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Sinan Ciddi

Since Turkey held general elections in June Zorr, height_
ened scholarly discussion has focused on the country,s 

"r.l1rr_ing party system. During the eleven years since the Justice
and Developmenr Paty (Adalet ue Kalkmma pariisi, AKp) took
over the reins of goverrrment, scholars have increasingly
commented on two observable trends: a reduction in volr
volatiiity and realignment of votes to the AI(p. Three suc_
cessive electoral victories for the AKp have ignited d.ebates
regarding the existence of a dominant party system. The
AI(P effectively rernains electorally unchali"rrg.d and is
comfortably situated as a single party government with vir-
tually unimpeded legislative arr.d 

"re"rrtirre capabiiities. Why
is this the case? Since its first national victory in 2OO2, the
K!'r large parliamentary majority has allowed the party to
implement a wide array of programmatic priorities.,

since 2oo2, the AKp,s governing mandate has seldom
been challenged by oppositi.on po1it1cal parties in parlia_
rnent. Both the main 

_opposition Republican people,s party
(cumhurget Halk PartIsi, cHP) and the Nationalist Action party
(Millgeqi Hareket Partki, MHP) lack the necessary parliamentary
seats to block the passage of AKp legislative pursuits. Instead,
predominant challenges to AI(p rule have appeared. in the
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form of extra-parliamentary and argrr-

ably undernocratic forces. The office of
the President while occupied by Ahmet
Necdet Sezer (2ooo-2ooj), the Con-
stitutional Court, and the arrned forc-
es-to varying degrees and on different
occasions-mounted individual chal-
lenges to underrnine the government'
President Sezer made history by vetoing
rnore pieces of AKP-passed legisla-
tion than any of his predecessors.2 The
country's constitutional court rnounted
a nearly successful carnpaign to close

down the AI(P i.n 2oo7, accusing the

party of being "a focrts of anti-secular"
activities.3 Finaliy, the arrned forces,

which for most of the rnultiparty era

in Turkey-from r${6 onwards-con-
sidered itself as the ultirnate guardian
of the secular Kemalist state, issued a

cornmuniqul. on 2l April ZooJ high-
lighting their concerns regarding the

government's choice for president:
Abduliah Gtil.a The PurPose of this

article is to explain why in a cornpeti-
tive parliamentary democracy such as

Turkey, the AI(P has not faced credible

poiitical opposition. Accounting for
this electoral dominance and success

of the AI(P has been a widely discussed

topic since 2oa2.5
Indeed, many observers of Turkish

politics have not only highlighted the

virtual iack of political opposition in
Turkey, but also pointed to the effects

of this dearth of opposition's rnarked

retrogression in Turkey's democracy'

The AKP's sllccess lies in a combina-
tion of proposed factors: grassroots

organizational capacity, its ability to
brrild " sizable electoral alliance of vot-
ers frorn all sections of Turkish society,

and, finally, its self-projection as a

"service-oriented" and results-driven

government as displayed by relative
ir.rpro.r.*.nts in econornic an& infra-
structural developrnent, as well as citi-
zen social rnobility. By contrast, oPpo-
sition parties lack "tangible credibility"
alnongst voters with which to challenge
the concrete results-oriented record of
the incumbent.

The single biggest dernocratic chal-
lenge that the AKP has had to con-
front in the last decade has corne from
individual citizens. Beginning in May

2or3, a new wave of political opposi-
tion began to challenge the govern-
ing capacity of the government: the

"Gezi Park" protests. Thror'rghout the

AI(-P-era, resentrnent has been brewing
toward a governing style perceived as

largely norr-consultation based, non-
inclusive, and increasingly authoritar-
ian. The underlying and immediate
factors that sparked individual citizen

protests stemmed frorn pieces of leg-

islation seerningly targeted at regrrlat-

ing aspects of social life' such as plac-
ing limits on abortion procedures and

increased regulation of alcohol sales'

The Gezi Park protests have heralded a

new mode of political participation in
Turkey that is practiced by individual
citizens, reliant on peaceful dernon-

strations, facilitated by social media,

and not aligned with any one political
party. The protests that have gripped

the country are a stark declaration that

dernocratic political opposition to arry

incurnbent Party may not be lirnited
to the confines of the ballot box, and

that citizen participation extends fur-
ther than the boundaries recornmend-

ed by Joseph Schumpeter's concepti"-'
of minirnalist democracy' This article

begins by outlining the reasons 
-for

th; AKP's electoral successes, and then
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discusses the ineffectiveness of the two
main .opposition parties. Finally, the
spotlight is turned upon a new wave
of citizenship participation as a pos-
sible source of political opposition-
one which Turkish governments are not
accustomed to accommodating.

The AKP: Turkey's Profession-
al Political Party? Since 2oo2 the
AKP has branded itself as the "listen-
ing" and "representative" party of the
people. Unlike its predecessor, theW'el-
fare Party (Refoh Panisi, RP), the AI(P's
base of electoral support has grown
beyond a narrow niche of religiously
and socially conservative individuals. At
the 2OII parliamentary elections, the
party succeeded in gaining nearly one
out of two valid votes, approxirnately
2r million. The prerniership of Tayyip
Erdogan has concentrated on the deliv-
ery of a "serwices"-oriented goverrr-
ment. This governing style continually
seeks to deliver tangible benefits to the
citizen body' low inflation, econornic
growth, new schools, hospitals, health-
care reforrn, and infrastructural devel-
opment, among others. Such concrete
and ultimately econornic-oriented
goals have seemingly supplanted the
RP's ideological and exclusively Islarnist
focus.s

The AI(P succeeded in establishing
new econornic alliances and building
on existing networks. Political Islarn's
economic lnessage in the RP days was a
rnuch less pronounced component of
its electoral agenda cornpared to that
of the AKP. The AKP has engaged
in developing and furthering linkages
with business networks both at the level
of srnall,/medium-sized, as well as at
the level of big business. This eco-

croor Politics&Diplomacy

nomic development strategy also mani-
fests itself in Turkish foreign policy
which, in the AI(P decade, concen-
trated on both expanding the country's
business and econornic capacity in a

variety of geographical regions, includ-
ing the Middle East and North Africa
and Southeast Asia, and forging closer
economic ties with the United States.T
This has been facilitated by signing
nulrlerous free trade agreemerrts, lift-
ing visa restrictions, and instituting
government incentives for foreign
investors in Turkey. A11 said, the AI(P's
pronourrced emphasis on economic
developrnent has resulted in what some
cornrnentators have referred to as the
developrnent of a "new rniddle-elass"
in Turkey.s To this end, over the last
decade Turkey has become the seven-
teenth largest econorry in the world,
boasting record levels of per capita
incorne and consistently high rates of
GDP growth. At tirnes, it is referr:ed to
as an emerging regional power. Given
the prorninence of such accornplish-
rnents, to what extent is it possible to
expect opposition parties to be able to
successfully unseat the incumbent?

lh_q n-epubl i can Peop I e's Party
(CHP). Since 2oo2, the pr"ty hrs
rnaintained the title of main opposition
party-a title to which it has been large-
ly accustorned since the beginning of
rnultiparty politics in the rggos. Since
this time, the CHP has consistently
found it difficult ro be perceived as a
representative party of the people. The
party has been labeled an elitist entity
that chose to rnould Turkish society in
a particular irnage: one that was decreed
by the founding secular and nation-
alist elite. Commonly referred to as
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"Kernalism," Turkey's modernization i

and westernization goals as envisioned
by Kernal Ataturk were irnposed by the
CHP in preference and in place of any

other "isrn." The CHP is prirnarily seen

as a top-down and elitist agent of rnod-
ernization, one that is unrepresentative
of the culture, identity, and particular
dernands of the citizen body.

Lacking the parliarnentary rnajor-
ity to challenge the AI(P's mandate
(see Table r), the CHP has primarily
relied on veto players to mount pollti-
cal opposition. This was achieved by
a cornbination of rnethods: directly/
indirectly supporting the rnilitary's out-
bursts and public dissatisfaction with
the AKP; referring a variety of AKP-
passed pieces of legislation to the con-
stitutional court for annulment; allying
party policies and statements to rnatch

those of former-President Sezer's, who

areas that attracted controversy were

often approached in black and white
terms, positioning the party as an agent

of polarization. Any legislative initia-
tives pertaining to individual, rninority,
or associational freedoms-most nota-
bly regarding the headscarf issue-were
portrayed by the CHP as atternpts by
the governrnent as legislative initiatives
to "Islarnize" the courrtry and under-
mine the country's secular identity.
In addition to not being in office, the

CHP is only in charge of $zJ out of
2go! district mayoralties, as well as two

greater municipality rnayoralties: Izrnir
and Eskisehir. Put sirnply, the party
cannot tangibly demonstrate what it can

offer voters on either a national or a

local platform.
With the goal of being perceived as

a representative agent-one that was

inclusive particularly of the country's

Tablg I Vote Shares by the iargest political partles in the Turkish Grand National Assembly.

publicly challenged the governrnent's
rnandate on nurnerous occasions; and

choosing to remain silent, even tacitly
supporting proceedings initiated by the
special prosecutor to close down the
AI(P in 2oo7. IJnder the leadership
of Deniz Baykal, the party engaged in
what can only be defined as Projec-
tion of dyadic policy alternatives. Policy

religious and ethnic diversity, attempts

to overhaul the party's political plat-
forrn carne to fruition under the (new)

leadership of Kernal Krhgdaroglu.
Since assuming his position as chair-
man in May 2oro following the resig-
nation of Deniz B+tl in the wake of
a sex scandal, Kthgdaroglu has been

successful in changing the face of the
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party. The new leadership is engaged

in a pr'ocess of reform to rebrand the
party's image by revamping its political
platform and institutional framework.

political evolution. They came largely
as a result of an exogenous shock in the
forrn of the aforementioned sex scan-

dal, which forced out the old leader-

The Repuhlican People's Party suffers frorn
factionalisrn
mark feature

Key leadership positions within the
CHP are now occupied by individuals
close to Kilicdaroglu and of a liberal
disposition. In terrns of deterrnining
parliarnentary candidates, the use of
primary elections was carried out in
approxirnately half of the electoral dis-
tricts, giving party members a direct
choice in selecting their MP candidates.

In terrns of projecting a reconsti-
tuted political platform, the practice of
"opposition for the sake of opposition"
has been abandoned by Krhgdarogiu.
In place of blindly opposing any and
all governrnent policies, the party has

chosen to pick battles it sees as worth
fighting. This can be observed with tar-
geted carnpaigns against government-
state corruption, rnass housing projects
initiated under the rhetoric of urban
development and regeneration, and,
finally, the proposal of a more starr-
dardized national healthcare and insur-
ance program (referred to as "farnily
insurance"). Given these substantive
and far reaching changes, how can one
explain the CHP's inability to signifi-
cantly increase its popular appeal and
also unseat the government?

One irnmediate reason is tirning.
The changes in party leadership and
policies came not as a result of what
can be referred to as a natural cycle of

alnongst its own
of the party since

ship and paved the way for the rise of
Krhgdaroglu. Krhgdaroglu was neither
prepared to assurne the position of par-
ty chairrnan, nor did he have sufficient
time to convince the electorate prior
to theJune 2orr general elections that,
under his leadership, the party stood
for a new and enlightened set of ideals.

Secondly, and perhaps more impor-
tantly, the CHP suffers frorn factional-
ism within its own ranks. This is not
a new phenornenon, and has been a
hallmark feature of the party since its
foundation. The two main opposing
factions in existence within the CHP
can be referred to as the "reformist"
and "nationalist" factions. Repeatedly
locking horns over areas of policy, the
opposing factions have the net effect
of weakening the party. Kilrgdaroglu
has been forced to cut back on the sup-
portive staternents he offered towards
the Kurdish Opening initiative after
several rnembers of the nationalist fac-
tion challenged party support. Faction-
ali.srn also projects an irnage that the
party is not united behind a clear set

of policies, suggesting that the process
of change under Kilrgdaroglu remains
only in rhetoric, rather than substance.

The Nationalist Action Party
(M H P). 'Within parliarnent, the MHP

ranks . ..a hall-
its foundation.
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is the rnain advocate of Turkish nation-
alism, broadly defined. Since its estab-

Iishment as a political party and move-

ment in 1965, the MHP is arguablY one

of the most ideologica\ committed
parties in the country's party sPectrum'

lraditionally, the party's ideology
projects itself as a third way alternative

stood firrnly against entertaining any

aspect of the UN-brokered Annan Plan

of zoo4,whichwas sPunbYtheMHP as

"selling Cyprus" to the Greek Cypriots

,rrd uf,"ttdtning the "baby [Turklsh]
nation". Finaliy, throughout the AI(P
era, the MHP has attempted to chastise

the governrnent on initiatives direct-

Tayyip Erdogan is id"rrtified us u. strong ?id
capable leader, which many voters identity wlth,
a;d a person who is seen to be a rnuch more
charisrnatic leader cornpared to the leaders of
the CHP and MHP.

to commurrisrn and capitalisrn, with an

exclusively Turkish tinge. Predicated

upon arr organic view of state-society

,.lutiot r, the MHP maintained that

love of the Turkish nation-which is

d.efined in terms of a cornmon culture,
language, history, and ideals-should
be totally independent of collective

ideologies s'uch as cornrnunism but nei-
ther should it be ravaged by the forces

of uncontrolled caPitalism.'o
Since the earlY 2ooos, and Particu-

iarly duringAl(P rule, the MHP's mes-

sage has become a vociferous opPonent

oifurther integration with the EU, the

resolution of the Cyprus imbroglio'
and all atternPts at broadening the

realrn of individual, associational, and

minority rights. The AKP's engagernent

with the EIJ accession process between

2oo2 and 2oo$ was firmlY oPPosed bY

the MHP based on the essential Prem-
ise that joining the EU would imPlY

a signifiiant and unacceptable loss of
T,rtkirh sovereignty over many areas of
national comPetency. The party also

ed at expanding the realm of rninor-
ity rights. This is rnost visible with

the ongoing negotiations surrounding
the Kurdish Opening initiative, which

airns to reach a settlernent with the

separatist terrorist organization, the

Kurd,ish'Workers PartY (PKK)'
This exclusionary political platform,

however, is not well received by broader

sections of the voting electorate and

limits the growth potential of the MHP

as a mass PurtY. Put simPlY, the MHP's

ideological baggage, which translates

irlto poiicy openings, is obsolete and^

out of touch with the broad artaY of
the citizen body's electoral priorities in
much the sarne way that political lslarn

arguably was in the late-r$$os' The

MHP do". not have a specific and tan-

gible policy agenda from which to build
I t atiott.l electoral agenda' Through-
out its existence' the party has rnade

itself attractive to its base supporters

by its definitions of the "other'" Since

Z.ooZ, the party's ideological opening

has rested on the following initiatives:
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a sovereignty-based Euroskepticism, a

distrustful stance toward globalization
(largely left undefined), an r.rncorn-
promising stance on the Kurdish issue,
a nebulous "national economic" plan,
and a projection of Turkish identity.

The Gezi Protests: A New Modeqf Political 0pposition and
Participation? It woutd appear
that Turkey's political field remains
without an effective opposition. While
this may be partly true as far as political
parties are concerned, citizen-based
participation should not be underes-
timated. As 19ng as the AI(P continues
to deliver tangible results, opposition
parties will find it difficult to be con-
sidered as credible alternatives. This
is largely due to voter perceptions that
the AKP is getting the job of governing
"done" better than any other party in
recent times. In addition, in Turkey
there is a strong tendency on the part
of voters to associate political parties
with their leaders, and voter choice

croor Politics&DiPlomacy

ism has gripped Turkey. Since 2oo2,
voters that have not been AKP sup-
porters have by and large rernained
silent, or expressed their disapproval
rnainly at the ballot box.'3 lMith the
continued electoral rise of the AI(P in
both the 2ooJ ard 2orr general elec-
tions, anti-AKP voters grew increas-
ingly despondent at the inability of
opposition parties, the judiciary, and
the presidency to check the govern-
rnent's executive prerogative, as well
as their own inability to affect change
as individuals. Although a near go
percent had voted for the AI(P, the
question of who represented the other
$O percent loorned larger after 2OII.
Despite Tayyip Erdogan consistently
stating that he was the Prirne Minister
of all of Turkey and not just go per-
cent, this has not resounded equally
across the electoral divide. Resentrnent
toward the sale of state assets, urban
regeneration and renewal plans, and
perceived Islamization of government

ncies such as the police force and

AS mUCh aS thgS0 protests are rargeted. against
the AI(P, they are ;lso a further J*p."miin of
voter frustration with the CHP ana MHP for
failing to effectively challenge the goyernrnent.

is significantly influenced by strong
leadership.",'2 This being the case, one
noticeable factor is the degree to which
Erdogan is identified as a strong and
capable leader, especially compared to
the leaders of the CHP and MHP.

Irfhile the effectiveness of opposition
poiitical parties to challenge the AI(P
has been harnpered, an unexpected
form of citizen-based opposition activ-

the judiciary are amongjust sorne of the
grievances that individuals have who do
not favor the AKP. Added to this is the
implementation of governrnent plans
and the proposed passage of legislation
with seemingly inadequate regard for
opposing views. This is particularly rel-
evant with regards to legislation aimed
at individual liberties and social issues:
proposals to effectively curtail abortion
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rights, C-section births, tight regula- 
|

tion of alcohol sales, and continuous
calls for Parents to raise a minimum
of three children have angered many

voters as unaccePtable authoritarian
infringernents uPon individual liber-
ties.

Popularly referred to as the "Gezi

Park Protests," rnany citizens took to
the streets beginning in MaY 2or3'
Up until the protests, Gezi Park was a

srnall, disheveled park just off Istan-
bul's central Taksim Square, and was

a wider anti-AKP movement across the

country. This was precipitated by police

brutality, aimed at clearing the park of
protestors and the ensuing rnainstream

media silence refusing to cover the

events. Gezi became both a place and

a syrnbol for all individuals disaffected

and opposed to the AKP.
What makes the Gezi Protests impor-

tant from the perspective of political
opposition is their novelty and effec-

tiret.rs of citizen participation' Indi-
viduals willingly took to the streets to

The failUfe to build a political platform with
clearly d.efined goals mui be the Achilles' heel-

of the Protest movernerats-

in line to be redeveioped into a thop- 
1

protest without reference to or reliance

on the political platforrn of any existing

opposition party. In fact a conscious

"iftrt was made by protestors to dis-

tance themselves from the CHP and

MHP. As rnuch as these Protests are

targeted agai.nst the AKP, they are also a

further expression of voter frustration
with the CHP and MHP for failing to

effectively challenge the governrnen-t'

For possibly the first tirne, individ-
ual citizens representative of varying

demographics-most of who have never

been involved in political activisrn-
directly challenged the will and legiti-
rnacy of the governrnent' For much

of tir. rnultiparty period and certainly

the AKP decade, Turkish governments

have been accustorned to accomrnodat-

ing and dealing with interest projec-
tiJn and opposition through organized

groups. These tyPically include trade

i.triot., occupational groups engaged

in collective bargaining, business inter-

ping mall complex. With the common

"lrrt of halting the park's redevelop-

ment, numerous individuals commu-
nicating through social media outlets

such as Twitter and Facebook agreed to

coalesce and rnake a stand in the park'
The imrnediate message that resounded

was "Enough is enough! " Individuals
who had gatheredwanted to send a clear

message to the government stating that

goln.trrirrg without consultation, with-
out taking into account Public opposi-
tion-in effect, not paying attention to

any concerns of the $o percent who- did
not vote for them-was nothing short

of a dictatorship of the majority' Fur-
thermore, it was a statement that high-
lighted the fact that the AKP had been

gJrre"nirrg like this for some time' Sub-

I.qrr.otln and in a very short period of
time, what began as an environmen-
tally-oriented protest to protect greerr

spaces in Istanbul quickly escalated into
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est grouPs, and other non-governmen-
tal organizations.

Erdogan's interPretation of and

response to the Protests has been a

rnixture of confusion on the one hand

and angry suppression on the other.
Not only is the AKP not used to having

to accommodate interest projection
from non-organized grouPs' but the

various rnessages broadcast by protes-
tors have been disrnissed by Erdogan as

ungrateful acts by "thugs" and "loot-
ers" conspiring to underrnine what in
the AI(P's view is the most successful

and charismatic prirne rninister in the

country's history.'a If there are dis-
cernible messages put forward by the

protestors, they are based on collective
-pposition to what has been referred
to as a dictatorship of the majority: the

near $o percent vote share achieved by

the AKP in 2orr, it is argued, cannot
and shouid not be used as an excuse to

ignore the $o Percent of voters who did
not vote for the goverrrment. More-
over, it is argrred that this rnajority is
wiIlfully trampling on the country's
secular way of life, practicing a mini-
malist form of dernocracy that does not
consult and solicit input from the wid-
er citizen body, instead broadcasting its

right to govern based on a "mandate"

gained at the ballot box.
Armed only with smartphones, social

media outlets, and wit, the Protes-
tors were huPPy to accePt insults such

as gapulcu (looter/thug) and to per-
sonally ernbrace the terrn, suggesting
"that if individuals...want to petition or
object to their governrnent's actions via

peaceful methods are to be referred to
as gapulcu, then they would continue to

gapull,"$ Continued government crack-

down on the protests was comPounded

t5 2 ] GeorgetomJournal of International Affairs

Dy a Iauure ()r Lrre rlr.

cover the protests based on the media's

fear of governmerrt reprisals. Instead

of broadcasting the mass dernonstra-

tions, national television channels such

as CNN-Turk opted to show alternative

programs such as Penguin documen-
iaries. The penguin was immediately
adopted as one of most immediatelY
recognizable syrnbols of the anti-AKP
dernonstrations. The protest move-
ment has fought back by resorting to

mocking both the governmerrt and the

rnedia. Absent a free press and subject

to violence when assembling in pro-
test, Turls-like James Scott's subjects

of study in Weapons of the Weak-use
humor to bolster their own morale and

to incrementaliy erode the legitimacy
and power of their leader in (relatively)

costless ways.'6

The net impact of the Protests has

been considerable. The economy'
rnainly typified by the stock exchange,

took a dive. More poignantly, individ-
uals who do not identify with the AI(P's
services-oriented governing style and

more conservative social agenda have

learned that they do not have to wait for
elections to raise their concerns, nor do

they have to belong to a political party
to convey their objections. The spec-

tacle has attracted widespread inter-
national media attention culminating
in condemnation of the government,
particularly from EU channels. At the

same tirne, the protest rnovements lack

leadership, political organization, and

a clear agenda focus. This is a source

of strength for the AK-P. The failure to
build a poiitical platform with clearly

defined goals may be the Achilles' heel.

of the protest movements. Whilst they

have attracted wide and broad-based
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' public supPort frorn many Parts of | go"ttt'*tnts may need-to start becom-

trtklsh ,o"i.t7, this alone ma:y not be I l"g "t:t':l"Ttd 
to the fact that suPPort

enough to constrain the goverrment's | 3t 
iU. baltot box may be a necessary' but

grip on executive and legis-lative power. I 
q, i t.ff not a sufficient condition' of

b.spite this, the AKP and subsequent 
I 

democratic governance'
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