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After the Turkish Parliamentary Elections:
Big Hopes, with Remaining Worries
Gallia Lindenstrauss and Ceyhun Çiçekçi
Many in Turkey and abroad were surprised (and some also quite pleased) to see the
setback suffered by the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) in Turkey’s June 7,
2015 parliamentary elections. While several opinion polls conducted prior to the elections
predicted the final results relatively accurately, the concern was that these polls could not
reliably assess whether the predominantly Kurdish party, the People’s Democratic Party
(HDP), would reach the 10 percent election threshold, as the prediction was within the
margin of error in these polls. There were also concerns of possible major fraud in the
elections, which we now know did not occur.
Last week’s elections were the first parliamentary elections since the AKP’s rise to power
in 2002 in which there was a decline in support for the AKP (from 50 percent and 327
parliamentary seats in the 2011 elections to 41 percent and 259 seats in 2015). The
support for the second largest party, the Kemalist Republican People’s Party (CHP),
decreased slightly (from 26 percent and 135 seats in 2011 to 25 percent and 131 seats in
2015). The support for the Nationalist Movement Party (MHP) increased from 13 percent
in 2011 to 16 percent (with an increase from 53 seats to 79). The HDP received 13
percent of the votes (compared to 6 percent in 2011, when its representatives ran as
independents), and rose from 35 seats to 81.
It is clear that a main cause for the reduced support for the AKP was the slowdown of the
Turkish economy. In addition, the perception within segments of the Turkish society
regarding growing authoritarian tendencies of Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan
and the unpopularity of the AKP’s push for a presidential system hurt the party’s final
showing. Also noteworthy were the opposing views on the direction the Kurdish peace
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process should take (reflected in both the increases of support for the Kurdish HDP and
for the nationalist MHP). Moreover, the charisma and inclusive rhetoric of Selahattin
Demirtaş, the HDP co-chair, as well as the spirit of the Gezi Park protests had an
important effect on the results.
In the aftermath of the elections, no party has enough seats in parliament to form the next
government on its own (276 seats are required), and therefore the scenarios for a new
government generally outline a coalition between the AKP and one of the other parties or
a possible minority government. The coalition that can do the most to push Turkey
forward would be an AKP-HDP coalition. Such a coalition would enable Turkey to move
ahead in solving its longstanding Kurdish question. Indeed, to some degree there has
been already cooperation between these parties throughout the peace process with the
Kurds that was re-ignited in 2013. However, AKP is more likely to form a government
with MHP, as both parties are based on the right side of the political spectrum, with the
AKP being center-right and MHP being far right. Still the fault line between them is their
diametrical stance on the Kurdish issue. Nor can an AKP-CHP coalition be ruled out,
although the parties are ideologically opposed, with AKP in many respects post-Kemalist
and CHP as still staunchly Kemalist. The opposition parties will have difficulties in
forming a coalition between them, as until now both MHP and HDP have constructed
their party identities against the backdrop of the other. If no coalition government is
formed within 45 days, Turkey will hold new elections. Note, however, that even if a
coalition government is formed, previous coalition governments in Turkey have not
succeeded in surviving their full term.
The Israel Angle
Relative to other electoral campaigns in Turkey, Israel as an issue did not feature much.
This should not be interpreted as a relaxation of tensions between the countries, rather
that the added value of emphasizing this issue was seen at this time as limited. Overall,
support for the Palestinian cause is an issue embraced across the political spectrum.
During Operation Protective Edge, all parties in parliament issued a joint statement
condemning attacks on civilians and called for an immediate halt in the operation, and
Demirtaş , co-chair of the HDP, while criticizing Erdoğan, said, “Forget the shouting…If
you want to provide help to the Palestinian people, stop fooling the people. With a
serious boycott, let’s all together stop the Israeli state’s policies of massacres.” The MHP
chair, Devlet Bahçeli, has said that Israel’s apology to Turkey over the Mavi Marmara
affair should be interpreted as part of Israeli attempts to promote the establishment of a
Kurdish state, to which he sharply objects, and these attempts are meant in his view for
ensuring Israel’s security interests. Conversely, In October 2014, MHP deputy chair
Tuğrul Türkes voiced his opinion that Turkey should return its ambassadors to Tel Aviv
and Cairo.
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When the subject of Israel did come up in the run-up period to the elections it was
through the issue of Jerusalem, with AKP party leaders vowing to conquer it one day.
Emphasizing the religious element was one more way to show the religious credentials of
the Justice and Development Party and try to preserve, among others, the support of the
pious Kurdish voters (an attempt that proved largely unsuccessful). This was seen as
important in trying to keep the HDP below the election threshold. From Israel’s
perspective, the rhetoric on Jerusalem is worrisome because it transcends the bilateral
tensions and even the Israeli-Palestinian issue, and can be an additional incendiary point
for those trying to widen the gap between Israel and the Muslim world.
In the divisive campaign the Justice and Development Party conducted in the “us, or
against us” rhetoric, Israel was clearly marked as supporting those who are against the
party. Specifically, the discourse of the "Parallel State," implying that the religious Gülen
movement (previously an ally to AKP, but for some time now a foe) and its followers in
bureaucracy are trying to topple the rule of the Justice and Development Party, and that
outside actors envious of Turkey’s growing international posture are joining hands with
it, labeled Israel (and the Jews) as collaborators with the movement. Erdoğan was blunt
when in his criticism before the elections of the New York Times said “Jewish capital”
was behind it.
While the possibility of the return of the ambassadors to Ankara and Tel Aviv at some
point in the reign of the new government in Turkey cannot be overruled, no one should
expect a genuine improvement in the relations between Turkey and Israel in the
foreseeable future. Whereas the tensions in relations were exacerbated by the long
dominance of the AKP and the rhetoric of Erdoğan, there are also some root problems,
foremost the impact of negative developments between Israel and the Palestinians on
Turkish-Israeli bilateral relations. Specifically, Hamas’s rule over Gaza has been a major
point of contention between the two states. Perhaps, however, Israel’s growing
understanding of the urgent need to accelerate the reconstruction efforts in Gaza can also
ease some of the tensions between Turkey and Israel, at least regarding this issue.
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