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Erdogan employs harsher and more hawkish 
foreign policy rhetoric toward other countries. 
Yet, Erdogan switches to a much softer tone when 
he addresses foreign audiences in the same time 
frame and about the same topic. By contrast, 
Davutoglu’s speeches at home  in Turkish are more 
dovish, while those in English have a more 
conflictual tone. Consistent with the results 
above, President Erdogan uses self-effacing 
language about himself populated by modest 
utterances such as “Kardeslerim, bu fakir hiçbir 
zaman Sultan olma gayretinde olmadı.” (My 
brothers, this destitute person (I) never tried to 
become a Sultan).37 As Cagaptay notices, the 
findings give further credence to “the effects of 
populism and audience” on Turkish leaders’ 
foreign policy rhetoric. 38  

 

The results lend support to the argument that 
there is no single monolith political Islamist 
leadership in foreign policy and individual leaders 
sometimes matter more than a presumed ideology 
of the ruling elite. This preliminary research also 
indicates the necessity and utility of factoring the 
audience effect in the study of political leaders 
and foreign policy. A quantitative content analysis 
of Erdogan and Davutoglu’s statements delivered 
in Turkey and abroad also suggests that political 
leaders are adept at projecting contrasting 
leadership profiles depending on their main 
audience. As Kesgin cautions, while the variability 
of personality traits can be a personality trait 
itself, further research is warranted to evaluate 
the validity of such argument. 39  

 

The preliminary findings from Erdogan and 
Davutoglu’s speeches before domestic and foreign 
audiences suggest this would be a fruitful line of 
research and contribute to our understanding of 
political leaders and their foreign policy 
decisions. In that sense, TOCA should be 
considered as a stepping-stone to opening novel 
research avenues in leadership studies and non -
Western FPA. Specifically, future students of 
Turkish politics and foreign policy might work on 
such potentially statistically significant 
differences between English and Turkish text 
corpora and help disentangle the relationship 
between populism, audience effects, and decision -
making in Turkish studies.  

 
Sercan Canbolat, University of Connecticut , 
sercan.canbolat@uconn.edu 
 
 
 

TURKEY’S PHANTOM COALITION: THE AKP-
MHP PARTNERSHIP AND TURKISH FOREIGN 
POLICY 

 

By Sibel Oktay 

 

The June 2015 parliamentary election was nothing 
short of a watershed moment for Turkish politics. 
The incumbent Justice and Development  Party 
(AKP) lost its parliamentary majority for the first 
time since its ascent to power in 2002. Surprising 
many, the defeat quickly brought back talks of an 
old tradition that had shaped the country’s 
politics for decades preceding AKP: coalition 
governments. Today, many consider the recent 
alignment between the AKP and the Nationalist 
Action Party (MHP) a governing coalition; 
however, evidence from Turkish foreign policy 
shows that this is not an accurate description..  

 

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s disdain for 
coalition politics is well known. “We know that 
Turkey loses under coalition rule,” he said in the 
wake of his party’s electoral loss as he alluded to 
the unstable and short-lived string of coalition 
governments throughout the 1990s. “Coalition  is 
not a project,” Erdogan warned, “it is a 
nightmare.”40 Further to the AKP’s right on the 
political spectrum, the MHP was similarly 
unenthusiastic about the possibility of governing 
together with the AKP. That same night, MHP 
leader Devlet Bahceli signaled firmly that they 
would rather have an early election than 
participate in a coalition with the AKP. 41 Little did 
Bahceli know that in the November election later 
that year his party would first be decimated in the 
parliament and then eventually splintered , and 
that a partnership with the AKP would save his 
party’s fortunes.  

 

The AKP-MHP partnership has become the new 
status quo in Turkish politics since then. In 2017, 
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the MHP openly supported the constitutional 
referendum that introduced presidentialism and 
gave President Erdogan sweeping powers with 
little legislative oversight. In subsequent national 
and local elections, the two parties ran on joint 
ballots, dubbing their ticket the “People’s 
Alliance” (Cumhur Ittifaki).42 Today, the two 
parties are frequently considered coalition 
partners.43 Furthermore, some argue that the AKP 
maintains its dominance in Turkish politics only 
because of MHP, as it provides Erdogan and his 
party with the necessary votes in the parliament. 
In effect, they argue, Bahceli and his party hold 
the reins to Erdogan’s rule. 44 

 

These observations misunderstand the nature of 
the AKP-MHP relationship. For one, the AKP and 
MHP are not coalition partners from a technical 
standpoint: the MHP and Bahceli remain fully 
outside the governing apparatus with no official 
control. Second and more importantly, their de 
facto relationship also defies the coalition 
dynamics that we otherwise expect to see. 
European minority cabinets, for instance, 
routinely engage in coalition politics to build 
legislative majorities with parties that do not 
formally participate in government. 45 In countries 
like Denmark where minority rule is observed 
frequently, these parties become ad hoc junior 
coalition partners that effectively enjoy veto 
power.46 This is not the case in Turkey, either.  

 

The true nature of this relationship is evident 
particularly in the foreign policy domain. As a 
long pedigree of scholarship and my forthcoming 
book on coalition politics and foreign policy-
making show, junior parties usually enjoy 
considerable influence over foreign policy through 
various mechanisms in coalition settings. Had the 
AKP-MHP partnership been a coalition (either de 
jure or de facto), then the MHP as the junior party 
would have enjoyed greater  leverage in the 
foreign policy domain. The party could have 
engaged in two strategies, specifically. First, it 
could engage in logrolling to attain side -payments 
by yielding to the AKP’s foreign policy agenda to 
get other concessions in return. Second, it could 
engage in hijacking and turn its hawkish 
preferences into government policy. Neither of 
these mechanisms works for the MHP.  

 

In the remainder of this essay, I will provide an 
overview of the research on coalition foreign 
policy and how the MHP lacks these t wo key levers 
to shape current Turkish foreign policy towards 
China’s treatment of the Uighur community in 
Xinjiang, which, at least until recently, had been a 
central foreign policy agenda item for the party. 47 

 

Coalition Politics and Foreign Policy  

 

Multiparty governments are observed frequently 
in Europe as well as in different parts of the world 
including India, Canada, and Australia. While the 
formation, termination, and the public policy 
outcomes of coalition governments have been 
studied for a long time,48 how coalitions behave in 
the foreign policy domain received little attention 
until more recently. In a number of influential 
contributions, scholars of foreign policy dissected 
coalitions to theorize how these actors make 
decisions, the circumstances under which their 
decision-making is curtailed or facilitated, and the 
behavioral outcomes of these processes. 49 

 

A central component of the research on coalition 
foreign policy concerns the role of junior partners. 
Junior partners, sometimes called critica l, or 
pivotal, junior partners, are defined in this 
literature as parties that are indispensable to the 
survival of the government. 50 Several researchers 
have concluded that critical junior partners in 
coalitions often enjoy a disproportionate influence 
over foreign policy-making.51 Since they hold the 
necessary number of parliamentary seats to keep 
the government afloat, junior partners in 
minimum-winning coalitions can sway policy-
making in the direction that they prefer. This is 
known as the ‘blackmailing’  or ‘hijacking’ 
potential of the junior partner. Junior party 
hijacking is observed frequently in foreign policy. 
For instance, these parties end up increasing the 
coalition’s likelihood of conflict initiation, 
especially when they are positioned further to the 
right of the government along the ideological 
spectrum.52 In short, research shows that hawkish 
junior partners can turn their governments into 
hawks.    
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The second way in which junior coalition partners 
participate in foreign policy decision -making is 
through logrolling. This mechanism broadly 
captures ‘voting alliances’ in the parliament: 
parties vote for each other’s proposals in order to 
receive future side-payments in the form of office 
or policy.53 In coalitions, logrolling is observed 
when a junior partner concedes to the policy 
preferences of the senior partner in return for 
policy concessions or cabinet portfolios. For 
instance, a junior partner (D66) in the incoming 
Dutch coalition yielded to the senior partner’s 
(the Christian Democrats) preference to join the 
U.S.-led war coalition in Iraq in 2003 in return 
for cabinet portfolios. 54 Similarly, the late Israeli  
Prime Minister Ariel Sharon had to make policy 
concessions to the United Torah, his junior 
coalition partner, in order to secure their support 
for the Gaza withdrawal in 2005. 55 Through 
logrolling, in other words, junior parties not only 
shape foreign policy, but they also get what they 
want in return, be it in the form of policy or office 
seats.  

 

The AKP-MHP Partnership in Foreign Policy 

 

The ‘hijacking’ and ‘logrolling’ mechanisms 
therefore constitute important levers for junior 
partners to participate in the foreign policy 
process. They should also help us make sense of 
Turkish foreign policy under the “People’s 
Alliance.” To what extent do we observe these 
mechanisms at play in Turkish foreign policy 
decision-making and outcomes? Does the MHP 
take advantage of these strategies to influence 
foreign policy?  

 

To answer these questions, I turn to a recent 
foreign policy debate in Turkey: the country’s 
response to the treatment of the Uighurs in China. 
We know that far-right junior parties may tend to 
stay muted if the foreign policy issue falls outside 
their scope.56 I choose this episode precisely 
because it is central to the MHP’s otherwis e 
meagre foreign policy platform. As Hintz explains 
in her book on foreign policy and identity politics 
in Turkey, the MHP champions Pan-Turkic 
Nationalism and is a natural advocate of the 
Uighur community, which has ethnic ties to the 
Turks.57 As opposed to other foreign policy issues 

such as relations with the United States or the 
European Union, the Uighur community falls 
squarely under the MHP’s umbrella. This is a key 
foreign policy area where we should see MHP 
assert itself. It is also a low-stakes foreign policy 
issue compared to ongoing national security crises 
surrounding the war in Syria and its implications 
for relations with the U.S. and the EU. 58 If the 
MHP’s position remains irrelevant even in this 
high-meaning-low-stakes context, in other words,  
the party should be far less visible in others.  

 

China’s discriminatory behavior against the 
Uighurs in Xinjiang has received ample attention 
from the international community. 59 In Turkey, 
the MHP has been an outspoken advocate of the 
Uighurs. In 2015, the youth wing of the party had 
held a mass demonstration in Istanbul and ended 
up beating a group of Korean tourists, mistaking 
them for Chinese.60 The AKP, on the other hand, 
has remained rather muted. This is especially 
staggering considering in 2009 Erdogan had 
called the mass killings of Uighurs in Xinjiang a 
genocide.61 Although foreign minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu recently expressed Turkey’s concerns 
over China’s treatment of the Uighur community, 
he couched these remarks within a broader debate 
of human rights.62 A few months later in June 
2019, the Turkish parliament struck down a 
motion to investigate China’s treatment of the 
Uighurs in Xinjiang with the AKP votes. 
Surprisingly, the MHP abstained.63 It is clear that 
the Uighur episode exposes the MHP’s inability to 
hijack the AKP’s foreign policy towards China or 
engage in some form of logrolling to keep it  
appeased. Even though this has been a salient 
issue for the party, it has been unable to either 
pull the AKP’s position toward overt criticism of 
China’s policies (hijacking) or concede to the 
AKP’s official position in exchange for other 
policy preferences (logrolling).  

 

The Uighur episode is therefore an important 
demonstration of how the MHP’s partnership with 
AKP defeats the expectations of coalition foreign 
policy. The party wants Turkey to adopt a resolved 
response against the treatment of the Uighurs in 
China. To this day, however, this demand has not 
yet been met in any shape or form. The defeat of 
the parliamentary motion with AKP’s votes, with 



 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____ 

APSA MENA Politics Section: MENA Politics Newsletter | Volume 3, Issue 1, Spring 2020 

19 

MHP abstaining, painfully reveals the MHP’s 
failure to influence Turkish foreign policy. The 
Pan-Turkic Nationalist vision of the MHP has 
similarly stopped short of influencing Turkish 
foreign policy toward the Tatars in Crimea 
following the Russian invasion. Moving forward, 
scholars of Turkish politics and foreign policy 
could explore these two cases in comparative 
perspective.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The AKP-MHP relationship is a strange one. 
Although Bahceli often fiercely defends Erdogan’s 
policies in Libya, Syria, and particularly the 
Turkish military’s excursions into northeastern 
Syria, his party has no leverage over less critical 
foreign policy issues, such as the treatment of 
Uighurs, that are in fact of key interest to their 
core constituency. Even though Turkey cannot 
afford to alienate China for economic reasons, this 
should neither stop the MHP from speaking out 
nor prevent the AKP from appeasing the MHP for 
domestic consumption.  

 

To be sure, the political system in Turkey has 
morphed into a regime that is impossible to assess 
by the standards of advanced industrial 
democracies. Scholars have argued convincingly 
that the country now demonstrates all aspects of 
competitive authoritarianism in a super-
presidential regime under the heavy hand of 
Erdogan.64 Expecting coalition politics to play out 
as they do in European parliamentary systems 
might be a stretch. One could argue, in fact, that 
the peculiarity of the Turkish regime could he lp 
answer why the MHP continues to stay in this 
seemingly losing game. Erdogan and the AKP 
control the state and media apparatus with a tight 
grip that creates a heavily tilted playing field 
against opposition groups like the MHP. Further, 
we know that mainstream parties can quickly shift 
their policy positions and accommodate the issues 
of niche parties, thereby weakening the latter’s 
electoral fortunes.65 The AKP did just that in the 
summer of 2015, when its hard nationalistic turn 
following the collapse of the Kurdish peace 
process essentially made the MHP’s opposition 
void. These two dynamics have left little room for 
the MHP to assert itself as a credible veto player.  

 

In sum, the AKP’s parliamentary majority depends 
on maintaining the MHP’s support, wh ile MHP 
needs to stay close to AKP to escape another 
electoral carnage like the one in November 2015. 
So, for now, the MHP resembles a life vest. The 
party keeps the AKP afloat in the parliament while 
carving a much-needed role for itself, since this is 
preferable to collecting dirt and grime under the 
seat. Their alignment remains an electoral alliance 
for the time being, nothing more. As a scholar of 
coalition politics and foreign policy, I caution 
analysts and Turkey watchers against calling the 
AKP-MHP partnership a coalition. It doesn’t look 
like a coalition, and it certainly does not act like 
one, especially in the foreign policy domain.  

 

Sibel Oktay, University of Illinois at Springfield, 
sibelo@uis.edu  

 

 

 

STRATEGIC AMBIGUITY: EXPLAINING FOREIGN 
POLICY UNDER THE ERDOGAN PRESIDENCY 

 

By Ferhat Zabun 

 

On 27 February 2020, at least 34 Turkish soldiers 
were killed in Syria’s Idlib province. 66 In response, 
Turkey started a military operation against the 
Syrian army of Bashar al-Assad.67 This escalation 
of conflict jeopardized Turkey’s fragile, yet until 
recently improving, relationship with Russia. 
Concurrently, US-Turkey relations remained 
extremely tense, due in part to concerns over 
“hostage diplomacy,” 68 the S-400 purchase from 
Russia,69 and Turkey’s incursion into northern 
Syria. This raises an interesting and important 
puzzle about how Turkey managed to allow its 
relationship with Russia and the US to deteriorate 
at the same time. I argue this spiraling of 
diplomatic and military relations on both fronts is 
the unintended result of strategic ambiguity in 
Turkish foreign policy.  

 

The main purpose of strategic ambiguity is to 
create a balance between states so that no 
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