Politics of the Gecekondu in Turkey:
The Political Choices of Urban
Squatters in National Elections

S. ILGU OZLER

This article demonstrates that the victory of the pro-Islamist Welfare Party in Turkey’s 1995
general elections resulted mainly from a significantly disproportionate increase in support from
urban squatter neighborhoods. But the increase is not due solely to the growth of Islamic
ideology, as is commonly believed. Rather, in a move consistent with their past voting behavior,
urban squatters shifted their electoral support to the Islamists when the parties representing the
“periphery,” which traditionally protected their interests, moved to the center, and left them
searching for an alternative to address their material needs.

Urban squatter settlements are the products of developing economies’
transformation from an agrarian base to an industrial base. In political
terms, rapid democratization in many newly industrializing nations has
made squatters, whose numbers are rising, an important and sometimes
pivotal constituency. For example, urban squatters played a key role in
Mexico’s democratization process in the late 1980s,' and in Brazil* and
Chile’ in the early 1980s. In Turkey, the rural-to-urban migrant citizens
who populate squatter neighborhoods, or gecekondus, have made a strong
national political impact.

At no time was their presence felt more than during Turkey’s 1995
national election, which handed victory to Necmettin Erbakan’s pro-
Islamist Welfare Party (WP).* Islamist parties had existed on Turkey’s
political fringe for years, but the WP’s 21.4 percent share of the national
vote in 1995 was unprecedented. The critical shift in voting patterns that
enabled the WP to emerge in the lead came from gecekondu districts in
Turkey.

The media and opposition politicians have characterized this shift as a
revival of traditional Islamic sentiments, reminiscent of Iran before the
Islamic revolution. But some political scientists in Turkey counter that it
is more the result of voter dissatisfaction with mainstream parties
combined with the WP’s skillful grassroots campaigning.’ Indeed, the
growing strength of Islam in Turkey is not solely responsible for the WP’s
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good fortune. Rather, it is grounded in the change in focus by parties that
traditionally represented “peripheral” voters (such as squatters) toward the
“center” (the elite),” which left urban squatters searching for a party that
would better advance their material interests.’

The swing in gecekondu voting patterns is not new or unique to the
WP. The volatility of squatter votes can be traced back to the early days of
multiparty elections in Turkey in the 1960s. Squatters, like other
peripheral constituencies, have historically been courted by political
parties,’ which used patronage to mobilize votes from the very beginning
of competitive elections.” In most patron-client relations, it is not possible
for clients to exit, but Turkish clients, especially those in urban areas, are
an exception. Thus, the gecekondu was able to throw its decisive support
behind the WP in 1995.

Urban Squatters in Turkey

A Critical Voting Base for Political Parties

The gecekondu was first defined by the government in 1966 as “dwellings
erected on land and lots which do not belong to the builder, without the
consent of the owner, and without observing the laws and regulations
concerning constructions and building.”" Gecekondu, which literally
means “landed at night,” refers to houses built overnight where migrants
settled. At last count,” the number of squatter dwellings was 1.6 million,
with the vast majority — 1.15 million — in Turkey’s seven biggest cities
and almost three quarters of a million in Ankara, Istanbul, and izmir alone.
Estimates reveal that there are an estimated 5.14 million voters living in
squatter housing, making up 17 percent of the national electorate."” This
represents a big voting bloc for local and national elections, which is
especially significant since the Turkish political system is based on
proportional representation.

In order to locate urban squatters within the clientelist political system,
it is important to have some information on the national economy and
patterns of migration that gave rise to the gecekondus. It is equally
important to see how squatters adapt to national and local politics and
integrate into urban areas.

The Turkish government played a significant role in creating the urban
migration problem in the early days of the Republic. Consistent with the
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modernization theory of the 1950s, the government did not oppose
urbanization. It viewed it “as a ‘vehicle of economic and social
development.” Urban development, according to Turkey’s national
planners, ‘precedes industrialization.” [The] government also concluded
that there was ‘no other alternative’ to ‘allowing massive migrations to
urban areas’ because ‘agricultural land [was] at, or near, its maximum
utilization.””"

TABLE 1
RATIO AND ANNUAL RATE OF GROWTH OF CITY AND VILLAGE POPULATION
PERCENT OF TOTAL POPULATION

Census Year Urban Rural
1935 23.53 76.47
1950 25.04 74.96
1965 34.42 65.58
1975 41.81 58.19
1985 53.03 46.97
1990 59.01 40.99
1997 65.03 34.97

Source: State Institute of Statistics.

The urban population rose from 24 percent of the total population in
1927 to 53 percent in 1985 and 65 percent in 1997. (See Table 1.) Until
the 1950s, rural-to-urban migration was mostly seasonal. After the 1950s,
however, permanent migration began to increase, in part due to the loss of
agricultural jobs." In a 1990 survey of the urban squatter population, 74.1
percent of the respondents from Ankara, Izmir, and Istanbul — Turkey’s
three largest cities — indicated that they came to the city to find a job."

The gecekondu expanded from 100,000 units in 1950 to 1.25 million
in 1983. In fact, in 1983 there were almost six million people living in
squatter housing, almost one quarter of the urban population.'® In Ankara
in 1980, nearly three quarters of the homes housed squatters. In izmir,
squatter housing constituted 61 percent of the city’s population, in Adana
51 percent, and in Istanbul 49 percent."”
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Like many developing countries with urban squatter problems,
industrialization in Turkey occurred at a much slower rate than
urbanization.'® With the urban workforce increasing faster than the rate of
employment opportunities, what was at first underemployment later
turned into a large pool of unemployed migrant workers. But that did not
prevent more migrants from reaching the cities. Compounding these
problems was the fact that many migrants could not afford housing prices,
which were inflated due to shortages resulting from the rapid increase in
the urban population.

Urban Squatters’ Adaptation to National Politics

The experience of the gecekondu residents is best understood not as a
process of cultural assimilation but one of integration, which Kemal
Karpat suggests is a response to marginality.” The gecekondu is able to
survive as a neighborhood if it integrates into the city, and this can only
happen if it is outfitted with the proper technology and modern facilities
of an urban dwelling — electricity, a sewage system, running water, roads,
and transportation. The migrant population in squatter neighborhoods has
therefore been quick to organize politically in order to obtain public goods
to ensure its survival.

Gecekondu dwellers came mainly from farming communities. They
were exposed to the national government primarily through their village
elders or muhtar (elected village head), or larger landowners, on whom
they were commonly economically dependent. Whereas they used to vote
according to the instructions of local leaders, once in the city, their passive
role was transformed. They enjoyed greater economic independence and
were often specifically targeted by political parties. According to Karpat,”
“in the case of the Turkish squatters, the demand-making transform[s] the
traditional and mythical devlet baba [father state], an aloof, authoritarian
semi-deity, into a living government — into a human organization that
could be manipulated to do or undo certain acts, especially with regard to
the gecekondu.”

Squatters, Turkish Political Parties, and Patron-Client Ties

Traditionally, patron-client relations are defined as a relationship between
“two parties unequal in status, wealth and influence” and the “formation
and maintenance of the relationship depends on reciprocity in the
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exchange of goods and services.”' In Turkey, clientelism dates back at
least as far as the founding of the Republic, and perhaps even before then
with underground political parties. But, patron-client relationships
became even more important when Turkey was transformed from a single
party system to a multi-party system. In 1946, the Democrat Party (DP)
rose to challenge the Republican People’s Party (RPP) — the party,
founded by Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, which had its base in the military and
elite classes, and had ruled Turkey single-handedly since the Republic’s
1923 establishment. The DP came to “represent the ‘democratic’
periphery” while the “Republican People’s Party represented the
‘bureaucratic’ center.” In terms of Turkish politics, this meant that the DP
represented the “people” whereas the RPP represented the “state.”

From the 1946 transition to a multi-party system, full-fledged
competition for clients began.” Sabri Sayari describes the relationship
between Turkish parliamentary deputies and their constituents as based on
the “maintenance of vertical networks [that] depends on the downward flow
of governmental patronage and on the capability of leaders...to perform
brokerage services for their followers.”* “Deals, trade-offs, and bargains
became much more pervasive than in the earlier situations, and client
politics flourished on a new level ... it was ... a form that brought a greater
portion of the masses into a meaningful relation with the center than had
been possible under” the single party rule.” In this context, the periphery,
including the urban squatters, came to be an important voting bloc.

Like the urban immigrant population in the United States during the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the squatters bargained with
the parties over their votes.”® However, unlike the old American machine
party politics, Turkish patron-client ties do not last very long and political
parties are not able to maintain a permanent stronghold in particular
areas.”

Although the DP represented the “people,” the RPP continued to
control Turkish politics from the center, and as long as the regime could
be protected against the communism, fascism, Islamic fundamentalism,
and other threats, and those who represented the periphery did so from an
economic perspective avoiding ideological extremes, the center and
periphery could co-exist in the political arena.?® Thus, the DP represented
the periphery’s material interests and the patron-client relationships were
able to survive as long as the economy performed well and the clients’
political support was appropriately rewarded.
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However, starting in the early 1970s and lasting until today, a shaky
economy threatened to disrupt the stable center-periphery relations:

The upshot of uneven socio-economic performance was the
ascendance of the client-entrepreneurial strata, the descent of the
salaried, etatist class, and the frustration of a motley of aspiring
groups who could not achieve the level of “material want
satisfaction” they believed that they deserved. The result was often
anger and rage by the excluded and the marginalized and
mobilization, initially led by the disaffected, radicalized splinter
groups of the etatist constituency and eventually picked up by the
“dispossessed” of the “society-under-reconstruction.””

With a decline in Turkey’s economic health and the proliferation of
political parties, urban squatters began to change their party allegiances in
response to their perception of what different parties could deliver to
them. For example, the Justice Party (JP)* was able to achieve electoral
success in 1965 because of its ability to cater to the urban poor. In fact,
much of the JP’s support came from gecekondu areas. Ergun Ozbudun
states that, “such predominant lower-class support for an essentially
conservative party may...seem paradoxical. Yet ... it is hardly surprising
that the [urban migrants] give their support to a party that they perceive as
instrumental in bringing about ... change ... The JP’s domination of the
national and most of the municipal governments may also have helped the
party in the gecekondu areas, which are ... highly dependent upon its
favors.”' In a study of the voting behavior of gecekondu districts in
Istanbul, Karpat observed that in the 1965 and 1969 elections, the
overwhelming support for the JP was “surprising since a majority of
squatters voted for the RPP while in the village ... Concerns about material
welfare seemed to predominate in the choice of party.”*

According to Ozbudun, although most squatters still supported the JP,
there was a decline in the JP votes from 1965 to1969 in the gecekondu
districts in favor of the RPP (see Table 2). In 1973, the RPP came out
ahead in the national election, attracting the urban poor vote by changing
from an elite party of the “center” to a “left of center” party of the
periphery.® “The government of Biilent Ecevit — that is, the Republican
People’s Party, which accumulated a plurality of the votes in the national
elections of 1973, thanks to the gecekondu votes — promised to issue land
deeds to all dwellings built until the end of 1973.”* These would be
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TABLE 2
PERCENT OF VOTE SUPPORT FOR THE JP AND RPP AMONG LOW-INCOME
VOTERS IN THREE TURKISH CITIES

Justice Party Republican People’s Party
City Gecekondu National Total Gecekondu National Total
1965  Istanbul 62.4 529 19.1 28.7
Ankara 525 258
{zmir 72.1 17
1969  Istanbul 53.8 46.5 21.8 27.4
Ankara 434 30.1
Izmir 60.7 22.6
1973 Istanbul 26.7 29.8 475 333
Ankara 277 459
1zmir 36.5 442

Source: (Nelson, 1979) Table 8.8 and State Institute of Statistics.

crucial to squatters who were attempting to establish themselves in cities
— a direct material payoff that would inspire support. Support for the RPP
increased from 1973 until the 1980 coup d’etat. In fact, during that period,
gecekondu neighborhoods were the RPP’s biggest supporters.

The 1980 coup was intended to end the unrest-bordering-on-civil-war
that swept the country in the 1970s. It also provided flexibility for a group
of technocrats led by Turgut Ozal (who later formed the Motherland Party,
or MP) to liberalize Turkey’s economy by integrating into global markets
and working closely with the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund. The squatters, hoping for economic advancement, provided a
receptive audience for Ozal’s promises of a coming ortadirek — the
creation of a large middle class — and backed the MP early on. But, when
the austerity measures and structural adjustment programs imposed by
center-right parties in the 1980s hit the urban poor the hardest, the squatters
defected, eventually landing at the Welfare Party’s door. These historical
patterns suggest that urban squatters have allied with different political
parties based not on a difference in ideology, but on their material interests.

The Shift Toward the Welfare Party: Empirical Evidence

Thus far, scholars have only assumed that urban squatter neighborhoods
voted in favor of the Welfare Party in the 1990s; the link has never been
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empirically established. To what extent, then, did urban squatters back the
Welfare Party in the 1995 elections?

Independent Variable: The Percentage of Squatter Voters

The independent variable in this study is the percentage of urban squatters
in a neighborhood (mahalle). In a 1993 nationwide study of the urban
squatter population’s integration into cities, Birsen Gokge and colleagues™
identified the number of gecekondu housing units in the central districts of
each province.* The researchers first obtained the location and the number
of squatter households from municipalities and then confirmed the data by
visiting the sites.” This article uses an estimate of the number of voters
from the squatter population based on Gokge’s survey.

In Ankara, the average number of people in a squatter household was
5.7, and the percentage of people over the age of 20 — the voting age —
in these neighborhoods was 59.5 percent.”* Thus, the squatter voting age
population is estimated to be:

Voting Age Populationgg,qer =
[(Number of Squatter Households x 5.7) x 0.595].

And, the percentage of squatter voters in each neighborhood is calculated
by:

Percentage of Squatter Voters,, ;.10 =
Voting Age Populationggyr/Total Number of Registered Voters.”

Election Results: Dependent and Control Variables

This study uses the percentage of voters for the major political parties in
the 1995 elections as the dependent variable,* and the percentage of votes
for the same party in 1991 as the control variable. Only those political
parties that had seats in the parliament and were viable coalition partners
are represented in this analysis. These parties are: the Welfare Party (WP,
Islamic), the Motherland Party (MP, center-right), the True Path Party
(TPP, center-right), the Democratic Left Party (DLP, center-left), and the
Social Democratic Populist Party (SDPP)/Republican People’s Party
(RPP).*
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Methodology

The following model tests for an indication of a positive relationship
between the urban squatter neighborhoods and the vote for the Welfare
Party:*

Vipe =0+ B D.SQ. +e.

Vyp, = Percentage of overall votes for Welfare Party 1995 national
elections;

D.SQ. = Dummy variable coded 1 for neighborhoods with any number
of urban squatters and 0 for neighborhoods with no squatters.

The coefficients from this regression indicate an increase in the vote
for the Welfare Party in squatter neighborhoods of Ankara. In these
neighborhoods, the vote for the WP is an estimated average of 23.42
percent, compared to 17.25 percent in non-squatter neighborhoods. These
results indicate a positive relationship between urban squatter
neighborhoods and the vote for the pro-Islamist Welfare Party. In
neighborhoods with any number of squatters, the vote for the WP tended
to be 6.17 percent higher than in non-squatter neighborhoods. Looking at
how other political parties faired, the numbers show a leveling or a
decrease in support in neighborhoods with urban squatters (See Table 3),
indicating that there is less support for mainstream political parties in
urban squatter neighborhoods. For example, the vote for TPP indicates an
estimated 3.9 percent less support in neighborhoods with urban squatters.

Table 4 illustrates the votes for political parties in Ankara’s 327
neighborhoods by dividing the city into three types of neighborhoods:
those with low, medium, and high numbers of squatter residents. The
results are clear. In medium and high level squatter neighborhoods, there
is a disproportionate increase in support for the WP and a drastic decrease
in support for the TPP. In neighborhoods with 0-20 percent squatter
voters, the vote for the WP was 16 percent, whereas in neighborhoods
with a high number of squatter housing, which constitute 35 percent of
Ankara’s total voting population, the vote for the WP was 26 percent. The
MP lost votes in these neighborhoods as well, but to a lesser degree than
the TPP. The DLP showed increased support across all types of
neighborhoods, though perhaps the DLP picked up the portion of the
SDPP votes that did not go to the RPP.
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TABLE 3
THE AMOUNT OF SUPPORT FOR POLITICAL PARTIES BASED ON
TYPE OF NEIGHBORHOOD

Party Type of Neighborhood Amount of Support
Wp* Non-Urban Squatter 17.25
Urban Squatter Dummy 23.42
DLP* Non-Urban Squatter 17.08
Urban Squatter Dummy 14.24
MP Non-Urban Squatter* 2347
Urban Squatter Dummy 22.99
TPP* Non Urban Squatter 14.04
Urban Squatter Dummy 10.14
SDPP/RPP Non Urban Squatter* 16.28
Urban Squatter Dummy 16.79

*Significant at .000 level.

TABLE 4
AVERAGE VOTE FOR POLITICAL PARTIES BY THE PERCENTAGE OF SQUATTERS
IN THE 327 NEIGHBORHOODS IN ANKARA

Squatter as % of neighborhood
WP WP TPP TPP  MP MP DLP DLP RPP  SDPP
1991 1995 1991 1995 1991 1995 1991 1995 1991 1995

None-20%
Low 1659 14.14 1446 2416 2370 2383 1592 1089 17.14 26.56

20-80%
Medium 24.41 2085 9.60 2221 21.58 2396 1256 10.06 1653 22.61

80-100%
High 2600 2078 836 21.84 2024 23838 1444 11.66 1640 21.38

AVERAGE
2233 1859 10.81 22.74 21.84 2389 1431 10.87 16.69 2352

The increase in votes for the Welfare Party in urban squatter
neighborhoods is captured by the following model:

pr,t o+ Bl SQ + l}2 pr,t—l

Vypt = Percentage of overall votes for Welfare Party 1995 national
elections;
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SQ. = Percentage Urban Squatter;
Vapr1 = Percentage of overall votes for Welfare Party 1991 national
elections.

The decrease in support for mainstream political parties among voters
in these neighborhoods is captured in the model:

Vp,t =a+ Bl SQ. + BZ Vp,t—l

The estimates reported in Table 5% show that, as anticipated, the
direction of the increase in support for the WP is positive in those
neighborhoods with a higher percentage of urban squatter voters. The
center-right and center-left political parties that fielded candidates in the
1991 national elections lost support in these neighborhoods. A one
percentage point increase in urban squatters in a neighborhood is
associated with a 0.02 percentage point increase in votes for WP in these
neighborhoods. Even though the coefficient of .02 percent for the WP may
seem small, many neighborhoods have a 100 percent urban squatter
voting population, making the total change in these neighborhoods quite
large.

For example, in a 100 percent squatter neighborhood where the WP
attracted 17 percent of vote in the 1991 elections (mean value for that year
in Ankara), it was anticipated to receive:

Vipt = 2.09 +0.0202(100) + 1.05 (17) = 21.96

percent of the vote in 1995. In a neighborhood with no urban squatters this
vote increased only to:

Vapt = 2.09 +0.0202(0) + 1.05 (17) = 19.94

percent. There is a 2.02 percent difference in the increase in votes for the
WP between a squatter neighborhood and a non-squatter neighborhood. In
the 1995 national elections, the WP received 21.4 percent of the votes
nationally — a 4.7 percent increase in votes from the previous election.
This increase was enough to make the WP the largest party nationally
coming out of the elections. Considering the patterns observed in Ankara’s
electoral results, this increase came from the votes from both urban
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TABLE §
DEPENDENT VARIABLE:
THE PERCENTAGE OF VOTES FOR POLITICAL PARTIES IN 1995

Party Model B Std.Err t-value
WP Constant 2.09 A87 4.27*
Percent Urban Squatter 0.02 005 3.78*
% Vote 1991 1.05 .027 38.94%*
DLP Constant 777 722 10.70*
Percent Urban Squatter -0.027 .006 —4.37*%
% Vote 1991 78 .056 14.04*
MP Constant 13.42 1.08 12.39%
Percent Urban Squatter -0.029 .005 -5.57%
% Vote 1991 0.4l .044 9.37*
TPP Constant 1.48 1.05 1.42
Percent Urban Squatter -0.047 005 —8.99*
% Vote 1991 0.52 .041 12.75%
RPP/SDPP Constant -3.52 .64 -5.421%*
Percent Urban Squatter 0.0035 .006 36.82*

% Vote 1991 0.77 021 5.94%

*Significant at .000 level.

N =327

R2,, = 0.85
delp = (.40
R2, =0.26

wpisdpp = -89

squatter and non-squatter neighborhoods, captured by the control variable
percentage of votes in 1991. A one percentage point increase in the votes
for the WP in 1991 is associated with a 1.05 percentage point increase in
votes for the WP in 1995. However, the bigger portion of the increase in
support for the WP is captured not in the control variable, but in the
independent variable: percentage urban squatter.

The regression reported above for the WP is illustrated in Figure I,
which shows the increase in support for the WP as the percentage of
squatters increase. There are almost two separate lines that demonstrate
the urban squatter and non-squatter vote. Moving from squatter to non-
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FIGURE 1
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squatter, the slope on the plane decreases controlling for the previous
election. The distribution of squatters is many at the zero level and many
at the 100 percent level with little in the middle, and as the number of the
squatters increases, the slope for the vote for the WP shifts to a higher
level. This figure is a visual illustration of what the above reported
regression explains.

While the WP gained strength, mainstream political parties were losing
votes in urban squatter neighborhoods (see Table 5). In the 1995 election, as
the percentage of urban squatter voters increased by one percent in a
neighborhood, the votes for DLP and the MP both decreased by 0.03
percentage points; the votes for the TPP decreased by 0.05 percentage points
controlling for the votes from the previous elections. The True Path Party,
which was the leader in the parliamentary coalition prior to the 1995
elections, lost the most votes among the urban squatters. The increase in
votes for the RPP, controlling for the votes for the Social Democratic
Populist Party in 1991, is puzzling. Even though votes for the RPP increase
by 0.0035 percentage points in the squatter neighborhoods, the comparability
of the two political parties is questionable. As is evident from Table 5, some
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of the votes from the SDPP may have been transferred to the DLP, which
makes interpreting both the RPP and DLP votes in 1995 difficult.

Overall, the results from the data analysis reveal a positive relationship
between urban squatters and voting for the pro-Islamist party. Support for
the WP increased in urban squatter areas in contrast to the decline in votes
for the political parties that traditionally were considered to represent the
periphery, namely the TPP and MP.

Explaining the Welfare Party’s Success

From 1973 through the 1990s, the pro-Islamist political parties in Turkey
had a steady support base of seven to 12 percent of the total popular vote
(see Table 6). Compared to those numbers, the WP’s steady ascent
throughout the 1990s (until the 1999 election) is noteworthy. In the 1993
local and municipal elections, the pro-Islamist party emerged with 19
percent of the vote, closely behind the two leading parties, the True Path
Party (22 percent) and the Motherland Party (21 percent). During this
period, WP candidates won the race for mayor in Ankara and Istanbul,
Turkey’s two largest cities with nearly 20 percent of the country’s total
population, as well as in smaller provinces and localities. In the 1995
national elections, WP candidates earned nearly 22 percent of the vote,
which made them the largest political party in the parliament with 158 out
of 550 seats.

TABLE 6
NATIONAL ASSEMBLY DEPUTY ELECTIONS, PERCENTAGE OF SEATS WON IN
THE ASSEMBLY BY PRO-ISLAMIST PARTIES

Party Year Votes Seats
National Salvation Party 1973 11.8 10.6
National Salvation Party 1977 8.4 53
Welfare Party 1987 7.0 0
Welfare Party 1991 16.7 13.1
Welfare Party 1995 214 245
Virtue Party 1999 15.5 20.1

Source: State Institute of Statistics.

What accounts for the triumph of the periphery throughout the last
decade? Ersin Kalaycioglu argues that laicism and religiosity were the two
key factors that divided the center from the periphery.” More important,
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however, was the economic interest of the periphery. In the 1990s, many
urban residents were frustrated by their lack of material comforts they felt
they deserved. The WP was able to capitalize on this discontent of urban
squatters by appealing to their economic needs. The party’s religious
appeal was less significant. As Kalaycioglu himself states, the center-right
political parties, the TPP and MP, still attracted the “the support of various
blocs of religiously motivated voters.”*

While mainstream parties argued in favor of liberal economic reforms,
the WP addressed the immediate needs of the urban poor at the grassroots
level. The party specifically spoke about greater government assistance to
the poor. Its candidates talked of a “just order” that was “different from
and superior to both capitalism and socialism,” and denounced the current
economic system as a “slave system,” criticizing cooperation with
international financial institutions.*

The WP’s efficiency at delivering services is evidenced by the results
of an International Republican Institute survey of urban settlements
throughout Turkey. Residents of these areas indicated higher voter
dissatisfaction with the political parties in charge before the WP came to
power. The survey reports that the “urban settlers are largely dissatisfied
with the service delivery system by the municipalities and over-
whelmingly express feelings of being left out of the political process.”
Meanwhile, the survey also reveals that the “performance rating of the
[WP] controlled local administrations were considerably higher than the
others. For example, in a nationwide representative sample respondents
indicated a higher level of trust for and satisfaction with the [WP] Istanbul
Mayor Tayyip Erdogan than any other metropolitan city mayor in the
country.”” This is an indicator of the success that the WP achieved at the
local level before the 1995 elections.

An additional indicator that squatter support for the WP is not rooted
in Islamic ideology occurred when the party was officially banned in
1998. The resurrected version of the WP, the Virtue Party, did not even
approach the level of support that the WP had. The rational-actor squatters
realized that the pro-Islamist party would not be able to deliver the desired
goods and services in the face of such opposition from the justice system
and other political parties. The WP’s inability to maintain a coalition and
continue enhancing the economic condition in poor neighborhoods was
enough of a cue for the squatters to shift their support. There has been
speculation that the Nationalist Action Party benefited from squatter
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support in the April 1999 elections, but further study is necessary to
explore these claims. If these claims are true, it could be argued that the
squatters once again proved their power as swing voters. In this
environment, it would have been surprising to see the newly formed pro-
Islamist Virtue Party come out ahead in the latest elections. The fact that
the Virtue Party received only 15.5 percent of the votes in the 1999
election suggests that a permanent increase in the commitment to Islamic
ideology or an Iran-like Islamic proliferation has not occurred in Turkey.
This outcome suggests instead that the ability of the Virtue Party to
control votes depends on their ability to provide favors to their clients —
the urban poor — as opposed to the Islamic ideology of these voters.

While the history of the urban squatter voter realignment suggests the
pursuit of material interest as opposed to ideology, there is no definitive
evidence to show that the latest realignment is not ideologically driven.
However, the rational interest approach offers a theoretically consistent
pattern, which at least offers a counterpoint to claims of an emergent
Islamist ideology.

Conclusion

The influx of migrants into cities post-1950s has created a situation where
today, as much as sixty percent of Turkey’s total population lives in urban
areas. Of these, a great number dwell in urban squatter housing. Urban
squatters have successfully integrated into the political mainstream while
insuring the survival of their neighborhoods as legitimate and integrated
parts of the city.

Urban squatters have long been, and still are, a significant electoral
group. Their voting strength was captured by the dominant center-right
Justice Party in the 1960s and the left-of-center Republican People’s Party
in the 1970s, both of which addressed the material and political needs of
the gecekondu neighborhoods. By the 1990s, the urban squatters had lost
their faith in the political parties that traditionally represented the
periphery and shifted their support to the Islamist Welfare Party, helping
it to become a major party after hovering on the margin of Turkish politics
since the 1970s. However, the urban squatters’ rising support for the WP
is not necessarily indicative of an increase in support for Islam. Rather, it
is the latest in a series of rational realignments on the part of urban
squatters in an attempt to best serve their needs.
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