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Commenting on Turkish politics in the 1950s, Frederick Frey argued 
that "Turkish politics are party politics .... Within the power structure 
of Turkish society, the political party is the main unofficial link between 
the government and the larger, extra-governmental groups of people .... 
It is perhaps in this respect above all-the existence of extensive, 
powerful, highly organized, grassroots parties-that Turkey differs 
institutionally from the other Middle Eastern nations with whom we 
frequently compare her."1 Since the 1970s, however, Turkey's parties 
and party system have been undergoing a protracted process of 
institutional decay, as described in the first section. The party system 
has been beset by growing fragmentation, ideological polarization, and 
electoral volatilfry. Parties themselves have been dogged by declining 
organizational capacity and a lack of public support and identification. 
The next section will discuss the common organizational characteristics 
of Turkey's main political parties. I shall argue that, in general, Turkish 
parties are catch-all and cartel parties. In the following sections, I shall 
discuss the social, ideological, and organizational characteristics of the 
Welfare Party (now the Virtue party), the Motherland Party, the True 
Path Party, the Democratic Left Party, and the Republican People's Party, 
as well as a few minor parties. 

Deinstitutionalization, Fragmentation, and Polarization 

Turkey displayed the characteristics of a typical two-party system 
between 1946 and 1960, when the two main contenders for power were 
the Republican People's Party (RPP) and the Democratic Party (OP). In 
the 1961 elections that followed the military intervention of 1960, no 



Ergun Ozbudun 239 

TAUL!� 1-PERCENTAGR OF VOTES (AND StA'fSJ IN TURKISH 
PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS (1950- 7) 

PARTY 1950 1954 1957 1961 1965 1969 1973 1977 

DP/JP 53.3 56.6 447.7 34.8 52.9 46.5 29.:S 36.9 
(83.8) (93.0) (69.5) (35. I) (53.3) (56.9) (33. l) (42.0) 

RPP 39.8 34.8 40.8 36.7 28.7 27.4 33.3 41.4 
( 14.2) (5.7) (29.2) (38.4) (29.8) (3 I .8)  (41.1) (47.3) 

NP 3.0 4.7 7.2 14.0 6.3 3.2 1.0 

(0.2) (0.9) (0.7) ( 12.0) (6.9) (1.3) (0,0) 
FP 3.8 

(0.7) 
NTP 13.7 3.7 2.2 

( I 4.4) (4.2) (1.3) 
TLP 3.0 2.7 0.1 

(3.3) (0.4) (0.0) 
NAP 2.2 3.0 3.4 6.4 

(2.4) (0.2) (0.7) (3.6) 
UP 2.8 I. I 0.4 

(1.8) (0.'2) 
RPP 6.6 5.3 1.9 

(3.3) (2.9) (0.7) 
Dt:M. P. I 1.9 1.9 

( I 0:0) (0.2) 

NSP !LB 8.6 
(10.7) (5.3) 

Note: The first row of figures for each party represents percentages of the popular 
vote, and the second row (in p.ircntheses) presents the percentages of seats won. 
Sour1·e: Official results of elections, State Institute of Statistics. 
/\hhreviarions: DP: Democratic Party; JP: Justice Party; RPP: Republican People's 
Party; NP: Nation Party; FP: Freedom Party; NTP: New Turkey party; TLP: Turkish 
Labor Party; NAP: Nationalist Action Party; UP: Unity party; RRP: Republican Reliance 
Party; Dem. P.: Democrat Party; NSP: National Salvation Party. 

party obtained a parliamentary majority due to the fragmentation of the 
DP votes among three parties (the DP had been banned by the military 
regime), and the introduction of the D' Hondt version of proportional 
representation. In the 1965 and 1969 elections, however, the Justice 
Party (JP), having established itself as the main heir to the DP, was able 
to gain comfortable parliamentary majorities, despite the growing 
number of parties represented in parliament. The 1973 elections, which 
followed the military intervention of 1971, produced another fragmented 
parliament. So did the 1977 elections. No party enjoyed a majority in 
either parliament, although the two major parties, the RPP and the JP, 
were clearly stronger than others. Their combined share of the seats in 
parliament was 63.1 percent in 1973 and 78.8 percent in 1977. According 
to the D'Hondt version of proportional representation, which favors 
larger parties, these figures corresponded to 74.2 percent of the seats in 
1973 and 89.3 percent in 1977 (see Table I above). 

The main characteristics-or "maladies"-of the Turkish party system 
in the 1970s have been described as volatility, fragmentation, and 
ideological polarization.2 Volatility meant sudden and significant 
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TAULE 2-PERCENTAGE OF VOTES IN TURKISH PARLIAMENTARY 
AND LOCAL EL1:<;CTIONS (1983-95) 

PARTll-:S 1983 1984 1987 1989 1991 1994 1995 1999 
(PARI .. ) (LOCAL) (PAR!..) (LOCAi.) (PARL,) (LOCAi.) (PARI .. ) (PAR! .. ) 

MP 45.2 41.5 36.3 21.8 24.0 21.0 19.7 13.2 
(52.9) (64.9) (25.6) (24.0) ( I 5.6) 

pp 30.5 8.8 
(29.3) 

NOP 23.3 7.1 
(17.8) 

SOPP 23.4 24.7 28.7 20.8 13.6 
(22.0) ( 1 9.6) 

TPP 13.3 19.1 25.1 27.0 21.4 19.2 12.0 
(13.1) (39.6) (24. 5) ( 15 .5) 

WP/VP 4.4 7.2 9.8 16.9 19.1 21.4 15.4 
(OJ ( 13.8)' (28. 7) (20.2) 

DLP 8.5 9.0 10.8 8.8 14.6 22.2 
(0) (1.6) ( 13. 8) (24. 7) 

NAP 2.9 4.1 8.0 8:2 18.0 
(0) (0) (23.5) 

RPP ·-· - 4.6 10.7 8.7 
(8.9) (0) 

* 0.61 0.51 0.71 0.77 0.79 
* Rae 's Index of Fractionaliza1ion of Assembly seals. 
Note: The figures in parentheses represent the pcrceniages of parliamentary seals won 
by each party. 
Source: Official results of clec1ions, Stale lnstitule of S1a1is1ics. 
l\hhreviatio11.�: MP: Mo1herlan<l Pany; PP: Populist Party; NOP: Nationalisl Dt:mocracy 
Parly; SOPP: Social Democratic Populist Party; TPP: True Path Party; WP: Welfare 
Party; DLI': Ocmocnuic Lcfl Party; NAP: Nationalist Action Party; RPP: Republican 
People's Party; VP: Virtue Pmty (conleste<l in 1999). 

changes in party votes from one election to the next. Fragmentation was 
observed in the increasing number of parties represented in parliament. 
As measured by Douglas Rae's index of fractionalization,1 the 
fragmentation of seats in the National Assembly was 0.70 in 1961, 0.63 
in 1965, 0.59 in 1969, 0.70 in 1973, and 0.60 in 1977. While such 
fragmentation was not too high, and the format of the party system was 
closer to limited or moderate multipartism, the rise of two highly 
ideological parties-the National Salvation Party representing political 
Islam and the ultranationalist Nationalist Action Party-in the 1970s 
increased ideological polarization and gave the system some of the 
properties of extreme or polarized multipartism.4 Short-lived and 
ideologically incompatible coalition governments were unable to curb 
political violence and terror. The system finally broke down when the 
military intervened in September 1980. 

The military regime attempted to overhaul the party system by 
manipulating the electoral laws. While maintaining proportional 
representation in principle, a new electoral law, passed in 1983, 
introduced a I O percent national threshold and very high constituency 
thresholds (ranging between 14.2 percent and 50 percent, depending on 
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TABLE 3--V OLATILITY ANO FRA(,Ml<:NTATION IN THE PARTY SYSTEM 
E1.t:CTIONS Vo1.AT11.rrv' IIRAGMt:NTA• FR,\C;MF.NTA· o,srROJ'URTION· EHr.<."l'lVE NUM· 

TION OF V fff'f·:�' TION cw SF.xrs' Al.IT\' INllV.X
1 m11-:11 m· PARnt:�·· 

1961 0.71 0.70 1.0 3.3 
1965 24.5 0.63 0.63 0.7.5 2.6 
1969 11.4 0.70 0.59 7.4 2.3 
1973 28.4 0.77 0.70 5.6 3.3 
1977 18.3 0.68 0.60 5.5 2.5 
1983 0.66 0.61 4.5 2.5 
1987 0.75 0.51 15.7 2.0 
1991 16.6 0.79 0.71 7.1 3.5 
1995 23.0 0.83 0.77 5.8 4.3 
1999 19.9 0.85 0. 79 4.1 4.9 

' Total volatility is the sum of the absolute value of all changes in the percentages of votes 
cast for each party since the previous election divided by 1wo. The 1961 clec1ions arc 
omined since the OP was dissolved hy the ruling military council (NUC) and the two 
entirely new parties (JP and NTP) competed for its votes. Likewise, the 1983 elections· arc 
omitted since the military government (NSC) closed down all existing part·ics and thus the 
three parties that competed in this election were new parties. Finally, the 1987 elections arc 
omitted on the grounds that two of the three parties authorized by the NSC-PP and 
NDP- were relatively artificial parties that soon disappeared after the return to competitive 
politics. Had these three elections been included, the average volatility score would certainly 
have been much higher. In calculating the volatility scores. only those parties that have 
gained representation in parliament in at least one of the two consecutive elections are 
taken into account. For the 1991 elections, which the WP contested in an alliance with the 
NAP and small RDP (Reformist Democracy Party), their percentage of votes in the 1989 
local elections were taken as a close approximation. 
2 Based on Douglas W. Rae's index of fractionalization in Douglas W. Ra-c, The Poli1ical 
Consequences of £::lee/oral laws (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967), 56 . 
.1 Based on Arend Lijphart's index of disproportionality, which is "the average vote-seat 
deviation of the two largest parties in each election." Arend Lijpha11, Demotrncies: Pattems 
of Majoritarian and Consensus Govemment in Twenty-One Countries (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1984), 163. _I_ 
• Based on Markku Laakso and Rein Taagepera's formula which is as follows: P, = 2. P' 
Markku Laakso and Rein Taagepera, "Effective Number of Parties: A Me.1sure ;.; ' 
with Application to West Europe," Compara1ive Poli1ical S11ulie.1· 12 (April 1979): 3-27. 

the size of the_ constituency) in the hope that this would eliminate the 
more ideological minor parties and transform the party system into a 
more manageable two- or three-party system. The 1983 elections, in 
which competition was limited to three parties licensed by the ruling 
military authorities, indeed produced the expected result. 'fhc t1other
land Party (MP) of Turgut Oza) won an absolute majority of seats with 
45.2 percent of the vote. Aided by the electoral changes that favored the 
larger parties to an even greater extent, the MP actually increased its 
parliamentary majority in the 1987 elections, even though it obtained a 
lower percentage of the overall vote (36.3 percent). By that time, how
ever, the signs of refragmentation were already in the air. This became 
increasing! y clear in the local elections of 1989 and l 994, and the par
liamentary elections of 1991 and 1995 (see Table 2 on the facing page). 

At present, the Turkish party system is more fragmented than ever. 
The largest party that emerged in the Dece1nber 1995 elections (the 
Welfare Party, or WP, which was the heir to the National Salvation Party 
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of the 1 970s) received only 21.4 percent of the vole. The fragmentation 
of the Assembly seats as measured by the index of fractionalization is as 
follows: 0.61 in 1983, 0.51 in 1 987, 0.71 in 1991, and 0.77 in 1995. 
Due to the electoral system's high national and constituency thresholds, 
the fragmentation of party votes has been much higher than the 
fragmentation of seats (see Table 3 on the previous page). Furthermore, 
the relatively greater weight of the two major parties in the 1960s and 
the 1970s (the center-right JP and the center-left RPP), which had given 
some degree of stability to the party system, has also disappeared over 
the years. Both major tendencies are now divided into two parties each: 
The center-right tendency is represented by the Motherland (MP) and 
the True Path (TPP) parties, and the center-left by the Democratic Left 
Party (DLP) and the Republican People's Party (RPP), with little hope 
of reunification in the near future. 

Table 3 also demonstrates a high degree of volatility in the Turkish 
party system, which suggests an almost continuous process of 
realignment. Although such high volatility scores are to be expected 
given the frequency of military interventions that wreaked havoc in the 
party system (the 1960 intervention banned the DP, and the 1980 
intervention closed 'down all political parties), 13 years after the most 
recent retransition to democracy, volatility is still high and rising. This 
presents a sharp contrast with Southern European party systems (that is, 
those of Italy, Spain, Portugal, and Greece) where, "following a critical 
election, volatility declined and voting behavior became more stable 
and predictable."� High Turkish volatility scores stem partly from the 
destructive effects of military interventions, as mentioned above, and 
partly from the fact that Turkish political parties are not strongly rooted 
in civil society, as will be spelled out below. To the extent that the 
stabilization of electoral behavior is an element of democratic 
consolidation, the current trend in Turkey seems to be detracting from 
it. 

Another worrisome change in the party system is the increasing_ 
weakening of the moderate cente r -right and center-left tendencies. The 
1995 elections marked the lowest points ever for both tendencies that 
so far have dominated Turkish politics: The combined vote of the two 
center-right parties was 38.9 percent, while that of the two center-left 
parties was 25.4 percent. This represented a sharp decrease from previous 
years and a corresponding rise in the votes of noncentrist parties. In 
addition to the 21.4 percent of the vote won by the Islamic WP, the 
ultranationalist NAP obtained 8.18 percent, and the Kurdish nationalist 
People's Democracy Party (HADEP) won 4.17 percent. Although the 
latter two parties could not send any representatives to parliament 
because they failed to meet the I O percent national threshold, the 
combined vote of the three extremist parties reached 33.8 percent, or 
more than one-third, of the entire electornte. The increasing salience of 
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religious and ethnic issues represents an overall increase in ideological 
polarization, especially since such issues are more difficult to resolve 
and less amenable to rational bargainings than socioeconomic ones. 
Increasing polarization is also substantiated by recent public-opinion 
research. A survey carried out in 1991 within the framework of the "World 
Values Survey" demonstrated that 50 percent of Turkish voters placed 
themselves at the center on a left-right continuum, 5 percent at the 
extreme left, 20 percent at center-left, 18 percent at center-right, and 8 
percent at the extreme right. A follow-up survey carried out in 1997 
gave the following figures: 7 percent extreme left, 14 percent center
left, 35 percent center, 23 percent center-right, and 20 percent extreme 
right. A comparison of the two survey's findings clearly demonstrates 
an erosion of the center and the rapid rise of the extreme right." Thus all 
three maladies of the Turkish party system in the 1970s (volatility, 
fragmentation, and polarization) have reappeared, if anything in worse 
form. The pivotal position of the WP (and its successor, the Virtue Party) 
has made coalition alternatives limited in number and difficult to 
accomplish. For some years, the only possible minimum-winning 
coalitions have been the right-left (MP, TPP, and one ot' the leftist 
parties), the WP-right (either with the TPP or the MP), and the WP-left 
(together with both leftist parties) coalitions. The last one is most 
unlikely because of the strong secularist views of the leftist parties. At 
any rate, the rise of the WP, no doubt, increased polarization along the 
religious dimension, since the party's views on the role of Islam in state 
and society sharply differentiated it from all other parties. 

A fourth malaise in the party system is the organizational weakening 
of parties and party-identification ties. This seems to be part of the more 
general problem o� "disillusionment" (el desencanro) typical of many 
new democracies.7 The seemingly intractable nature of problems
increasing economic difficulties, very high inflation, a huge foreign 
and domestic public debt, growing inequalities in wealth, a sharp 
deterioration of social policies, and pervasive political corruption
have created a deep sense of pessimism and disappointment among 
voters, many of whom vote for parties not with any degree of enthusiasm 
but with the intention of choosing "the least evil" among them. 

In this rather bleak picture, the only notable positive change 
compared to the 1970s is the seemingly stronger elite and mass 
commitment to democracy. Although all major political parties remaitfed 
committed to democracy even during the profound crisis of the h}te 
1970s, some significant groups on the left and on the right challenged 
its legitimacy. The radical left was not represented in parliament, but it 
found many supporters among students, teachers, the inclust1fal working 
class. The radical right, on the other hand, was represented in parliament, 
even in government, by the NAP, whose commitment to liberal 
democracy was at best dubious. There were indications that this party 
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was involved in right-wing political violence. Finally, in the eyes of 
many ordinary citizens, including some civilian politicians, it was quite 
legitimate for the armed forces to intervene in such a crisis to end the 
violence and chaos. In other words, democracy was not seen by all as 
"the only game in town." 

Today, the situation seems to have changed considerably. The col
lapse of the communist regimes in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union 
truly marginalized the groups on the extreme left. The NAP underwent 
a silent transformation, becoming a more moderate, pro-system, 
nationalist party. Calls for a military intervention subsided significantly. 
The sense of disillusionment among many voters did not turn into an 
ideological challenge to the democratic system itself. "Increased valori
zation" of democracy as an end in itself is operative in Turkey, as in 
many other new democracies.x As Guillermo O'Donnell observes, "the 
current prestige of democratic discourses, and conversely, the weakness 
of openly authoritarian political discourses" is a major factor working 
to the advantage of democratic actors. He is also right in his words of' 
warning, however, that this factor "is subject to withering by the passage 
of time . . . .  [T[hc influence of democratic discourses depends . . .  in part 
on their capacity to be translated into concrete meanings for the majority 
of the population."'1 

Organizational Characteristics of Political Parties 

Since the beginnings of multiparty politics in the mid-l 940s, Turkish 
political parties have generally been described as "cadre" or "catch-all" 
parties with strong clientelistic features. If mass parties are defined as 
parties based on a carefully maintained membership registration system 
and the mass membership of card-carrying, dues-paying members, with 
emphasis on political indoctrination,1° no major Turkish political party 
qualifies as a mass party with the possible exception of the WP (during 
its later years), as will be spelled out below . 1 1 Although a 1 996 survey 
showed 12. 1 percent of all voters as party members, 12 the irregular nature 
of party registers and the loose link between the party and the member 
suggest that what is meant by party "member" in Turkey is often little 
more than a party "supporter." Many local party organizations, particu
larly in the relatively Jess developed regions, remain inactive in periods 
between clectionsn and engage in limited, if any efforts to give their 
111c111hcrs a political education or indoctrirrntion. Memhership participa
tion in party activities other tlrnn voting was found to be highest in the 
two strongly nationalistic parties, the NAP and the HADEP, and lowest 
in the two center-right parties (MP and TPP). The WP {somewhat 
surprisingly) and the two center-left parties (OLP and RPP) obtained 
scores between these two extremes. M 

The loose link between the party and the party members also implies 
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that membership dues are not paid regularly and do not therefore 
constitute a significant portion of party income. Instead, parties have 
been financed by state subsidies since the constitutional amendment of 
1971. The present law provides state subsidies to parties that obtained 
more than 7 percent of the votes in the most recent general parliamentary 
elections in proportion to the votes received. Private donations also 
provide an important source of income for parties. 

Such organizational characteristics are to be explained by the 
circumstances in which Turkey made a transition to multiparty politics 
in the mid- l 940s. The opposition Democratic Party (DP) s1Uccessfully 
used the longstanding center-periphery cleavage by appealing to 
peripheral grievances against the RPP's centralist, bureaucratic single
party rule. Most students of Turkish politics agree that the origins of the 
Turkish party system lie in such a center- periphery conflict, which pitted 
a nationalist, centralist, secularist, and cohesive state elite against "a 
culturally heterogeneous, complex, and even hostile periphery" with 
religious and antistatist overtones. 15 Whether the center-periphery 
cleavage is still the dominant one in Turkey is open to debate. In the 
1980s and the 1990s, no single party has emerged to stand for the "values 
and interests of the ccnter" or received the kind of electoral support that 
the RPP had received in the past. With the fragmentation of the vote 
described above, there is no leading party of the periphery either. "To 
complicate the picture further, the center is no longer what it used to be: 
Turkey lacks a coherent and compact elite group occupying the center 
and defending the collective interests of the center. "1<• These circum
stances were not conducive to the development of mass parties. The 
RPP remained what it' was during the single-party period, namely a par
ty of the state elites, and the DP found it more convenient to base its 
appeal on broad populist, antistatist slogans rather than !tying to anchor 
itself in a particular social group. 

Another factor that shaped the Turkish party system was "faction
alism," prevalent in many rural communities and small towns. Such 
factionalism gave the DP ready "vote banks" with one faction supporting 
the DP and the other supporting the RPP. Factionalism corntributed to 
the rapid rise of the DP, but at the same time made it a socially 
heterogeneous alliance united only in its opposition to the RPP. Later, 
on, when the DP came to power in 1950, it built an effective rural 

machine based on the distribution of patronage and pork-barrel benefits.' 
Thus the original two-party system was based on vertical rather than 
horizontul loyulties. "Pllrties concentrated their efforts in securing the 
allegiance of faction leaders and local patrons who were then entrusted 
with the task of mobilizing electoral support. In either case, vertical 
networks of personal followings proved to be a major base of political 
loyalties."17 Later, with increasing rural to urban migration, similar party 
machjnes appeared in the larger cities and were used effectively by the 
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DP and its successor, JP. The prevalence of vertical clientelistic networks 
and the machine-type politics help explain the failure of political parties 
to develop organizations based on horizontal loyalties such as common 
class or group interests. In the 1970s and the 1980s, the increasing 
complexity of the society and the growing salience of ideological issues 
led to a fragmentation of the party system, but without changing the 
clientelistic nature of political parties. A leading student of Turkish 
politics describes the present political system of Turkey as a "party
centered polity," meaning a "party system largely autonomous from 
social groups'' in the absence of a strong bourgeoisie in the historical 
development of the Ottoman- Turkish state.1x 

The last point is related to the overall weakness of linkages between 
political parties and other civil society institutions, again with the partial 
exception of the WP. If we exclude the 12.1 percent of voters who are 
members of political parties and the 9.8 percent who are affiliated with 
a trade union, we are left with only 6.2 percent of voters who are members 
of all other associations. The overwhelming majority of the latter cate
gory are members of public professional organizations, where member
ship is legally ohligatory. 19 All organizational links and all kinds of 
cooperation among political parties and civil-society institutions were 
explicitly forbidden by the Constitution of 1982 and other Jaws, until 
the constitutional amendments of 1995. But even when such links were 
not forbidden, as in the period between 1961 and 1980, they were 
extremely weak or nonexistent. Turkish parties, due to their organiza
tional characteristics described above, do not establish or maintain close 
ties with organized interests or specific sectors of society. Rather, they 
maintain autonomy from social groups, shifting from one potential base 
of electoral support to another, or abandoning the interests of their 
electoral clientele once elected to office.20 

Organizationally, all Turkish parties display similar characteristics 
since the Political Parties Laws of 1965 and 1983 imposed upon them a 
more or less standard organizational model. This model cons·ists of party 
congresses (conventions) and elected executive committees at the 
national and local (provincial and sub-provincial) levels. The smallest 
organizational unit is the sub-province organization (il�·e). Parties are 
not allowed to organize below that level. Thus the party "bram:hes" 
( ornk) that existed in vi lluges and urhan neighborhoods prior to 1960 
were banned by the military government in 196 0 -61, a ban that was 
continued under the 1965 and the 1983 laws on political parties. The 
organizational model imposed by these laws seems consistent with 
democratic principles since party leaders and executive committees at 
all levels are elected by appropriate party congresses which, in turn, are 
supposed to represent the entire body of party members. Nevertheless, 
historically and at present, all parties display strong oligarchical 
tcrH.lcncics.2 1  All arc overly centralized, and the centrnl executive 
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committees have the power to dismiss recalcitrant local committees. 
Changes in the top leadership are very rare. Indeed, Biilent Ecevit (DLP), 
Necmeddin Erbakan (WP), and Alparslan Tiirke� (NAP) have led their 
parties for more than a quarter of a century, and Siileyman Demirel 
remained the leader of the JP and the TPP from 1964 to 1993, when he 
was elected president of the republic. 

Perhaps the most important function of political parties is elite 
recruitment or candidate selection. As E. Schattschneider observed, "the 
nature of the nominating procedure determines the nature of the party; 
he who can make the nominations is the owner of the party. This is 
therefore one of the best points at which to observe the distribution of 
power within the party."22 The current Political Parties Law leaves the 
choice of the candidate-selection procedure to party constitutions. If 
parties choose to hold party primaries, in which either all registered 
party members or their elected delegates in that constituency can 
participate, such primaries are conducted under judicial supervision. 
This method, however, has rarely been used in recent elections, and the 
tendency is for all parties to have candidates nominated by their central 
executive committees. These committees are, in turn, strongly controlled 
by party leaders. Therefore, the candidate-selection procedure has turned 
out to be one of the most centralized and oligarchical methods used in 
Western democracies.23 Central control over candidate selection is both 
a cause and a consequence of the oligarchical tendencies alluded to 
above. In addition, such central control allows party leaders to nominate 
a relatively large number of political novices (usually former prominent 
bureaucrats) who have no grassroots support and are therefore 
completely dependent on party leaders. There are no special procedures 
for socializing party candidates into their respective sets of norms, 
values, or issue stands either prior to nomination or after election to 
office. 

Turkish parties have traditionally played an important role in electoral 
mobilization through local branches, door-to-door canvassing by party 
activist,s, and other gra�sroots activities to get out the votes. In recent 
elections, however, they have increasingly neglected such old-style 
organizational work and concentrated their efforts on media appeals and 
image-building with the help of professional public relations experts. 
The abolition of the state monopoly over radio and television broadcasts 
in 1993 and lhe consequent proliferation of private television and radio 
networks is an important contributing factor in this regard. Television 
appeals that ne_cessarily center around party leaders have also contributed 
to the strengthening of their authority and to the oligarchical tendencies 
within parties. Another factor in the organizational decline of political 
parties is the slowing down of economic growth and the lessening of the 
state's role in economy. These changes mean that there is a limit to the 
spoils parties can distribute to their followers, and, in the absence of 
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strong ideological motivations, this is an important factor th:at saps their 
organizational strength. 

The only party that managed to avoid this decline was the WP, until 
it was found to be in violation of provisions of the constitution and 
banned by the Constitutional Court on 22 February 1998. Just days 
before that decision, a new party, the Virtue Party (VP), was formed and 
then quickly attracted some 135 MPs from the proscribed WP, making 
the Virtue Party the main opposition party in parliament. Thus the VP is 
essentially a continuation of the WP, led by Recai Kutan, who has been 
one of the closest associates of Necmeddin Erbakan, the leader of the 
proscribed WP. Most of the elected WP mayors and the leaders of their 
local organizations also joined the VP. Therefore, the analysis offered 
for the WP here also holds true for the VP. It was the only party that 
appreciated the importance of classical door-to-door canvassing with 
the help of hundreds of thousands of highly motivated, devoted, and 
disciplined party workers. Besides, such activities were not limited to 
campaign periods but continued all year round. Interestingly,  the WP's 
workers included many women activists, but the party did not nominate 
a single woman even for the most modest elected office. This practice 
continued until the WP was shut down. The VP, however, nominated 
several women candidates in the 1999 parliamentary elections, three of 
whom were elected. One of them was not permitted to take her 
parliamentary oath since she refused to take her head scarf off. She 
eventually lost her membership. 

The organizational decline of parties is also reflected in public 
attitudes toward parties. A 1996 national survey showed that more than 
half of Turkish voters (50. 7 percent) thought that there were no parties 
defending the rights of the "oppressed," as opposed to 30.6 percent who 
answered this question affirmatively. The percentage of those who saw 
"their own" party as defending the rights of the oppressed was 85.6 for 
the WP, 88.4 for the DLP, 8;2. 1 for the RPP, and 85.3 for the H ADEP. The 
two center-right parties, the TPP and MP, ranked lowest, with 45.3 and 
37 .8 percent, respectively Y Another survey showed that political parties 
were among the least trusted public institutions. The confidence score 
(computed by subtracting the total of those who had no or little trust in 
the institutions from the total of those who had much or some trust) was 
-40 for political parties in 1997. Interestingly the armed forces ranked 
first with a confidence score of 88, followed by the police (44 percent), 
the courts (43 percent), religious institutions (40 percent), and the public 
bureaucracy (36 percent). Furthermore, a comparison of the two parallel 
surveys of 1991 and 1997 indicate a marked erosion of trust in "political" 
institutions such as the government and the parliament. 25 

The role played by parties in "issue structuration" became less 
prominent in the 1 980s and the 1 990s, following the collapse of the 
communist regimes and the decline of the socialist ideology in general. 
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Consequently, the left-right division over economic issues has lost its 
relative importance, since all parties now support, to varying degrees, a 
free-market economy and the private O""'.nership of the means of 
production. Conversely, the rise of political Islam as represented by the 
WP meant that issues related to a religious-secular cleavage rose in 
prominence. Nevertheless the WP, walking on a tightrope in a consti
tutional system where secularism is strongly safeguarded, generally 
refrained from structuring issues in overtly religious forms, as the Virtue 
Party has also done since its founding. Rather, the WP intentionally 
couched its appeals in such vague concepts as the "just order" and the 
"national and moral values." In general, parties have emphasized 
"valence issues" such as clean government and economic prosperity, 
rather than "position issues."26 The relatively low salience of issues is 
both a cause and a reflection of another genernl characteristic of Turkish 
parties, namely personalism. In election campaigns the trustworthiness 
and other personal qualities of party leaders loom much larger than the 
parties' positions on issues. This high degree of personalism is also 
responsible for the division of the center-right and the center-lcft 
tendencies into two separate parties each. The personal rivalries between 
Yilrnaz and <;iller on the center-right, and between Ecevit and Baykal 
on the center-left make a merger highly unlikely in the foreseeable 
future. 

Finally, Turkish parties have been characterized since the beginnings 
of the multiparty politics by a high degree of party discipline particular
ly in parliamentary voting. Deviation from the party line is  very rare 
and, if it happens, usually leads to the expulsion of the recalcitrant MP. 
This appears to be an outcome of the high degree of centralization of 
authority within parties, and particularly the strong position of leaders. 
The parliamentary system of government has also contributed to high 
party cohesion, since the fate of the government depends on party unity 
in parliament. In other�ords, party discipline and cohesion are necessary 
virtues in a parliamentary system, whereas their role is much less 
significant in a presidential one. Thus parties can normally be expected 
to produce and maintain relatively stable and efficacious governments,. 
ev.en though the fragmentation of the party system makes coalition 
politics a necessary and rather difficult game. Such party unity in' 
parliament i� all the more remarkable in view of the fact that most Turkish 
parties suffer from a marked tendency toward factionalism.27 

Given the organizational characteristics mentioned above, one 
may wonder about the place of Turkish parties in the overall classifi
cation of political parties. A recent study has distinguished among four 
sequential models of party: elite (cadre) party, mass party, catch-all 
party, and cartel party. 28 Most Turkish parties combine certain 
characteristics of cadre and catch-all parties, with some elements of 
cartel parties. l n  a number of respects, they approach the model of the 
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cartel party. First, the principal goals of politics seem to have become 
politics as profession, in which party competition takes place on the 
basis of competing claims to efficient management. Second, party work 
and party campaigning have become capital intensive. Third, parties 
have become increasingly dependent on state subsidies and state
regulated channels of communication. And fourth, as a result, parties 
have shown a tendency to become part of the state and act as agents of 
the state. In the change from a cadre party model to a catch-all or cartel 
party model, Turkish parties have never gone through a mass party 
phase. To some extent the WP was an exception to this rule, as I will 
discuss below. 

The Rise of Political Islam: The Welfare Party 

One of the most important events in Turkish politics in the last 
decade has been the rise of political Islam as represented by the WP. 
Although the party's origins go back to 1970, its predecessor, the 
National Salvation Party (NSP), remained a medium-sized party between 
1973 and 1980, with its national vote share never exceeding 1 2  
percent.29 After a modest restart in 1 984 under the name of the WP, its 
vole share rose steadily, climbing to just over 19 percent in the local 
elections of 1 994, which gave the party control over Turkey's two 
largest cities and many other provincial centers. The 2 1 .4 percent of 
the vote ( 158  parliamentary seats) that it won in the December 1995 
elections represented political Islam's best national showing ever. The 
VP received 1 5.4 percent of the vote in the April J 999 elections. 

Opinions vary as 10 the nature of the challenge that the WP represented 
(and which the VP now poses). The WP combined religious appeals 
with nonreligious ones, such as its emphases on industrialization, social 
justice, honest government, and the restoration of Turkey's former 
grandeur. It is unclear whelher the WP seriously intended to establish 
an "Islamic state" based on the shari' a (sacred law) or whether it would 
have been satisfied by certain, mostly symbolic acts of lslamization in 
some areas of social life. The creation of an Islamic state is a remote 
possibility that would require the support of a two-thirds majority in 
parliament to pass an amendment to the present constitution. The party's 
statements on these questions were vague and contradictory enough to 
lend themselves to more than a single interpretation, and they ultimately 
led to the Constitutional Court ruling that the WP's actions were not 
compatible with the secular character of the state, as enshrined in the 
Constitution. 

Ambivalence also marked the WP's views on democracy. The party's 
1995 campaign platform called the present system in Turkey a "fraud," 
a "guided democracy," and a "dark-room regime" and announced the 
WP's intention to establish "real pluralistic democracy." Apart from 
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promising to enhance freedom of conscience and make greater use of 
referenda and "popular councils,·• however, the WP never actually 
defined "real democracy." In the party's view, freedom of ,conscience 
implies the "right to live accordingly to one's beliefs," a cnncept that 
is bound to create conflicts with Turkey's secular legal system. The WP 
prudently refrained from challenging the basic premises of democracy 
and declares elections the only route to political power. One gets the 
impression, however, that the version of democracy it envisaged is 
more majoritarian than liberal or pluralistic. In a 1996 newspaper 
interview, Tayyip Erdogan, the former mayor of Istanbul and one of the 
strongest candidates for party leadership after Erbakan, admitted that 
the WP considered democracy not so much an aim as an instru
ment.30 Erbakan himself stated in the same vein that democracy is an 
instrument, not an aim. The aim is the establishment of an "order of 
happiness" ( saadet nizami), an apparent reference to the era of Prophet 
Mohammed, which is usually referred to as the "age of happiness" (asr-
i Saadet) in Islamic writings. A leading Turkish student of the WP 
concluded that "the WP is neither pro-shari' a . . .  nor democratic, 
because it is both pro-shari' a and democratic in its own way."31 Erba
kan and other party leaders often stated that there were only two groups 
in Turkey, the WP supporters and the potential WP supporters, a 
notion that is hardly compatible with a truly pluralistic conception of 
society. 

As for the economy, the WP proposed an Islamic-inspired "just order" 
that i t  viewed as a "third way" different from and superior to both 
capitalism and socialism. Although the party claimed that the "just order" 
is the "true private-enterprise regime," its implementation, if possible at 
all, would require a heavy dose of state control. Many observers would 
agree that lslamists in Turkey have undergone a signi ficanl change in 
the last decades. Thus, while the NSP in the 1970s appeared as the party 
of the small Anatolian merchants and businessmen, the rise of an 
irhportant "Muslirl\" bourgeoisie in the 1980s made the party much more 
open to the interests of the big business. Indeed, "since the 1980s, the 
[slamist sector in the economy has expanded, with large-scale holding 
companies, chain stores, investment houses, banks, and insurance com
panies. Particularly noteworthy are the joint businesses and investments 
that Islamist organizations have with international companies base<! in 
the Gulf countries. "32 Thus the WP moved away from statist, protectionist 
concerns to a position much more in fovor of a free-market economy and 
Turkey's integration into the global economy/' 

Whether the WP should be considered in retrospect an antisystem 
party is an open question. Certainly, it took pride in its claims to he 
different from all other parties. It accused them of being "mimics" that 
seek to ape the West and make Turkey its "sate! I ite." The WP denounced 
current economic arrangements as a "slave system" that is based on the 
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International Monetary Fund, interest payments, taxes, corruption, and 
waste and is maintained by a repressive "guardian state" that contra
venes the history and beliefs of its own people. 

The ideological chasm between the WP and the secular parties 
appeared quite wide. We will never know whether, if the party had not 
been banned by the Constitutional Court, the chasm could have been 
bridged in time by gradual elite convergence. Behind its radical rhetoric, 
the WP often showed signs of pragmatism and flexibility. For the most 
part, the WP mayors elected in 1994 in about 400 cities and towns, 
including Istanbul and Ankara, acted not like wild-eyed radicals but 
like reasonably honest and efficient managers. Similarly, the WP 
ministers in the WP-TPP coalition government, which lasted from June 
1996 unti I June 1997, vaci Hated between moderate and responsible 
positions and highly controversial symbolic acts intended to keep radi
cal lslamists loyal to the party. 

An analysis of the attitudes and social characteristics of the WP voters 
also provides clues about the ambivalence of party policies and positions. 
Earlier research had indicated that religiosity (as defined by faith and 
practice of Islam and participation in religious rituals) was a major factor 
in determining the party preferences of Turkish voters. Thus, according 
to a 1990 survey. low levels of religiosity are associated with the left 
vote (although the DLP vote docs not show n strong correlation with 
religiosity), while high levels of religiosity are correlated with electoral 
support for the MP, TPP, WP, and NAP.34 More specifically, with regard 
co the association between political Islam and support for the WP, surveys 
show that the WP combined a religious appeal with a class appeal. 
According to a 1 995 survey, 61 .3 percent of WP voters were in favor of 
an Islamic political order (�·eriar diizeni), as opposed to a minority among 
the supporters of' other parties n 1 . 1  percent in the NAP, 16. i perccn! in 
the MP, 14.9 percent in the TPP, 8.3 percent in the OLP, and 4.6 percent 
in the RPP). On the other hand, 23.7 percent of the WP voters did not 
subscribe to an Islamic political order, and 1 5  percent had no opinion. 
Of all voters, 26.7 percent were in favor of an Islamic political order, as 
opposed to 58. l percent who were against, and 15.2 percent who had no 
opinion. About 50 percent of those who were in favor of an Islamic 
political order saw it as an indispensable element of their religious 
beliefs. There are strong correlations between adherence to political 
Islam and the class position of the respondents: 14.3 percent of the 
upper and upper- m iddle class, 18.6 percent of the middle class, 22.9 
percent of the lower-middle class, and 27.9 percent of the 1ower-class 
respondents were found to be in favor of an Islamic political order.35 

Similarly, a December 1996 survey demonstrated that 60.6 percent 
of the WP voters favored the inclusion of some Islamic princ iplcs in the 
constitution. When voters were asked why they voted for the WP, 
however, only about half gave ideological reasons, such as the WP's 
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defense of religious values (20.9 percent), its promise of a "just order" 
(13.4 percent), and its respect for "national and moral values" (12.5 
percent). About one-third (29.6 percent) stated that they voted for the 
WP because they perceived it as an honest and reliable party. Also, 79.3 
percent were of the opinion that the WP was the most honest party of all. 
About half of the WP voters seemed to follow the party line on most 
ideological issues. For example, 56 percent believed that the government 
should oblige or encourage women to wear head scarves; 49 percent 
were in favor of separate education for men and women; 45 percent 
favored separation of the sexes in public transportation; and 59 .5 percent 
saw the Organization of Islamic Conference as the international organi
zation best serving Turkey's interests (as opposed to a total of one
fourth for NATO, the EU, and the UN).36 

These findings suggest that a good part of the WP's appeal was indeed 
founded on religious grounds. The same findings also demonstrate, 
however, that between one-third and one-half of the WP voters seemed 
to vote for it for nonideological reasons. The WP vote also correlates 
with the class variable. The party's call for a "just order" apparently 
appealed to the small farmers and the low-income groups in the cities, 
even though the content of the just order was never made explicit. This 
appeal was particularly strong in an economic environment marked by 
high inflation, unemployment, urban migration, cleteriorat ing income 
distribution, and widespread corruption. Thus economic problems were 
cited by a substantial number of the WP voters as Turkey's most 
important problem: inflation (8.4 percent), economic growth (6.9 
percent), unemployment (6.2 percent), and the deterioration of income 
distribution (3.2 percent). The largest group of WP voters (27 .2 percent), 
however, saw "anarchy and terror" as Turkey's most important problem. 
Among the country's most urgent economic prohlems, unemployment 
ranked first (43.2 percent), followed by inflation (33.3 perct:nt ). About 
one-third (33 . 1  percent) of WP voters saw their party as the party of the 
poor and the oppressed, as opposed to the 53.5 percent who saw it as a 
party appealing to all sectors of society.n 

Prior to the local elections of 1994, the left had won most of the 
municipalities in the low-income immigrant neighborhoods along the 
peripheries of the large cities. By the latter half of the l 99(b, howe\/er, 
the same neighborhoods had become strongholds of the WP, evidence 
of the extent to which the WP had sunk strong roots among the urban 
poor. "WP support in metropolitan areas [was] overwhelmingly 
peripheral and provincial, in the sense that it restlcd] on a politically 
active 'secondary elite' highly effective in mobilizing the urban, lower
middle and lower-income groups, and Kurds."·'x 

The WP was stronger in rural areas (more than half of its voters were 
ru1�1I), and the WP vote was inversely related to years of schooling. 
Electoral support for the WP came disproportionately from small farmers, 
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blue-collar workers, small traders, and artisans, and from among the 
lower and lower-middle <.:lasses.39 

These findings go a very long way in explaining the vagueness and 
ambivalence in the party's positions on issues. To appeal to the more 
centrist voters who have no desire to see an Islamic state in Turkey, the 
WP had to moderate its positions and move to the center, in the process 
becoming a party much like the Christian Democrats in Europe. Some 
observers perceived that the WP had already completed this trans
formation. Others noted the WP's efforts to maintain its support among 
the more radical Islamists and to emphasize its differences with the 
other parties along a religious-secular dimension, which risked 
polarizing the conflict and even threatening democracy. The VP faces 
the same dilemma, although its leaders have been much more careful 
than their predecessors in using explicitly religious themes. 
Organizationally, the WP was the only Turkish party that has come 
close to the model of a mass party, or a party of social integration.�11 The 
Islamists constitute the most organized sector of Turkish society, as 
evidenced in their numerous associations, foundations, newspapers, 
periodicals, publishing houses, television networks, Quran courses, 
student dormitories, university preparation courses, a pro-WP trade 
union (HAK-I$), a pro-WP businessmen's association (MOSAD), holding 
companies, as well as such informal groups as various suji" orders and 
other religious communities. Even though most of these groups and 
organizations had no formal or direct link with the WP, they provided 
a comprehensive network effectively encapsulating the individual 
member and creating a distinct political subculture. Members and 
opponents of the WP recognized it as representative of the Islamist 
segment of civil society. 

On the other hand, the WP seemed to lack the intrnparty democracy 
usually associated with mass parties. Membership entailed obligations 
(such as taking part in the party work) rather than rights. Party policy 
was made top down by a small group of leaders (Erbakan and his close 
associates) who dominated the WP and its predecessors for more than a 
quarter of a century, with little input from rank and file members. 
(However, Erbakan and some other WP founders were barred from party 
politics for five years when the WP was proscribed by the Constitutional 
Court in February 1998.) There was almost no genuine intraparty debate 
or competition at the party congresses, which invariably endorsed the 
leadership by acclamation. In parliamentary votes, the WP deputies 
displayed perfect discipline. The party had effective women's and youth 
organizations that campaigned for the party not only during elections 
but throughout the year. A new member was immediately introduced to 
party work and given responsibilities in any of a number of committees, 
including those for women, youth, workers, or polling booths. In fact, 
the party's organization was based on polling-booth districts, and within 
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such districts, each street, sometimes even each apartment building, was 
assigned to a particular member, who, among other things, had to get out 
the vote on election day. Political education or indoctrination within 
the party was strongly emphasized and carried out by party members 
called "teachers." Each subprovince (ilre) was assigned to the 
responsibility of a "headmaster," and there were "inspectors" at the 
provincial or regional level to supervise political education.� 1 

Among its many activities, the WP organization also provided some 
welfare services for its supporters. According to one report, the WP 
mayor of a poor district in Istanbul distributed 1,500 tons of coal in one 
winter and gave out packages of food (250 kilos each) to 3,500 families 
during the holy month of Ramadan.42 In fact, providing such welfare 
services was a characteristic not only of the WP but of lslamist 
organizations in general. A student of these organizations concluded 
that "following the example of similar movements in other Islamic 
countries, the sufi organizations have, in the past few years, tended to 
concentrate their efforts on welfare services, of which education is one. 
The economic reformist policies of the 1980s limited government 
expenditure on social services and on the welfare state in general. This 
in a country in which these services were only at a rudiment airy state and 
at a time when the rapid rural-urban exodus created widespread poverty 
in cities. The religious organizations have jumped to org,mize relief for 
the poor, medical centers, and hospitals that offer treatment schemes 
and child-care programs. "43 In the final analysis, however, the rising 
electoral fortunes of the WP were due more to the failure of the centrist 
parties to fulfill their promises and to provide benefits to the voters and 
less to the organizational prowess of the WP.44 

The Center-Right 

Since the first free multiparty elections of 1950, Turkey has been 
ruled by the center-right parties, except for the periods of military rule 
and the brief spells when their chief rival, the RPP, Jed coalition 
governments. The center-right was represented by the DP in the I 950s 
and by the JP in the 1960s and the I 970s. The TPP claims descent from 
the JP. When the DP was closed down by the military government in' 
1960, three parties competed for its votes in the 1961 elections: the 
Justice Party (JP), the New Turkey Party (NTP), and the Republican 
Peasant Nation Party (RPNP). As a result, the former DP votes were split 
among these three parties. The JP eventually established i'lself as the 
principal heir to the DP, and in the 1965 elections won the absolute 
majority of the votes and of the National Assembly seats. Following the 
I 971 military intervention, the center-right vote was again fragmented 
among the JP, the Democrat Party (Dern. P, which was a conservative 
offshoot of the JP), and the Islamist National Salvation Party (NSP). 
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Consequently, in the l 973 elections, the JP vote fell to 29 percent while 
the Dern. P and the NSP gained about 12 percent apiece. Most of the 
Dern. P leaders and voters returned to the fold in the 1977 elections. The 
NSP persisted, however, as the representative of a distinct segment of 
voters. Thus, toward the end of the 1970s, the Turkish party system 
displayed an essentially four-party format: the center-right JP, the center
left RPP, the lslamist NSP, and the ultranationalist NAP.4� 

The military regime (NSC) that ruled Turkey between 1980 and 1983 
outlawed all existing parties and permitted the establishment of new 
ones just prior to the November 1983 elections. This was a carefully 
controlled process that led to a "limited choice election" that only 
three parties approved or licensed by the military were allowed to contest. 
To the surprise of many, the Motherland Party (MP) led by Turgut bzal 
won the elections with 45 percent of the vote and an absolute majority 
of the Assembly seats. The MP also won the 1987 elections with a reduced 
percentage of votes (36.3 percent) but an increased majority of the seats 
due to the favorable changes it introduced into the electoral system. 
The 1987 elections were held after the military-imposed ban on former 
political leaders and members of parliament was removed by a popular 
referendum, and were thus contested by the four former political leaders 
(Ecevit, Demirel, Erbakan, and Ti.irke�) at the head of their own parties. 

The most noteworthy feature of party politics in the 1980s was the 
predominance of the MP, which gave Turkey eight years of uninterrupted 
single-party government, the first since 1971. The MP did not claim 
descent from any of the old parties. In fact, bzal always proudly asserted 
that he brought together all four preexisting political tendencies under 
the MP roof, although a majority of its votes seems to have come from 
former JP supporters. Statistical analysis of the party votes in the 1983 
elections did not show strong correlations between the MP vote and the 
votes for former parties in previous elections, thereby lending support 
to bzal's argument that the MP was not the continuation of any of the 
old parties but was a neyv actor in Turkish politics.46 In other words, of 
all the Turkish parties of the 1980s, "only . . .  the Motherland Party is 
based on new societal cleavages and mobilization of a relatively new 
ideological concept known as the new right. "47 While some scholars 
view the MP "as an extension of the 1980 coup government," others see 
it as "the initiator of liberal revolutions, antibureaucratic, pluralist, 
modern, and able to bring together a coalition including a wide range of 
ideological groups," and thus a "genuine catch-all party."�8 

· In the I 983 elections, the MP fared better in urban areas and in the 
most developed regions. It appears that it "gained support from the 
upwardly mobile, entrepreneurially minded, pragmatic, modernist 
groups that were predominantly urban and living in the developed areas 
of Turkey. This included considerable support from such occupational 
groups as the urban self-employed, businessmen and upwardly mobile 
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urban workers.''·'" The MP's urban accent continued in the subsequent 
elections, albeit to a more limited degree. 

The coalition brought together by the MP did not prove to be enduring. 
The erosion of the MP support was due to increasing economic 
difficulties (particularly high inflation) on the one hand, and to the 
competition of the other right parties on the other. With the reactivation 
of the WP and the NAP, some of their former supporters who voted for 
the MP in 1983 returned to the fold. But the most dangerous competitor 
for the MP was the TPP. With the removal of the ban on the political 
activities of former politicians, Demirel became the leader of the TPP in 
1987. Under his energetic leadership the party became the leading party 
on the center-right in the 1989 local and the 1991 parliamentary 
elections, thereby bringing the MP's predominance to an end. In this 
race the TPP, as the direct heir to the JP, had the advantage of being 
based on an older, more powerful, and closely knit network of local 
party organizations with strong clientelistic ties. By comparison, the 
MP was closer to a cadre party or caucus party model wit!h relatively 
weak local organizations.so 

As for the ideological differences between the two main contenders 
on the center-right, as opposed to the new right, free-market ideology of 
the MP, the TPP represented a more conservative, populist, and 
egalitarian ideology in the tradition of the DP and the JP. Both parties 
tried to appeal to the conservative voters by making references to 
nationalist and religious symbols. However, the MP's propaganda in 
the 1980s gave much more prominence to the themes of change and 
modernization, as was evident in Ozal's slogans of "transformation" 
and "leaping to a new age" (<;ag atlamak). In contrast, the TPP engaged 
in a more populist discourse based on the notions of economic justice, 
egalitarianism, distributive policies, and a paternalistic protective 
state.5 1  The ideological differences between the two parties have tended 
to disappear in recent years, however. The TPP under Tansu <;i Iler moved 
clos'er to Ozal 's free·-market oriented, antipopulist, and antiwelfare 
policies, while the MP under Mesut Yilmaz moved closer to a Demirel
style egalitarian populism. 

Public-opinion data demonstrate that the urban-rural factor is still an 
important variable differentiating between the MP and the TPI1 
supporters. As of 1 996, 54 percent of MP supporters (as opposed to 49. 
percent of TPP supporters) were urban residents. With regard to 
occupational categories, the TPP seems to be more popular among farmers 
(35 percent as opposed to 30 percent for the MP), and the MP slightly 
more popular among blue-collar workers and small traders and artisans. 
As far as the respondents' class positions are concerned, the MP seems 
to be doing slightly better among the lower classes, while the TPP 
performs better among the upper and upper-middle classes. Nevertheless, 
these- differences are generally too small to suggest that the two center-
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right parties are indeed based on clearly distinguishable social bases, 
leading to the conclusion that the fragmentation of the center-right is 
due less to deep-seated sociological differences than to historical events 
and the clash of personalities. 52 

The Center-Left 

The center-left position on the political spectrum has been occupied 
in recent years by two parties, the DLP of Biilent Ecevit and the RPP of 
Deniz Baykal, and for a while it was represented by three parties (the 
DLP, the RPP, and the SOPP) until the merger of the latter two. Thus the 
divisive effects of the 1980 military intervention can also be observed 
on the center-left. In the limited-choice elections of l 983, the center
left was represented by the Populist Party (PP), which the military viewed 
as a loyal and moderate opposition party to its first choice for winning 
a parliamentary majority, the Nationalist Democracy Party (NDP). On 
the other hand, the National Security Council did not permit the Social 
Democratic Party (SOP), founded by a number of former RPP politicians 
and headed by Erdal lnonii, the son of former president and RPP leader 
Ismet InonLi, which looked like a more credible heir to the RPP. The PP 
received 30.5 percent of the vote in the 1 983 elections, but soon 
afterwards it decided to merge with the SOP to become the Social 
Democratic Populist Party (SDPP). In the meantime, Mr. Ecevit, who 
had strong reservations about the factional conflicts within the old RPP 
prior to 1980, formed his own party, the OLP. Since Ecevit, like all 
former political leaders, was banned from political activity, the party 
was headed by his wife, Rahzan Ecevit, until the ban was removed by 
the constitutional referendum of 1987. 

The ideological differences between the OLP and the SOPP (now the 
RPP) are not substantial, although they are much more strongly 
emphasized by the OLP leaders than by the RPP leaders. A fairly 
important difference is that the DLP does not claim to represent the 
legacy of the old RPP1 while the elements of continuity are much more 
marked between the old and new RPP. Ecevit characterizes the old RPP 
as too elitist, representing a notion of reform from above, "for the people 
but against the wishes of the people." Another difference is that while 
the SOPP (RPP) program gives a more prominent role to the state in 
economic affairs, the OLP is more inclined to diversify the economic 
structure by encouraging the establishment of cooperatives and produ
cers' unions in order to prevent both state and private monopolies. s:, On 
most other issues, however, the two parties ' positions are rather similar. 
A 1990 survey found that the mean left-right score for SDPP supporters 
was 3.94, and for DLP supporters it was 4.28, putting the DLP very 
slightly to the right of the SOPP.54 Similarly, a 1996 survey demon
strated that differences between the socioeconomic characteristics 
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of the OLP and the RPP supporters were small. The RPP was stronger 
among the white-collar and upper and upper-middle class voters and 
the OLP did somewhat better in all other social categories. Although 
both parties draw disproportionate support from urban areas, the urban 
character of the DLP supporters was stronger than that of the RPP (67 .9 
percent urban for the DLP as opposed to 58.0 percent for the RPP).�� 

As a result of the April 1999 elections, the DLP emerged as the 
strongest party in the country, with 22.2 percent of the vote, while its 
rival RPP remained below the 10 percent threshold, with 8.7 percent of 
the vote. A new tripartite coalition government was formed between the 
OLP, the Nationalist Action Party (NAP), and the MP under the 
premiership of Ecevit. This unlikely coalition has turned out to be 
surprisingly long-lasting. 

Minor Parties 

Since Turkish electoral law does not permit parliamentai·y represen
tation to parties that receive Jess than I O percent of the total national 
votes cast, at present no minor party is represented in the National 
Assembly. The only exception is the Grand Unity Party (a religiously 
oriented conservative offshoot from the NAP) as it was allied with the 
MP in the 1995 elections and presented its candidates on MP lists. After 
the elections, seven deputies elected on the MP lists resigned from the 
MP and rejoined their old party. 

The other two parties that obtained a fairly high percentage of votes 
but were barred from representation for failing to meet the I O percent 
threshold were the.NAP and the People's Democracy Party (PDP, HADEP 
in Turkish). The origins of the NAP go back to the mid-I 960s when the 
party became an ultranationalist (to its opponents, a fascist) political 
force under the leadership of ex-colonel Alparslan Turke�, one of the 
leading figures in the I 960 military intervention. The NAP played a 
hi&hly polarizing r�le in the 1970s in the violent clashes between the 
extreme left and extreme right-wing groups. It appears, however, that 
the NAP moved to a more centrist position in the 1980s and particularly 
in the 1990s, although it is arguable whether the NAP moved to the 
center or the center moved closer to the NAP's nationalist and s1<1ti,st 
lines.56 The NAP contested the 1991 elections in alliance with the WP 
and consequently was able to send some representatives to parliamein. 
In the 1995 elections, it received 8.2 percent of the vote, barely below 
the national threshold. It still represents an ultranationalist position, 
especially with regard to the Kurdish issue, but its commitment to demo
cratic processes is more explicit today than it was in the I 970s.57 The 
NAP emerged as the second largest party with 18 percent of the vote in 
the 1999 elections, and it joined in the coalition government led by 
Ecevit. 
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Another fairly important minor party that was not able to pass the 
electoral threshold in l 995 and 1999 is the PDP (People's Democracy 
Party, HADEP), representing the Kurdish minority. Since both the 
Constitution and the Political Parties Law proscribe ethnic parties, the 
two predecessors of the PDP (People's Labor Party and the Democracy 
Party) were banned by the Constitutional Court. The PDP contested the 
December 1995 elections and won slightly more than 4 percent of the 
national vote. Most of its support came from the southeast, where the 
Kurdish minority is concentrated. The PDP received more than 40 percent 
of the vote in two southeastern provinces and more than 20 percent in 
six others. As long as the relevant articles of the constitution and the 
Political Parties Law remain unchanged, however, the PDP is likely to 
share the fate of its predecessors. The PDP also participated in the 1999 
elections and received 4.75 percent of the vote, its support again 
concentrated mostly in the southeast. 

Deinstitutionalization 

The historical overview of Turkey's political parties and party system 
suggests that Turkey represents a case of deinstitutionalization. The 
Turkish party system until the end of 1970s was essentially a bipolar (if 
not a two-party) system, in which two highly organized, well-established 
parties with strong historical and social roots (the RPP and the DP/JP) 

dominated the political scene. The tendencies toward electoral volatility, 
party fragmentation, and ideological polarization, which had already 
started tu affect politics adversely in the 1 970s, have now reappeared in 
worse form after a stable, one-party MP government for a period of eight 
years ( 1 983-91 ). These three maladies in the party system no doubt 
constitute an important obstacle lo further democratic consolidation. 

Together with these tendencies in the party system, there appears to 
be an overall decline in the organizational capabilities of political parties 

(particularly in regard to their candidate selection, electoral mobilization, 
and issue structuratiun functions) and a fall in the public esteem in which 
they are held. While in much of Europe organizational change in parties 
is generally from a mass-party to a catch-all or cartel party model, in 
Turkey there has been a direct leap from the cadre party to a catch-all or 
cartel party without having gone through a mass-party phase. To some 
extent, the WP provided an exception to both generalizations. It was the 
only Turkish party that avoided organizational decline and the only 
party that approx imatcd the mass-party model. Parallel to organizational 
decline, there has been a sharp drop in the public's confidence in political 
parties, which seems to be at the lowest point ever. Parties are generally 
perceived as corrupt and highly oligarchical institutions run dictatorially 
by narrow-minded and uncompromising leaders who are unable to 
produce solutions to the country's pressing problems. 
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And yet, Turkish politics are still, by and large, party politics. Most 
people realize that in a democracy there is no alternative to political 
parties. Therefore, much of the current debate in Turkey centers around 
new policies aimed at making parties more democratic and responsive. 
It is hoped, for example, that the adoption of a single-member, double
ballot majority system will make deputies less dependent on their leaders 
and more responsive to their voters. Such a system may also reduce 
party fragmentation by forcing similar-minded parties to forge electoral 
alliances. Another proposed reform is to limit the leaders' influence on 
candidate selection by, for example, making it compulsory for all parties 
to hold primary elections. Finally it is hoped that by reducing the state's 
role in the economy, the spoils of politics would be limited and party 
work would be based more on idealistic motives than those of personal 
material gains. 

The trends described above were not significantly altered by Turkey's 
April 1999 parliamentary elections (although they did produce some 
surprising results). Once again, the elections produced, as expected, a 
fragmented parliament with five parties passing the I O percent national 
threshold. The two big winners of the elections were the DLP of Ecevit, 
with 22.2 percent of the vote, and the NAP of Devlet Bah9eli (who 
became the leader of the party upon the death of Alparslan Turke�). with 
18.0 percent. The two main losers were the two centcr-right parties, the 
MP and the TPP, whose votes fell from about 1 9  percent apiece, to 1 3  .2 
and l 2.0 percent, respectively. Also among the losers were the Virtue 
Party (from 2 1.4 percent for the WP in 1995 to 15.4 percent) and the 
RPP (from 10.7 percent to 8.7 percent). Thus the RPP, the oldest party of 
the Republic, remaine<Lbelow the I O percent threshold and was unable 
to send any representatives to the parliament. Neither was the Kurdish 
nationalist 1:-IADEP (PDP), which only slightly increased its votes to 
4.75 percent. In terms of electoral volatility, the 1999 elections were 
the most volatile in the last decade. 

Issues played a relatively unimportant role in the campaign. The , 
DLP's and the NAP's gains owed to their "clean" images. Conversely, 
the MP and the TPP apparently suffered from charges of corruption, as 
well as from the bitter feud between the two parties. The VP's significant 
loss of support was another important feature of the elections. It seems 
that the protest votes that went to the WP in 1995 this time switched 
mainly to the NAP. 

Perhaps even more importantly, the 1999 elections confirmed the 
trend toward identity politics in Turkey. Three parties that define 
themselves mainly in terms of identity-oriented issues (the NAP 
representing Turkish nationalist identity, the VP representing Islamic 
identit�. and the HADEP representing Kurdish ethnic identity) together 
received a total of 38 percent of the vote. To this must be added the 
growing identity consciousness among the Alevis (Turkish Shi 'ites), 
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even though their votes were split among different parties. The rising 
importance of identity-oriented issues can be considered another source 
of difficulty in the development of Turkey's party system in a more 
consensual and pragmatic direction. 
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