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THE TURKISH ELECTIONS: A POLITICAL EARTHQUAKE? 
 
On November 3, the citizens of Turkey will be voting in general elections 18 months before the end of the 
five-year term of the Turkish Grand National Assembly (TGNA). According to estimates based on opinion 
polls, as many as 400 out of the 550 current parliamentarians will not return to Ankara. The three parties 
that have been in government since the April 1999 elections-the Democratic Left Party (DLP) led by Prime 
Minister Bulent Ecevit, the National Action Party (NAP) led by Deputy Prime Minister Devlet Bahceli, and 
the Motherland Party (MP) led by Deputy Prime Minister Mesut Yilmaz-are confronting various degrees of 
difficulty with the 10 percent national threshold required for representation in the TGNA. In contrast, the 
Justice and Development Party (JDP), created in August 2001 by Recep Tayyip Erdogan and other former 
members of the Islamist Virtue Party (VP) after it was banned, looks set to emerge as the biggest party. 
With the Republican People's Party (RPP), which failed to gain parliamentary representation in the last 
elections, the only other party apparently sure of getting over the 10 percent barrier, the elections are likely 
to transform the entire Turkish political landscape. In fact, Turkey may be heading into a political 
earthquake similar to the Democrat Party (DP) victory that took Turkey into multiparty democracy in 1950 
and the Turgut Ozal-led MP victory in 1983 that restored civilian rule to Turkey. 
 
THE SURPRISE SLIDE INTO EARLY ELECTIONS 
 
As recently as six months ago, early elections were not on the Turkish political agenda, and the three 
coalition parties were confidently predicting that they would not go to the polls before 2004. Having 
quickly set aside early concerns relating to their ideological incompatibility, Ecevit and Bahceli were 
continuing to cooperate in exemplary fashion while maintaining almost total control over their respective 
parties. The junior member of the coalition, the MP, was demonstrating a desire to enjoy the benefits of 
office at all costs despite growing disagreements with the NAP, particularly on European Union issues. 
At the same time, the coalition's record-breaking longevity was buttressed by the composition of the 
TGNA. The two other parties that had gained parliamentary representation in the 1999 elections, the True 
Path Party (TPP) of Tansu Ciller and the VP under Recai Kutan, were scarred by their unhappy experience 
in the 1996-1997 coalition that was pushed out under military pressure and lacked the parliamentary 
strength to challenge the government. The banning of the VP and its subsequent split into two new parties, 
the JDP and the more traditionally Islamist Contentment Party (CP), had further weakened the opposition. 
Needless to say, the government also benefited from the support of the Turkish business community as well 
as the influential mass media. 
 
Consequently, the government was able to survive all its crises, including the economic collapse of 2001 
that forced it to turn to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for an emergency bailout with massive 
additional loans. It was unable, however, to withstand the ripple effects of Ecevit's health problems. 
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Ecevit's incapacitation in May and June created a political vacuum that prompted intracoalition 
maneuvering for the post-Ecevit era and ultimately forced the government to commit virtual political 
suicide through early elections. Significantly, the crucial first move was made by former World Bank 
bureaucrat Kemal Dervis, who had been brought in by Ecevit to deal with the economic crisis as a non-
party economy minister. Within days of Ecevit's illness, Dervis began a sustained public campaign that 
effectively negated the government's argument that early elections would have a detrimental effect on the 
economic recovery program. Dervis's assertions, which Ecevit has since denounced as part of "a plot," were 
quickly followed by a vicious media campaign against the prime minister. Two media groups with close 
links to Mesut Yilmaz and Deputy Prime Minister Husamettin Ozkan, who had been Ecevit's closest 
colleague in the DLP as well as the main problem-solver in the coalition, highlighted Ecevit's reported 
ailments on a daily basis while calling on him to step aside. In the meantime, the Ankara rumor mill 
churned out stories that Yilmaz, Ozkan, Dervis, and Ismail Cem, the foreign minister, were discussing 
possible alternative government permutations.  
 
With justifiable suspicions that the reported conspiracy was aimed at its exclusion from the government, 
the NAP responded by insisting on the continuation of the coalition under Ecevit until 2004. It got 
reaffirmation of this goal at a meeting of the three coalition leaders on May 21 at Ecevit's hospital as well 
as on July 1 immediately after Ecevit's return to work. As the political crisis escalated, however, with 
Ecevit's denunciation of Ozkan on July 7, Bahceli switched tack and called for elections on November 3. 
As Ozkan, Cem, and half the members of the DLP quickly resigned to set up the New Turkey Party (NTP), 
and Dervis left office to ultimately join the RPP and the coalition lost its majority in the TGNA, Ecevit 
continued to oppose early elections as well as pointed suggestions by Yilmaz that he should consider 
resigning. However, as Bahceli continued to doggedly pursue his new goal, Ecevit reluctantly agreed to a 
statement of support for a November 3 election at a leaders' meeting on July 16. With the MP fearing the 
consequences of being perceived as shying away from elections and the TPP, the NTP, and the JDP 
expecting electoral success, the NAP motion for elections duly received an overwhelming 449 votes in the 
TGNA on July 31. The only party to vote against the motion was Ecevit's DLP. 
 
Although the electoral die appeared to be cast by the TGNA vote, speculation continued throughout the 
parliamentary recess in August and September about a possible postponement. The MP, the CP, and the 
NTP expressed varying degrees of interest in supporting a last-ditch effort by the ad hoc group of 
disaffected parliamentarians opposed to elections. There was renewed speculation that parallel to a delay, a 
new government could be formed involving the TPP. With Ciller resistant to all such appeals, Ecevit 
almost inexplicably reversing himself to support elections, and the DLP and the NAP holding firm, the 
TGNA voted after its reopening on October 1 to go out of session immediately until after November 3. 
This cleared the last apparent obstacle to the elections. It is noteworthy that before the vote President 
Ahmet Necdet Sezer warned that a delay would bring "shame" on the TGNA and that he would respond 
with its dissolution, while the outgoing chief of staff, General Huseyin Kivrikoglu, claimed that a delay 
would lead to "chaos." 
 
LOOKING INTO THE CRYSTAL BALL 
 
Given the unusual circumstances that led to elections, it is hardly surprising that Turkey has gone through a 
strange election campaign. As there was considerable doubt until the TGNA vote on October 1 whether the 
elections would even take place, most of the parties on the ballot did not start their traditional election 
rallies throughout the country until the last month. The only exceptions were the JDP and the Young Party 
(YP), led by prominent businessman Cem Uzan, which took advantage of the virtual absence of the other 
parties in their barnstorming of Anatolian cities. The campaign also failed to clarify the policies and 
prescriptions of the parties on the important outstanding issues that will crowd the agenda of the next 
government, such as the effects of a war in Iraq, EU membership, the Cyprus problem, corruption, and the 
continuing economic crisis. The key question of Turkey's future relationship with the IMF, for example, 
was effectively "fudged" by most of the leading parties, although the YP and the CP proclaimed that they 
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would end Turkey's dependence on the IMF. The lack of a focus on the party programs appears to have 
worked to the JDP's advantage, which maintained its lead throughout the abbreviated campaign without 
being seriously challenged to provide specific answers. While Ecevit and some other politicians claimed 
that a JDP victory would create problems for the Turkish system, to the relief of the JDP this issue did not 
develop into the dominant theme of the campaign.  
 
The most recent opinion survey, which was conducted on October 21-25 by a prominent Turkish polling 
company, Verso, gave the leading parties the following percentages of the likely vote after distributing the 
9.44 percent undecided vote: 
 
JDP  28.41 TPP  5.23 
RPP 18.58  CP  4.49 
NAP  9.46  MP  4.49 
YP  9.25 DLP  3.03 
DEHAP  9.17  NTP  2.75 
 
As is always the case in Turkey, however, the results of opinion polls varied substantially. The range for 
each of these parties in nine other polls conducted in October was as follows:  
 
JDP  22.4-35.0 TPP  5.4-9.2      
RPP  11.3-18.3 CP  0.9-4.72     
NAP  3.6-7.9  MP 2.4-9.18     
YP  6.6-13.0 NTP  0.8-3.2     
DEHAP  3.1-6.4  DLP 0.6-3.17 Undecided  14.9-25.4 
 
The Verso poll, along with the other polls, demonstrates that the JDP has a substantial lead that is unlikely 
to be eradicated on election day. Although the achievement of an overall majority may be beyond the JDP's 
reach, particularly if four or five parties exceed the 10 percent barrier, it is difficult to imagine an outcome 
that would leave the JDP out of the next government. There is also a clear consensus that the RPP will 
probably finish second. The NAP, the YP, and the Democratic People's Party (DEHAP), which appeals 
primarily to ethnic Kurdish voters, appear to be the only other parties likely to achieve parliamentary 
representation. Even if the NAP is able get back into the TGNA, the likely performances of the DLP and 
the MP confirms that a very strong electoral current is running against the ruling coalition.  
 
INTERPRETING THE PRE-ELECTION DATA 
 
The JDP has clearly been able to take advantage of the virtual collapse of the traditional center right parties 
and thus widen its appeal far beyond the VP's Islamist base. At the same time, under the leadership of the 
charismatic Erdogan, it has been able to tap into the rich vein of resentment stemming from the 
mismanagement and corruption of successive governments and the contraction of the economy by more 
than 9 percent last year, which pushed millions more below the poverty line. In the process, however, the 
JDP has been forced to withstand intense criticism, particularly from the mass media that has reflected the 
suspicions of Turkey's secular civilian and military establishment. The JDP has argued that unlike the VP 
and its predecessors, the National Order Party, the National Salvation Party, and the Welfare Party (WP), 
which were all banned, it is not an Islamist party. Nevertheless, on September 20, Erdogan was banned by 
the High Electoral Board from running for the TGNA-because of an earlier conviction for religious 
incitement- and consequently from becoming prime minister in the event of a JDP victory. Moreover, on 
October 23, the chief state prosecutor initiated proceedings for closing down the JDP because of Erdogan's 
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failure to comply with an order to resign from the leadership of the party prompting the Constitutional 
Court to hold a preliminary hearing on November 1. While these actions may sway some voters, it is also 
possible that these actions may work in favor of the JDP by increasing disaffection with the current 
political system. It is worth noting that voters' resentment of the arrogant one party rule of the RPP and 
coup-leader General Kenan Evren's attempts to steer the electorate were the main reasons for the DP 
victory in 1950 and the MP victory in 1983.  
 
Like the JDP, the RPP has taken advantage of its role as an outsider to claim a share of the huge protest 
vote likely to be cast against the current government. Deniz Baykal, who resigned from the leadership of 
the RPP after the party failed to get into the TGNA in the 1999 elections, has apparently been able to 
reclaim the leadership of the center left from Ecevit's DLP while holding off the challenge from the NTP of 
Cem and Ozkan. At the same time, Baykal has tried to broaden the RPP's appeal beyond the shrinking 
traditional social democratic voting pool by bringing in Dervis and thus reaffirming his readiness to 
cooperate with the international economic and financial system. Although Dervis will undoubtedly bring 
new voters to the RPP, it is equally likely that he will alienate potential voters who are unhappy with his 
vigorous administration of the harsh IMF-prescribed medicine in the current government. Even though it is 
difficult to imagine the RPP closing the apparent gap with the JDP, a good performance could allow it to 
force its way into a coalition with the JDP. The mutual cordiality between Baykal and Erdogan in a long 
televised debate on October 25 may have been an indication of possible future cooperation. 
 
Perhaps the biggest surprise of the election campaign was the spectacular rise of the YP. The party was 
created only in July and was able to enter the elections through a subsequent merger with another party that 
had qualified to run. It has conducted an unusual and apparently effective campaign that has unexpectedly 
catapulted it to the position of a legitimate contender for parliamentary representation. Uzan fully utilized 
his organization skills, public relations acumen, and financial means, as well as youthful enthusiasm and 
good looks, to develop momentum through well-organized public meetings televised by his own stations. 
The constant themes in his campaign, along with exuberant patriotism, were denunciations of the IMF and 
the incompetence of traditional politicians who had brought Turkey to the edge of ruin. Although it remains 
to be seen whether the fervor he generated will be translated into votes, clearly Uzan has also been able to 
claim a sizeable share of the protest vote while cutting into the NAP's base of support. 
 
As Bahceli's recent criticism of the opinion polls confirms, the NAP is surely dismayed by its failure to 
develop the kind of excitement and momentum that had catapulted the party into the government in second 
place behind the DLP in the last elections. After all, the elections would not be taking place if the NAP had 
not pushed for them. While its most loyal supporters will no doubt forgive its deviations from its nationalist 
program for sake of the coalition, the NAP is likely to pay a heavy price for its stint in government. 
Normally, being in government is advantageous in Turkish elections. However, the effects of the economic 
crisis and the inability of the government parties to switch to an election economy because of IMF 
constraints have almost certainly helped transform membership in the current government into a handicap. 
In fact, it is possible that the NAP could have reclaimed much of its electoral strength if it had left the 
government in good time before the elections. 
 
The strong likely showing of DEHAP, which replaced HADEP after it was banned, has clearly been helped 
by the reforms on Kurdish language and broadcasting undertaken by the TGNA in July as part of the efforts 
to clear the way for accession talks with the European Union. Although suspicions of ethnic separatist 
tendencies continue to bedevil DEHAP, as evidenced by the banning of its leader, Murat Bozlak, and the 
fact that it was not cleared to run until October 16, the strong Kurdish vote in the southeastern provinces as 
well as in Turkey's main cities could carry the party into the TGNA. While there have always been many 
ethnic Kurds from other parties in parliament, DEHAP's success would certainly open a new chapter in 
Turkish politics.  
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If the voting trends indicated by the opinion polls are confirmed in the elections, many of Turkey's leading 
politicians may be in serious trouble, along with some of Turkey's most successful parties. The TPP, for 
example, has been in government a number of times during the previous decade and traces its lineage 
through the Justice Party all the way back to the DP. Consequently, a TPP failure to get into the TGNA 
would be a great shock to its supporters and, in particular, to its leader, Tansu Ciller. After all, instead of 
permitting the formation of a new transitional government under her leadership, Ciller insisted on early 
elections because of her conviction relating to her party's electoral appeal. For his part, Yilmaz was much 
more cognizant of the dangers to the MP of an early recourse to the will of the people, and is less likely to 
be surprised by a bad election result that would leave the MP, which has also been in numerous 
governments, out of the TGNA for the first time since its creation in 1983. It is ironic that these two leaders 
who have squabbled for a decade over the legacy of the center right that shrank steadily under their 
controversial and mismanaged stewardship are now jointly confronting the very real possibility of political 
oblivion. A similar fate looks even more likely for Ecevit, after a long and distinguished political career in 
the RPP and the DLP that should have ended in a different manner, as well as for his former close 
associates, Ozkan and Cem of the NTP. Finally, Erdogan's former mentor in the WP, Necmeddin Erbakan, 
who is effectively guiding the CP's attacks on Erdogan and its apparently futile effort to get back into the 
TGNA despite being banned from its leadership, may also have come to the end of a controversial career 
that saw him become Turkey's first Islamist prime minister.  
 
As the clocks wind down to a potentially historic election day, the streets and the markets are calm. 
However, there will be inevitable tensions as the system adjusts to a possible JDP victory. The adjustment 
process would begin immediately after the elections with the unprecedented selection by the JDP of its 
candidate for prime minister prior to the constitutionally mandated designation by the president. The 
tensions would hopefully be tempered by the JDP's apparent recognition that it needs to accommodate the 
views of the majority of voters who will not have voted for it as well as by its understandable desire to 
avoid a repetition of the confrontation with the defenders of the secular system, which had proved fatal to 
the WP in 1996-1997. The party's commitment to maintain the economic recovery program and Turkey's 
traditional national security and foreign policies would also help to ease the likely strains. Nevertheless, a 
JDP victory would still represent a journey into uncharted waters. 
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