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Turkey: New Government, Continuing Uncertainty 
 

After a prolonged period of political bickering that was unusual even by recent Turkish standards, the 
Islamist Welfare Party (WP) and the center-right True Path Party (TPP) finally managed to form the 54th 
government of the Turkish Republic at the end of June and to eke out a narrow vote of confidence on July 
8. However, unless the new government can surf the approaching economic and political waves, it might 
drown quickly like its immediate predecessor did, possibly before the end of the year. Consequently, its 
creation should not be seen as an end to the political uncertainty that has been the primary feature of 
Turkish political life since the collapse of the TPP-Social Democratic coalition in September 1995. In fact, 
it could be argued that this particular political combination in power is only likely to aggravate the situation 
and could even lead to a breakdown of the democratic system.  
 
Islamist Democracy or Political Cynicism? 
 
The WP-TPP coalition is not a grand experiment demonstrating the compatibility of Islam with Western 
free market democracy, with implications for the entire Islamic world, but the product of the cynical 
opportunism that currently afflicts Turkish society. The ideologically incompatible coalition is the direct 
product of the serious political difficulties of Tansu Çiller, the TPP leader, and her need to ward off the 
corruption inquiries against her in the National Assembly. The WP, for its part, was seduced by the 
prospect of gaining power after years in the political wilderness, and was prepared to pay the required 
political price by voting against its own motion of inquiry relating to Çiller. Thus the way was cleared for 
the formation of a government between Necmeddin Erbakan, the WP leader, and a politician who has built 
her entire career on opposition to the Islamists in general and the WP in particular. 
 
The aging Erbakan was understandably eager to have the job of prime minister after having previously 
acted as deputy prime minister in three coalition governments in the 1970s. In a sense of urgency, however, 
he and his party essentially ignored their own rallying cry for a "just order" and chose instead to be 
pragmatic players in the "tainted"political game, rather than reformers with "clean hands" intent on the 
repair of the faulty system. It could legitimately be argued that it might have been better for the WP and the 
country if the WP had chosen to remain in opposition, pressing for the cleansing of the system. It is 
impossible to estimate the ultimate effects of this latest somersault by a Turkish political party on the weary 
Turkish electorate, which has become justifiably cynical over the routine unwillingness of politicians to 
deliver on promises made or to change the system that has failed to satisfy the voters' grievances. What is 
clear is that the chasm between those at the bottom of the economic scale and the Turkish politicians will 
only widen if the WP, which was able to add the protest votes to its own base of support in the December 
1995 elections, also "fails" them, with predictable consequences on the shaky social order. This is 
particularly likely if the economy worsens, as is widely predicted.  
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Without comprehensive reforms, which need to begin with a genuine "clean hands" operation, as well as a 
serious economic restructuring program, and greater political and social accountability, the steady erosion 
of democratic legitimacy seems set to continue, providing a suitable environment for militants. In other 
words, despite widespread fears at home and abroad relating to the establishment of an "Islamic regime" in 
Turkey, the real danger posed by this coalition is in the short run, with greater political alienation 
aggravated by likely further mismanagement of the economy and inept governance. 
 
Conflicting Signals  
 
From its inception, the coalition led by the WP confronted a unique problem of reassuring the military 
establishment standing guard over the secular order in Turkey as well as the strategic relationship with the 
West. Thus, in addition to carefully refraining from any substantial gestures in the direction of its followers 
who want movement toward a more Islamic state, the WP also used its first few weeks in office to try to 
create the impression that it could maintain a good relationship with the West. Erbakan personally 
delivered such a message to visiting high-level U.S. officials like UN Ambassador Madeleine Albright and 
Under-Secretary of State Peter Tarnoff and oversaw his party's spectacular reversal on an extension of 
Operation Provide Comfort (OPC), which was established in Turkey after the Gulf War to deter Saddam 
Hussein from attacking the Kurds in Northern Iraq.  
 
Serious U.S.-Turkish disagreements have since arisen, however, beginning with the Turkish government's 
stated desire to use its extension of OPC to move toward normalization of trade with Iraq. In fact, Erbakan 
has quickly moved toward challenging the very basis of the U.S. policy of Dual Containment directed at 
both Iraq and Iran. After conducting secret negotiations in Ankara with the ambassadors of Iraq, Iran, and 
Syria, Erbakan has proposed that those three countries and Turkey, along with the two Iraqi Kurdish 
leaders, hold a summit meeting to "solve the problem of Northern Iraq". Even more ominously, Erbakan 
visited Tehran to conclude a $20 billion gas deal with Iran less than a week after the United States adopted 
a new law to discourage trade relations with Iran. At the same time, the WP effectively delayed a visit by 
the under-secretary of the Israeli Defense Ministry, David Ivry, to sign an agreement designed to help 
implement the Turkish-Israeli defense pact concluded by the Turkish military before the current coalition 
came to power. There is clear evidence that the WP initiatives aiming at a new pattern in foreign policy are 
beginning to disturb the WP's coalition partner as well as the military establishment. Both camps have also 
voiced displeasure about Erbakan's recent abortive initiative with respect to a solution of the grave 
problems in the Southeast. Although not yet serious enough to threaten the coalition, such dissensions will 
exacerbate the tensions that seem certain to arise soon with respect to the economy.  
 
Economic Trouble Ahead 
 
The Turkish economy is in trouble and things are likely to get worse. Although the April 1994 economic 
package introduced after a financial crisis and the subsequent agreement with the IMF provided temporary 
relief, the underlying problems remain. The balance-of-payments deficits -perhaps as high as $20 billion in 
1996- continue. The external debt is over $75 billion, with an unhealthy percentage of short to medium 
term loans, internal "debt" is estimated at around $30 billion and growing, and the annual inflation rate is 
over 80 percent. The IMF team that was due to go to Turkey for talks at the beginning of August canceled 
its visit at the last minute, promoting speculation that the IMF simply did not believe that this government 
was serious about tackling the economic ills. Standard & Poor's, which ranks Turkey's long-term debt as 
the second worst of any country it covers, ominously put Turkey on a "watch" soon after the formation of 
the new coalition and seems set to downgrade its rating, effectively raising the cost of borrowing for 
Turkey on the international financial stage. The concern of the economic experts is aggravated by 
Erbakan's populist policies, such as increasing public sector wages by 50 percent and giving incentives and 
tax breaks to the poor and small farmers and waiving their debts. Although the government recently 
unveiled an initiative aimed at raising "fresh funds" to support the new measures, there is little confidence 
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that it will succeed. In fact, the speculation is that the budget deficit might rise to as much as 10 percent of 
the GDP this year.  
Statements by the WP finance minister about the need to cap interest rates — subsequently disowned — 
and the open feud in the coalition about "the unimpeded operation of the free market," as Çiller has termed 
it, have contributed to the erosion of confidence in the government's policies, and it is extremely likely that 
the government will soon run into a credit crunch. The recent decision to impose a 6 percent tax on imports 
from the European Union — against the spirit if not the letter of the customs union agreement that was 
ballyhooed by the previous Çiller-led government — shows that in the absence of fresh funds, the 
government may well be obliged to resort to desperate measures, such as simply printing money. The 
alternative course of fiscal prudence combined with a belt-tightening restructuring program is unlikely to 
be acceptable to Erbakan.  
 
A Way Out?  
 
The government, as befits a marriage of convenience, is all too likely to unravel in the face of such serious 
economic adversity. The WP's populist aversion to cooperation with a stringent IMF program looming on 
the horizon, which is certain to alienate its traditional backers, might actually push Erbakan to end the 
coalition and try to bring about early elections, in which he would hope to do even better than in the last 
round. Çiller, for her part, may be equally amenable to an early termination of the coalition -once she is 
free of her parliamentary inquiry problem- in an attempt to salvage what is left of her reputation as an 
economist and as a responsible politician.  
 
If the question is indeed not whether this government will fall but when, it is important to try to ascertain 
what is likely to follow. The group of TPP parliamentarians led by former speaker Ismet Sezgin and former 
foreign minister Emre Gonensay, who resigned from the TPP because of their opposition to Çiller's deal 
with Erbakan, is moving to set up a new party in September. While they are confident that this would then 
be a pole of attraction for the likely future defectors from the TPP, they recognize that reaching a durable 
political stability depends ultimately on the much-discussed union between the center-right parties, TPP 
and the Motherland Party. All previous attempts to achieve union between these ideological soulmates have 
failed because of the stubbornness and mutual antipathy of the two leaders, Tansu Çiller and Mesut Yilmaz. 
But the growing general discontent with the current political situation, combined with the effects of the 
coming economic crisis, may finally bring the center-right together under the leadership of a respected 
third person. The challenge to Yilmaz's leadership in the Motherland Party Congress, led by the former 
minister for the economy, Isin Celebi, is the first real indication that the process has begun. In an ideal 
scenario, a similar process of unification involving the two feuding social democratic parties on the center-
left of the political divide would also occur. The Turkish political system would then be a much more 
stable mixture consisting of three main parties with a number of much smaller parties and clearer lines of 
political responsibility connecting the voters to their elected representatives. Given the myopia of Turkish 
politicians, however, and the notorious inertia of the Turkish political system, it is probably safer to predict 
continuing turmoil followed, as before, by a deus ex machina.  
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