.

ISILs attacks on Kobani raised the ethno-nationalist consciousness of Kurds
in Turkey and both the PKK and the HDP used the Kobani struggle for their
domestic mobilization purposes. Increasing tensions related to Kobani and
allegations against the Turkish government of supporting ISIL ended up with
the events of October 6-8** in Turkey that led to the death of more than 50
Turkish citizens. The PYD’s struggle against the ISIL also contributed to its
legitimacy in the international arena, particularly for the younger generation
of Kurds; the PYD’s control of Syria is like an epic victory. The partial auton-
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It is difficult to separate the HDP completely
from the PKK, but it seems that the PKK’s
objectives and the regional ambitions constitute
significant obstacles to the progression of the
HDP as an autonomous political actor

omy in the north of Syria raises their hopes and expectations for a future inde-
pendent united Kurdistan resulting from the ongoing process.

Syria’s PYD generated international support and military aid because of their
resistance to ISIL and successfully turned its struggle against the “rogue state”
into an international PR campaign. The movement’s photos, especially those
of female fighters were promoted in prominent international news sources.”
International military aid to the PYD also increased the capabilities of the
PKK and strengthened its position vis-a-vis the Turkish security forces. The
discourses and ideology of ethno-nationalist resistance against the “Islamist”
ISIL, was also projected against the AK Party. The PKK manipulated the antag-
onism of younger generation Kurds and directed their anger from the Islamist
ISIL in Syria and Iraq to the conservative AK Party in Turkey. In response the
governing party failed to grasp the sensitivities of Kurdish ethno-nationalism.

The third development that raised the political expectations of the HDP was
the Party’s co-chairperson Selahattin Demirtags* effective campaign in the
presidential elections of 2014. Demirtas got close to 4 million votes, which
constitutes 9.78 percent of the votes cast, with an “anti-Erdogan” discourse that
enabled him to attract a considerable number of young voters in the metro-
politan cities.” This boosted his confidence and Demirtas decided to continue
his discourses of “Erdogan antagonism” and “demonizing Erdogan” after the
elections rather than emphasizing a new political discourse. Demirtas’s motto
was “We will not allow you to become President” (Seni baskan yaptirmaya-
cagiz). This campaign also generated significant support for HDP.

The Kurdish nationalist movement and the HDP are facing a dilemma. The
ongoing civil war in Syria and the PYD’s struggle and success against ISIL
helped to transform the PKK and the PYD into major actors in the Middle East
predicament. The PYD, and in turn, the PKK gained some legitimacy in the
international arena with PKK demonizing Islamist actors in the region while
presenting the AK Party government as their sponsors.” While the political
representative, the HDP, was trying to become Turkey’s party (Tiirkiyelilesmek),
the PKK was trying to become an important force in Middle East politics. By
abandoning the peace process because of its Pan-Kurdist regional agenda, the
PKK once again demonstrated that it is the dominant actor in the Kurdish
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The contest over Movement. This choice jeopardized the HDP’s polit-

the Alevi votes with i strategy of “Tiirkiyelilesmek.”

the increasingly The results of the June and November elections
powe rful HDP was a demonstrated that th.e HDP i.s likely‘tf) bf.: an import-
ant and stable actor in Turkish politics in the com-

real Cha"enge for ing years. Both domestic and international contexts
the CHP in the June were influential in the HDP’s electoral results, which
are considered as a success despite the slight decline

and November in November. The HDP’s co-president Selahattin
elections Demirtas capitalized on Gezi Protests and the ris-
ing opposition to Erdogan. On the other hand, the

ongoing conflicts in Syria and Iraq and the Kurdish resistance to ISIL in these
countries strengthened the legitimacy of Kurdish actors in the Middle East.

HDP’s efforts to transform itself from an ethnic party into a “national” party

were relatively successful until the ignition of the PKK attacks in July 2015.

Overall the language of identity politics helped to boost the electoral perfor-

mance of the HDP but the PKK attacks stood as an important obstacle to this
performance. It is difficult to separate the HDP completely from the PKK, but

it seems that the PKK’s objectives and the regional ambitions constitute signif-

icant obstacles to the progression of the HDP as an autonomous political actor.

CHP and HDP’s Struggle over Alevi Voters

Alevis are one of Turkey’s most politically active ethno-religious communi-
ties.*® They are highly organized in civil society associations, foundations,
labor unions and vocational organizations.’® For decades Alevis continued to
support predominantly the CHP and other left wing parties in the political
domain.*” In the last couple of years the HDP and the right wing MHP have
tried to attract the support of Alevi voters, despite the MHP’s ominous legacy
with Alevis. The contest over the Alevi votes with the increasingly powerful
HDP was a real challenge for the CHP in the June and November elections. In
June HDP managed to gain votes from some of the districts that were predom-
inantly Alevi populated and traditionally strongholds of the CHP, however it
appears that some of those votes returned to the CHP in the November elec-
tions. The CHP increased its votes by more than 6 percent in only 19 districts
of Turkey.” Five of these districts were from Tunceli where the wide major-
ity of the population is Alevi** and in Hatay-Samandagy, also a majority Alevi
populated district, the CHP increased its votes by 12.4 percent.”

Especially for the young Alevi voters and Kurdish Alevis, the HDP as a secu-
lar, left wing party stands as a strong alternative to the CHP. HDP nominated
prominent Alevi figures in many cities.’ If the diversification of Alevi votes
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continue there may be some splits within the CHP. Diversification of Alevi
votes will continue to be a challenge for the CHP in the coming years. The slip-
page of votes of Alevis, especially the Kurdish Alevis, from the CHP to HDP
may have a long lasting impact in Turkish politics.”

The Alevi vote has rarely been a major issue shaping the outcome of the par-
liamentary elections in the last three decades, though it is often a significant
topic for debate in most political parties during their campaigns. This is mainly
because the hegemonic actor in Alevi politics has been the CHP and its pre-
decessor the Sosyaldemokrat Halk¢i Parti (SHP) after 1980’s. There were some
other minor left and extreme left parties including Ozgiirliik ve Dayanisma
Partisi/Freedom and Solidarity Party (ODP), Tiirkiye Komiinist Partisi/The
Communist Party of Turkey (TKP), Is¢i Partisi/Workers’ Party (IP), Sosyalist
Demokrasi Partisi/Socialist Democracy Party (SDP) that especially attracted
the young Alevi voters.

CHP strengthened its hegemonic position in Alevi politics especially after
Kemal Kiligdaroglu, known for his Kurdish Alevi background, was elected as
the leader of the CHP. Kiligdaroglu managed to consolidate the Alevi votes and
created sympathy in Alevi citizens at the grassroots level. For many Alevis he
is a heroic figure®, whereas other Alevi political actors and organizations, who
criticized the CHP line, felt marginalized during this consolidation.*” Although
Alevis were also the victims of the top-down Kemalist nation building process,
they embraced the secularist principles of Kemalism.* In the 1960’s and 1970’
they scattered their votes to left wing parties such as Tiirkiye Is¢i Partisi/ Work-
ers Party of Turkey (TIP), Biilent Eecevit's CHP (1972-1980) and the first Alevi
Party the Tiirkiye Birlik Partisi/Unity Party of Turkey (TBP). CHP’s ideological
move to the left of the center position during Biilent Ecevit’s leadership was
also another incentive for Alevis to endorse the party. After the 1980 coup,
Alevis predominantly supported the Sosyal Demokrat Parti/Social Democrat
Party (SODEP), SHP and the CHP.

Kiligdaroglu made some successful moves to transform the CHP from being the
party of a Kemalist establishment to the party of secular Turks. With the recent
exclusion of “ulusalci” or “secular nationalist” factions of the CHP establish-
ment, new groups gained ground in the CHP including younger generation sec-
ular, liberal left actors. There is potentially more room for Alevi identity politics
within the CHP, in comparison to the earlier era, an effective move for the CHP
which is competing for the votes of a new generation of secular urban groups.
The majority of Alevi’s are critical of the Turkish government’s Syria policy.*!
While leaders of many Alevi associations were publicly supportive of the Kurd-
ish peace process* there are some skeptical views, especially at the grassroots of
the Alevi community, about the process. Some Kurdish-Alevis even believe that
the process may turn into an alliance between Turkish and Kurdish Sunnis.*
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President of
Turkey, Recep
Tayyip Erdogan,
hosts a dinner
to celebrate
the occasion

of Muharrem
(Muharrem
As1) in Mabeyin
Mansion with
leading Alevi
figures.
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Despite Kiligdaroglu’s efforts to transform the CHP, for the first time in the
last decade the CHP has encountered a serious rival in Alevi politics. With
the entrance of the HDP to the Turkish political scene, the CHP was unable
to maintain its policy of consolidating Alevi votes without significant risks or
costs. Alevi votes were often taken for granted by the CHP because of a lack of
an alternative party which would attract the Alevi votes and pass the 10 per-
cent national threshold to get seats in the parliament.

In order to pass the 10 percent threshold and increase its voter base the HDP
tried to incorporate all the marginalized identity groups in Turkey. Some of
those groups had been recognized and acknowledged with the AK Party’s
reform policies toward religious minorities.** However some others felt fur-
ther marginalized with the AK Party policies and political discourse such as
Kurdish Alevis, LGBT and some Islamists** who are more critical of Erdogan
and the AK Party’s political style. The HDP needs to keep the votes of Alevis,
especially in western parts of Turkey, therefore it nominated some import-
ant names from Alevi civil society organizations and the community and met
with some leading figures of Alevi community in Turkey. The HDP also made
promises related to Alevi requests such as the abolishing of the mandatory reli-
gious education, abolishing of the Diyanet (Directorate of Religious Affairs)
and the official recognition of cemevis as places of worship,* resulting in a
competition between the CHP and the HDP for the same pool of voters. These
major Alevi demands as stated before became the pre-election promises of
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both parties. It is clear that there The MHP benefited from the

will be more actors competing for . ht wi ters’ . bout
the Alevi voter and this will keep right wing voters  worries abou

the main agenda items of Alevi the Kurdish Peace Process but
identity politics in political debates their leader Devlet Bahgelirs
for future elections. . .
non-cooperative attitude
According to the estimates in the during the coalition talks was

June 7 elections 29 Alevi MP’s were .
elected amongst a total of 132 MPs one of the reasons behind the

of the CHP¥ and there was no decline of the party’s support
major change in the CHP candidate

list in November election. While the HDP had 8 Alevi MP’s in June 7 elections
amongst 81 of their total MPs, the number decreased to 3 out of 59 MPs with

the November results.”® Turgut Oker and Ali Kenanoglu, well-known figures
within the Alevi community in Turkey and Europe, were amongst the candi-

dates who were not re-elected from the HDP list in the November elections.

The competition over Alevi votes may help diversification of Alevi politics.

In the future it may not be as easy for the CHP to consolidate the Alevi votes,
however Kiligdaroglu is still a popular politician within the Alevi community.

For the HDP it is still not clear whether the party will be successful in keep-
ing this heterogeneous coalition together pragmatically in order to maintain
its position in Turkish politics. The Kurdish Nationalist Movement’s efforts
to approach Islamist actors® with the “suggestion” of the PKK’s founder and
imprisoned leader Abdullah Ocalan, may distance Alevis from the HDP. The
PKK’s continuous presence as the hegemonic actor in the Kurdish movement
also may deter some Alevis from supporting the HDP. Overall the younger gen-
eration of Alevis considers the HDP as a more dynamic and attractive political
party, yet the majority of Alevi citizens continue to support their traditional
party the CHP. As the HDP leans towards the left it may attract more Alevi
support, however when it swings towards Kurdish ethno-nationalism and acts
closer to the PKK, it may lose the support of the Turkish Alevis. This delicate
balance will most likely determine the distribution of Alevi votes between the
CHP and the HDP in the coming years. The AK Party seems unlikely to be an
alternative choice to Alevi voters in the foreseeable future.

The New Nationalist Mainstream in Conservative Politics

How the conservative right wing voters would respond to the “Kurdish peace
process” was critical in the competition between the AK Party and the MHP
in the June elections. The rivalry between these two parties intensified after
the re-ignition of the PKK attacks to Turkish security forces in July 2015.
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The AK Party’s efforts to The overall political posture of
the Turkish right is getting more

maintain its appeal to young, nationalistic. As a consequence
more educated, urban voters skepticism towards the peace pro-
and women will continue to cess and the ensuing spiral of vio-

. . lence. In the November elections,
bea dynamlc of the upcoming the AK Party re-gained the major-
elections ity of the right wing conservative

votes that they previously lost to
the MHP.® This in itself demonstrates the trend of becoming more nationalist
among the conservative right wing electorate.

Conservative right wing voters constitute the backbone of Turkish politics.”!
The conjectural effects of the “Kurdish peace process” and recent spree of
political violence, has seemingly left these voters confused. The MHP ben-
efited from the right wing voters’ worries about the Kurdish Peace Process
but their leader Devlet Bahgeli’'s non-cooperative attitude during the coalition
talks was one of the reasons behind the decline of the party’s support. Over-
all the distribution of the right wing conservative voters along the political
spectrum and the role of political conjecture in this distribution was another
enigma of the elections. Unlike the first two conundrums, the third puzzle
may not have any institutional trace in Turkish politics because the social
bases of both parties are quite similar especially in the central, western and
northern parts of Turkey. It also seems that none of the existing small right
wing parties are likely to surpass the 10 percent national threshold in the
coming years. For the MHP, differentiating itself from the AK Party and
being able to attract new supporters at the same time is the most important
challenge.

The AK Party’s efforts to maintain its appeal to young, more educated, urban
voters and women will continue to be a dynamic of the upcoming elections.
A big leadership challenge facing the AK Party chairman Ahmet Davutoglu in
the coming years is to attract the support of younger generations and to appeal
to a larger audience without alienating the loyal support base of the AK Party.
The polls demonstrate that younger generations are more likely to vote for
the MHP and the HDP.** This last problem seemed to be more important for
the AK Party’s quest to maintain its role as a single governing party thus the
election promises of the party in the November elections focused towards the
expectations of young voters.>® To consolidate the support of both conservative
Turkish and Kurdish nationalists at the same time is a grave challenge for the
AK Party therefore it seems that they will continue to focus on this compe-
tition in the upcoming years. The discourse of “National Unity and Brother-
hood” seems to be the AK Party’s answer to this challenge, yet for the moment
it is not a convincing alternative on either front.
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One of the dramatic stories of the last decade for right wing politics in Turkey
is the evaporation of the smaller parties. Many of those parties were earlier
incorporated into the AK Party> or they shrank to a negligible significance.
Turkey’s ten percent national threshold for parliamentary elections was an
important catalyst in this rapid transformation. The total vote percentages of
small right wing parties declined from 27 percent in 1999 to 1.48 percent in
November 2015 (Figure 1). Table 1 demonstrates this decline more clearly on
the bases of parties. Anavatan Partisi (ANAP, Motherland Party),” the party
which was established by the former prime minister and president the late Tur-
gut Ozal, declined and disappeared from Turkish politics dramatically in the
last two decades of Turkish politics. ANAP was united with Dogru Yol Partisi
(DYP, True Path Party) and the two changed their name to the Demokrat Parti
(DP) in 2007, but this change could not prevent their steep decline. Halkin Sesi
Partisi (HAS Parti, People’s Voice Party) was established with the leadership of
Numan Kurtulmus on November 1, 2010. The HAS Parti closed itself down in
September 2012 after its founding leader decided to join the AK Party.

Table1: The Change of Small Parts’'Vote Percentages Over the Years

Years SP BBP ANAP DP DYP* BTP HAS Parti Total
1999 1,5 132 03 12 27
2002 249 | 1,02 5,13 954 | 048 18,66
2007 2,34 5,42 0,52 8,28
2011 1,27 0,75 0,65 0,15 0,77 3,59
2,06
(electoral

2015-June coalition) 0,16 0,06 0,21 2,49
2015-November | 0,68 | 0,53 014 | 003 | 0.1 148

*On May 27 2007 Dogru Yol Partisi (DYP) united with Anavatan Partisi (ANAP) and changed their name as DP. Next day
another party with the same name DYP was established by Cetin Ozacikgéz.

Decline of the Small Right Wing Parties (1999-2015)

Figure 1: Total Vote Percentages of Small Right Wing Parties
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Primary actors in this competition are the AK Party and the MHP but smaller
parties gained some significance before the November elections. AK Party was
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|dentity related fault struggling to regain its parliamentary majority and
lines in Turkey had small shifts from these parties to the AK Party could

have significant impact. AK Party elites especially

been re-activated considered a pre-election coalition with the Saadet

durin g the campai gn Partisi (Felicity Party)®® but these efforts and nego-
tiations failed.”

processes of both

June and November Both the AK Party and the MHP may be more will-
ing to form electoral coalitions with smaller right

2015 .General wing parties in the future. The AK Party especially

Elections may need to form a coalition with one or more of

those parties to form a single party government. In
the November elections the AK Party was able to get the parliamentary major-
ity without such a coalition, but in the future they may need to consider such
an option. Concerns related to overcoming the 10 percent national threshold
in order to be represented in the parliament may push the MHP to form such
a pre-election coalition in the future. In case of a coalition option, the MHP
may also consider a pre-election coalition in order to be a stronger candidate
as a coalition partner. The most likely pre-election partner for the MHP is the
smaller Turkish nationalist party the BBP.

Due to the right wing voters’ criticism of the peace process with the PKK,
nationalist discourses turned out to be more visible in right wing politics.
Competition between the AK Party and the MHP may further push the Turk-
ish right to the ultranationalist direction. This move does not help the AK
Party in the long run because the AK Party is competing for the conserva-
tive religious Kurds as well as the right wing Turkish nationalists. This delicate
balance cannot be maintained for the AK Party if Turkish politics gets more
polarized along nationalist lines.

Figure 2: Small Partys'Vote Percentage Changes Over the Years
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Conclusion

The HDP and the Kurdish Nationalist Movement’s dilemma between “Tiirki-
yelilesmek” and “Middle Easternization”; the competition between CHP and
the HDP over the Alevi votes and the AK Party’s competition with the HDP
over conservative Kurdish voters and MHP over right wing conservative vot-
ers were the three identity related puzzles that affected the results of the June
and November elections. Identity related fault lines in Turkey had been re-ac-
tivated during the campaign processes of both June and November 2015 Gen-
eral Elections. Turkey experienced a turbulent political environment within
the interim period between the June and November elections which alerted
the Turkish electorate. Within such a context AK Party was successful to steer
the dynamic of the November election away from identity politics to issues
of security and a policy of economic and social promises. The other parties
more or less maintained campaign strategies for the November elections that
were similar to their strategies for the June elections. AK Party’s risky move to
change its campaign strategy in the November elections helped the party to
attain its objective of reaching a single party government.

Identity politics will mostly likely play an important role in shaping the future
of Turkish politics in the coming years and continue to be the primary dynamic
unless Turkey faces an interstate war or a major economic crisis. Ongoing
ethnic and sectarian conflicts within the Middle East and Turkey’s broader
neighborhood may further aggravate identity related polarization in Turkey.
One adverse effect of the increasing importance of identity politics is that this
may continue to escalate the social and political polarization in Turkey thus
preventing negotiations on more substantive issues and preparation of a dem-
ocratic and more inclusive constitution. @
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