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ABSTRACT

Through a comparative study of Turkey and lIsrael, this article highlights a specific
strategy that autocratizing populist incumbents in ethnically divided societies utilize
when they face election setbacks. A “blood gambit” entails fomenting violent conflict
to keep the opposition divided along identitarian cleavages, while creating a rally-
around-the-flag effect to help the incumbent win a renewed election. After failing to
secure a parliamentary majority in June 2015, Erdogan ended the Kurdish peace
process and engineered repeat elections amidst heightened nationalist fervour and
renewed conflict with the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK). These elections gave the
Justice and Development Party (AKP) a majority and marked the beginning of its
alliance with the ultranationalists. Following Israel’'s March 2021 elections, Netanyahu
increased state repression of Palestinians, which triggered interethnic violence and
renewed confrontation with Hamas. The violence threw a wrench into coalition-
building efforts between ideologically and ethnically diverse opposition parties. The
comparison of Israel and Turkey as two countries with different majority religions,
ethnic compositions and socioeconomic levels shows that “blood gambit” is not a
parochial strategy. Our analysis also demonstrates that the outcomes of these
strategies are shaped by differing institutional and political contexts, in particular, the
extent of executive aggrandizement and the level of party fragmentation.
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Introduction

There is a burgeoning literature on the relationship between populism and autocrati-
zation. When populists with autocratic leanings are elected to positions of power they
undermine democracy by eroding political, civil, and legal accountability mechanisms.
Autocratizing populists have a toolkit they utilize to achieve their ends." They use state
resources to curtail free media, create and grow their loyal businesses through
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clientelism, weaken the rule of law by packing the courts, and punish political opposi-
tion actors.” This article aims to contribute to our understanding of populist incum-
bents’ toolkit by illustrating a scarcely discussed strategy.

As showcased by the Trump and Bolsonaro presidencies in the US and Brazil, auto-
cratizing populists who lose elections claim that the election was rigged, circulate con-
spiracy theories about voter fraud, incite their supporters and erode their constituents’
trust in elections. The strategy we illustrate differs from overt attempts to overturn
election outcomes. It entails fomenting violent ethnic conflict after the incumbent’s
party receives an electoral setback. This strategy, which we call a “blood gambit”,
has two goals. First it aims to widen ethnic/religious cleavages and prevent the for-
mation of an alternative coalition. Second, by creating a rally-around-the-flag effect,
it aims to galvanize nationalist feelings and boost the incumbent’s popularity ahead
of a repeat election. In this article, we seek to explain when, why and how a blood
gambit might be adopted, and what influences its success or failure, by comparing
Turkey and Israel, two countries governed by long-time autocratizing populist leaders.

The comparison of Turkey and Israel as two countries with different majority reli-
gions and ethnic compositions shows that autocratizing populist strategies manifest
themselves similarly across diverse socio-cultural contexts. In Turkey, when the
AKP could not win an outright majority in the June 2015 elections, President
Erdogan ended the Kurdish “peace process” and engineered repeat elections amidst
heightened nationalist fervour and renewed conflict with the PKK. These elections
gave the AKP a parliamentary majority and marked the beginning of its alliance
with the ultranationalists. Following Israel's March 2021 elections, Netanyahu
increased state repression on Palestinians, which led to interethnic violence and a
renewed confrontation with Hamas. The violence threw a wrench into coalition-build-
ing efforts between ideologically and ethnically diverse opposition parties leading the
right-wing Yamina to pull out of the negotiations and the Palestinian Ra’am to pause
any coalition talks.

However, this strategy does not always produce the desired outcome due to differing
institutional and political conditions. In Turkey, opposition parties failed to unite against
the AKP, while in Israel, a diverse eight-party coalition eventually displaced Netanyahu,
though briefly. We argue that levels of (a) executive aggrandizement and (b) party frag-
mentation help determine the outcome of a blood gambit as they shape the incumbent’s
ability to influence post-election dynamics and opposition actors’ incentives to reach
across the ethnic divide and form a coalition to oust the incumbent.

Recently, there has been growing political and academic attention not just on how
autocratization works, but also how it can be resisted.® The contrast between the failure
of Turkey’s opposition parties to overcome their ideological differences against Erdo-
gan’s blood gambit and the success of the Israeli opposition to create a rainbow
coalition that ended Netanyahu’s 12-year premiership provides important insights
for the literature on opposition coordination under autocratizing populism.

The following section situates our argument in the larger body of populism and
autocratization literatures. Next, we present a theoretical framework for blood
gambit, before discussing our methodology and the rationale for our case selection.
The case studies that follow describe in detail when, why and how Erdogan in 2015
and Netanyahu in 2021 fomented violent conflict to stay in power, and the different
opposition responses to their blood gambit. We conclude by teasing out comparative
insights and long-term considerations.
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Literature review

Following Cas Mudde’s ideational approach, we treat populism as a “thin-centred
ideology”.* Populist parties and leaders divide society into “two antagonistic camps”,
“the pure people and the corrupt elite”, and claim to represent the “general will” of
the people.” This Manichean, moralistic discourse tends to be anti-pluralist, often
branding political opponents as illegitimate, and therefore conflicts with liberal
democracy.® Populists define who belongs to the “pure people”, thus some are inclu-
sionary, and others are exclusionary.” Exclusionary populism, typical of Europe’s far-
right parties, references cultural elements and entails an ethnicized people excluding
“alien” groups and values.® Netanyahu’s nativism has similarly excluded Palestinian
citizens of Israel, among other groups, from his construction of “peoplehood”. In
Turkey, Erdogan’s definition of “native and national” (yerli ve milli) people, which
fuses religion with nationalism, has vacillated between the inclusion and exclusion
of the Kurds. Yet since 2014, and definitely during the twin elections in 2015, he
has embraced an exclusionary rhetoric.

Populism’s thorny relationship with democracy extends beyond its anti-pluralist
and exclusionary discourse to the actions of elected populists. A 19-country study
found that governments led by exclusionary populist parties deteriorate the quality
of democracy more than inclusionary ones.” Scholars agree that executive aggrandize-
ment is the most common way through which democracies decline in the contempor-
ary era.'’ Populists in power erode liberal democracy by undermining institutional and
civil accountability mechanisms, such as press freedom, freedom of expression, access
to justice, judicial independence, and transparency in political financing.'" The erosion
of checks on governmental authority leads to autocratization; a process that renders
political power increasingly monopolistic, repressive and arbitrary.'* Since they
attempt to move their respective political systems towards an autocratic direction,
we define Netanyahu and Erdogan as autocratizing populists.

Populists in power embrace a plebiscitary understanding of democracy, reducing
elections to a simple choice between the will of the people versus the interests of the
elites.'” As electoral victories are representative of the “general will” and thereby
provide the ultimate popular legitimacy, they are of utmost importance. In autocratiz-
ing regimes led by populist leaders, political polarization is rampant, therefore elec-
tions are hyperpoliticized and voter turnout is high.'"* When those incumbents
stand to lose elections, they typically assert the process was “rigged” due to voter
fraud or other conspiracies to reclaim popular legitimacy and undermine their con-
stituents’ trust in the electoral process. Trump and Bolsonaro’s attempts are cases in
point. Our study contributes to this discussion by exploring how such leaders may
fuel violence in ethnically divided societies to overturn electoral losses.

Our delineation of this strategy also speaks to the emerging literature on the
relationship between ethnic inequalities and autocratization. When ethnic divisions
overlap with class differences, the propensity for autocratization increases.'> Socioeco-
nomic inequalities between ethnic groups contribute to autocratization by accentuat-
ing conflicts over redistribution'® and by heightening polarization and political
violence.'” We agree with these studies that structural inequalities between ethnic
groups can lead to democratic erosion and breakdown. Indeed, significant socioeco-
nomic disparities persist between Palestinians and Jews in Israel and between Kurds
and Turks in Turkey."® While structural conditions endanger democracy in a
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country, these conditions do not mechanically translate to regime change. It is political
actors (i.e. human agency) who act as triggers of these conditions. Our study adds to
this literature by illustrating how populist incumbents instigate conflict between
unequal ethnic groups, thereby contributing to the autocratization of their political
regimes.

Whether this strategy succeeds depends in large part on the success of the opposi-
tion coordination. Divisions among various opposition actors inform the incentive
structure around opposition cooperation.'” Incumbents exploit these divisions by
differentiating between systemic and anti-systemic opposition and pitting them
against each other. Some argue that opposition coordination succeeds when non-sys-
temic parties advance issues that are shared by systemic opposition parties.”* Others
suggest that opposition parties coalesce on an agenda if their perceived threat from
the incumbent outweighs the threat they perceive from each other.”' Opposition
coordination can also take different forms, such as filing a joint candidate, forming
pre-electoral alliances, encouraging strategic voting, or forming post-election
coalitions. Building on this literature, our study highlights variables that influence
the likelihood of coalition formation among various opposition parties.

Theoretical framework

In this section, we discuss when, why and how autocratizing populist incumbents adopt
a blood gambit as well as the institutional and political factors that shape the outcome
of this strategy. “Blood gambit” entails fomenting ethnic conflict after the incumbent’s
party suffers a setback in national elections, putting its political grip over the govern-
ment in jeopardy. While violent conflict is never a preordained outcome and results
from actor choices shaped by contextual contingencies, we argue that a blood
gambit may be adopted when the following four conditions are present:

e A competitive electoral system under an autocratizing populist government;
A salient ethnic cleavage with a history of politicized violence;

e An opposition that is divided along this cleavage;

¢ An election setback that threatens the incumbent with loss of power.

Two caveats: first, our focus is on national rather than sub-national (i.e. local or, in
federal systems, state) elections. While the latter can also be of critical importance, as
they do not risk unseating the incumbent altogether, they may entail a different set of
strategies and calculations than in national elections, which ultimately determine who
governs. Second, although both our case studies involve transnational violent conflict
featuring armed sub-state actors (the PKK and Hamas) that play important roles in the
politics of Turkey and Israel, and add a layer of complexity to our analysis, we do not
claim that politicized ethnic violence must be transnational in nature or involve an
armed insurgency in order for a blood gambit to be adopted.

Why would an incumbent facing an election setback opt for a blood gambit? In part,
this goes back to the black-and-white conception of politics by populists. Autocratizing
populists see politics in zero-sum terms. The imminent prospect of losing power
heightens their sense of “existential insecurity”.”” As evidenced in cases such as
Brazil, the US and Venezuela, they have a hard time accepting election losses, and
can resort to instigating unrest to thwart the democratic process. Populist incumbents
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are reluctant to share or relinquish power, because they might want to complete the
sociopolitical transformation they have set in motion or avoid potential prosecution
due to abuse of power. In societies with a salient ethnic division, they are likely to
choose this strategy when, following a poor election showing, they face being replaced
if the opposition manages to form a cross-ethnic coalition. Thus, their immediate goal
would be preventing the formation of such a coalition.

There are two causal mechanisms that link the blood gambit to the political survival
of the incumbent. First, fomenting ethnic tensions and conflict aims to widen the
divide between opposition parties, particularly those that embrace majority and min-
ority ethnonationalisms. We do not claim that autocratizing incumbents create these
cleavages themselves, but rather exploit and deepen them in critical moments for pol-
itical ends. An outburst of ethnic violence increases intolerance towards the “other”
and makes it politically more costly for both majority and minority ethnonationalist
parties to sit in a coalition with each other.”> Second, civil wars, terrorist attacks as
well as bouts of communal violence shape public opinion and produce a rally-
around-the-flag effect, boosting the popularity of the incumbent leader, at least in
the short term.** Thus, as shown in Figure 1, the desired outcome of a blood
gambit is to prevent the formation of an opposition coalition and for the incumbent
party to receive a popular mandate in a forced new election.

The second part of our theoretical argument explores the institutional and political
conditions that shape the success of this strategy. Note that we define success from the
incumbent’s perspective, that is, the prevention of the formation of a post-election
opposition coalition. Drawing our hypotheses inductively from the detailed compara-
tive study of Turkey and Israel, we point to two variables that shape incumbent and
opposition behaviours and determine the outcome of the blood gambit: the level of
executive aggrandizement and the level of party fragmentation.

Higher levels of executive aggrandizement are associated with the erosion of hori-
zontal accountability, thus the removal of the constraints on the behaviour of the
elected executives. These constraints are embodied in institutions such as the judiciary,
national election councils, the presidency (in parliamentary regimes), and an indepen-
dent media.?> When these institutions are weak, or when the executive exerts signifi-
cant influence over check-and-balance mechanisms, the ability of the incumbents to
thwart attempts of coalition formation is higher, because they can bend the rules of
the game in their favour.

The other variable that affects the likelihood of coalition formation among majority
and minority ethnonationalist parties is party fragmentation. In ethnically divided
societies, the opposition needs to bring together ideologically and ethnically diverse
political parties to unseat the autocratizing incumbent. If the party system has low

. X Opposition
Stoke ‘ethnnc Widen the o e ya— )
Failure to tensions, a cleavage easlfifen Renewed
Election form conflict mandate in
setback —) —) new
government - Increased :
Securitise a Rally around incumbent elections
discourse the flag — : ?
popularity
L J L ] L J
T Y Y E—
Triggers Blood Gambit Intended effect Desired outcome

Figure 1. The mechanism of blood gambit.
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fragmentation, and the nationalist vote is represented by one political party on each
side of the ethnic divide, then the party leadership is less likely to negotiate with an
actor it deems as “the enemy” during an ongoing violent episode. In a fragmented
party system, however, competition within each ethnonationalist bloc incentivizes
moderate and pragmatist actors within the bloc to compromise and seize the oppor-
tunity to join the government. Party fragmentation, in other words, is more likely to
lead to ideological flexibility by providing a formal voice to moderate and pragmatist
minority and majority nationalist actors in the opposition. The presence of these actors
within the nationalist camp willing to compromise is imperative for the formation of a
cross-cleavage coalition. Table 1 shows the likely outcomes of incumbent success
across these two variables.

When executive aggrandizement is high and party fragmentation is low, the blood
gambit is most likely to succeed, as we demonstrate in Turkey. When executive
aggrandizement is low and party fragmentation is high, the blood gambit is most
likely to fail (Israel). Although our case studies only account for two of the four poss-
ible combinations, we suggest that in-between scenarios, that is, high-high and low-
low combinations, are more likely to produce success for the incumbent’s strategy.
Low party fragmentation inhibits the ability of opposition actors to compromise,
while high executive aggrandizement gives the incumbent the institutional tools to
thwart the formation of a coalition even if the opposition actors compromise.
Hence, the presence of one of these variables should be sufficient for opposition
efforts to fail, and the blood gambit to succeed. Note that our analysis does not
account for external factors, such as an effective civil society campaign or foreign inter-
vention, which can shift the dynamics of party politics. Future research should test
these hypotheses in cases with different combinations.

Methodology and case selection

In this article, we employ a comparative case study analysis using process tracing.
Through detailed qualitative data and careful examination of unfolding events and
situations over time, process tracing can help identify new phenomena, evaluate exist-
ing hypotheses, generate new ones and examine novel causal claims. It can also
“strengthen causal inference in small-N designs based on the matching and contrasting
of cases”.*® Our study aims to contribute to theory building by delineating various
causal arguments. We base our analytical narratives on the sequence of events that
took place between June and November 2015 elections in Turkey, and March 2021
elections and the coalition formation in June 2021 in Israel, drawing our evidence
from public statements by Erdogan and Netanyahu, senior AKP/Likud and opposition
figures, newspaper reports, eyewitness accounts, and national polling data.

Our comparison of Turkey and Israel combines elements of most different and
most similar systems designs: the first in explaining the conditions for adoption of

Table 1. Explaining success and failure.

Executive Aggrandizement

Low High

Party Fragmentation Low (Success) Success (Turkey)
High Failure (Israel) (Success)
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the same strategy in different settings, and the latter in explaining the divergent out-
comes of the same strategy in similar political contexts.”” The two countries differ sig-
nificantly in their physical and population sizes, majority religion, state-religion
relations, and level of economic development, which suggests that the post-election
strategy adopted by the incumbents is not a parochial one and can travel across a
diverse landscape.

At the same time, Turkey and Israel share important sociopolitical characteristics
that underpin the adoption of blood gambit as a post-election strategy. The two
countries have emerged in recent years as prominent cases of ethnically divided
countries that have experienced democratic erosion under right-wing populist govern-
ments.”® Both states were established and shaped by secular nationalist modernizing
ideologies, Kemalism and Labor Zionism, and adopted policies of exclusion, discrimi-
nation and dispossession towards their respective ethnic minorities, the Kurds and the
Palestinians. More recently, both countries have been governed by long-standing
populist leaders, namely Erdogan and Netanyahu, who have challenged the secular
founding ideologies in each state and eroded democratic practices and institutions,
albeit to different degrees. Various scholars have noted the similarities between
Erdogan and Netanyahu’s leadership style, discourse, and their exploitation of
ethnic and religious fault lines for political ends.”” Yet despite these similarities, the
outcome of the blood gambit employed by both leaders differed in each country.

While ethnic divisions afflict many countries and populism has been on the rise glob-
ally, the combined list of cases that simultaneously feature a salient ethnic cleavage and
autocratizing populist incumbency in a competitive electoral setting is relatively short.
The most prominent example, besides Turkey and Israel, is India under Narendra
Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). A number of observers, most notably Rogenhofer
and Panievsky, have highlighted the parallels between Erdogan, Netanyahu and Modi,
including the way they use longstanding transnational violent conflict as an opportunity
to securitize national minorities and their political allies, delegitimize them as terrorists
or terrorist supporters, and exclude them from the definition of the “people”.*

We build on this key observation by focusing on the tactics autocratizing populist
incumbents in ethnically divided societies resort to when they face unfavourable
results in national elections, and the institutional and political factors that shape the
outcome of their blood gambit. We exclude India from our analysis because the BJP
has yet to face a national election setback that would threaten Modi’s grip on power
as Erdogan did in 2015 and Netanyahu in 2021, although the insights from our
study can be highly relevant to India going forward. Finally, there is a wider pool of
“hybrid regimes” where identitarian fault lines shape the dynamics of coalitional poli-
tics, such as Kenya, Malaysia, Nigeria, North Macedonia and Sri Lanka, where a blood
gambit may also be adopted in a potential scenario where a future autocratizing popu-
list incumbent faces an election setback.

Case 1: Erdogan’s “war of independence” and Turkey’s twin elections in
2015

Turkish parliamentary elections in June 2015 took place in an atmosphere of growing
political uncertainty and insecurity for the ruling AKP and its leader Prime Minister-
turned-President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Between 2002 and 2013, successive election
victories on the back of sustained economic growth had allowed the AKP governments
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to reform the judiciary, dismantle the tutelage of the powerful military, seize control of
much of the mainstream media, and unveil a top-down project of sociopolitical trans-
formation. The “New Turkey” that the AKP leadership envisioned aimed at moving
Turkey away from its secular nationalist founding ethos and reshaping it as a major
regional power with a distinct Islamic identity and “neo-Ottoman” aspirations
under an executive presidential system. These aspirations gained momentum with
the early wave of the Arab Uprisings that paved the way for the rise of Islamist poli-
ticians who looked to the AKP and Erdogan as a model and inspiration.

Resolving the Kurdish conflict was integral to realizing the AKP’s hegemonic
vision.”' Not only had periodic Kurdish uprisings since the early republic — especially
the armed conflict since 1984 between the Turkish state and the Kurdish PKK - had
been a major source of political instability and socioeconomic crises, but making up
nearly a fifth of Turkey’s population, the Kurds were also an important voter bloc.
Unlike the secular nationalist governments of the past,”” the AKP’s religious discourse
allowed the party to reach across the ethnic cleavage and attract support from conser-
vative Kurds, who became essential to the AKP’s electoral success and Erdogan’s pre-
sidential ambitions. Consequently, the AKP sought to address the issue with an
emphasis on Islamic brotherhood that would accommodate ethnic differences. To
this end, it engaged in several initiatives, the latest of which were the ceasefire and
negotiations with the PKK launched in early 2013.%

This favourable tide shifted after mid-2013 starting with the nationwide Gezi Park
protests against the increasingly authoritarian imposition of the AKP’s hegemonic
vision. These coincided with a sharp economic downturn partly triggered by an inter-
est rate hike by the US Federal Reserve, leading Prime Minister Erdogan to blame the
protests on a nefarious “interest rate lobby”; a classic populist scapegoating tactic con-
juring bogus global elite groups. Erdogan saw the Western criticism of his govern-
ment’s crackdown of these protests, in contrast to the muted international response
to the Egyptian coup against President Morsi, as a double standard against
Muslims.* In December 2013, the simmering tension between Erdogan and his erst-
while ally, US-based cleric Fethullah Giilen, turned into an open power struggle with
the launch of a major corruption probe by Giilenist prosecutors against senior AKP
officials, ministers and Erdogan’s family. Finally, the intensification of the fighting
between jihadist groups and Kurdish forces in Syria during 2014 increased tensions
within Turkey and threatened the fragile “peace process”, as the AKP and the PKK
appeared to support opposing sides. While the mainstream Western portrayal of
Turkey under Erdogan was shifting from “the champion of the Arab Spring” to an
“enabler of jihadism”, the budding strategic alliance between the US and the PKK’s
Syrian counterpart the People’s Defense Units (YPG) raised alarm in Ankara about
the possibility of a US-backed Kurdish state in Syria.

Amid the sense of betrayal and insecurity fuelled by this sudden reversal of fortunes,
Erdogan and his allies espoused a zero-sum view of electoral politics, depicting it as an
existential struggle — a new “war of independence” - for the authentic (Muslim
Turkish) nation against its global and domestic enemies.”> One major study measuring
the level of populist discourse in the speeches of 140 chief executives across 40
countries found that, from 2014 onwards, Turkey under Erdogan “experienced a
larger increase in populist discourse espoused by a leader than any other country”.*
In turn, this discourse was used to justify escalating violations of civil liberties and
the erosion of democratic checks and balances, hastening autocratization in Turkey.”’
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In the run up to the June 2015 parliamentary election, the AKP’s stated goal was to
attain a supermajority that would allow it to change the constitution without a refer-
endum and implement the system of executive presidentialism that Erdogan had long
wanted. While Erdogan had become Turkey’s first directly elected president in August
2014, this was still a non-partisan post, whose constitutional boundaries he routinely
overstepped. In his speeches, President Erdogan implied that the continuation of the
“peace process” was conditional on achieving this supermajority, a thinly veiled
warning to Kurdish voters about the consequences of opposing him. Addressing a
crowd in the city of Gaziantep in March 2015, he asked: “Are we ready to bring

Turkey ... to its new constitution, presidential system and strengthen the peace
process? My brothers and sisters, give us 400 deputies and let this matter be resolved
peacefully”.*®

During the first half of 2015, opinion polls showed consistent decline in support for
the AKP with respondents citing economic concerns as a top priority.”” At the same
time there was a boost for the pro-Kurdish leftist Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP)
which became poised to overcome the 10% national threshold for the first time in
the history of Kurdish party politics. Led by its charismatic co-chair Selahattin Demir-
tag, the HDP appealed to conservative Kurdish voters of the AKP, as well as to left-
leaning Turks, and struck a defiant tone against autocratization under Erdogan, cap-
tured by the slogan “We will not let you become president”.

The election results indicated that the AKP had lost its parliamentary majority for the
first time since 2002. The ruling party’s vote had dropped from 49.8% in 2011 to 40.8%,
giving it 258 parliamentary seats; a loss of 69 seats and far below the 400-seat threshold
that Erdogan had wanted. Among the three opposition parties that entered the parlia-
ment, the Republican People’s Party (CHP), which under its chairman Kemal Kiligdar-
oglu had been undergoing a contested transformation from a rigidly secular nationalist
party to a more inclusive social-democratic one, secured 25% (a 1% drop from 2011).
The far-right Nationalist Action Party (MHP) increased its share by 3.3% to 16.3%,
while the HDP exceeded expectations by securing 13.1%. Alongside a sizeable portion
of the AKP electorate that stayed home on election day, the incumbent lost support
both to the MHP (nationalist voters opposed to the peace process) and to the HDP (con-
servative Kurds opposed to the AKP’s Syria policy).*’

From the outset it became clear that Erdogan was not interested in a power-sharing
arrangement in the form of a coalition. From early on, he pointed to a repeat election
as a viable path forward.*’ On 7 July, Demirtas criticized the unusual delay in the start
of formal coalition talks, stating “the AKP has been governing Turkey illegally and ille-
gitimately for a month ... The AKP administration is willing towards a coalition,
whereas the President favours an early election”.*” On the same day, columnist
Mustafa Akyol observed*:

President Erdogan hates sharing power. He instead wants to concentrate it in his own hands as
much as possible. But Turkey’s election results ... do not fit this agenda. So, he wants to toss the
dice once again, hoping that this time his party will be able to secure a parliamentary majority.
... [A coalition government] would be the end of the “revolution,” and the state of emergency
that he has been spearheading since mid-2013. ... This could even initiate a new era in which
corruption scandals of the past two years, which somehow touch Erdogan himself, may be reo-
pened and legally pursued.

Erdogan finally tasked PM Davutoglu with forming the government on 9 July. Between
13 July and 13 August the AKP held low-intensity talks with the CHP, which were
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criticized as a delaying tactic by the CHP officials and observers. According to Kiligdar-
oglu, the AKP negotiators never discussed forming a four-year coalition government,
instead they proposed a temporary partnership ahead of a repeat election.** Following
a short, symbolic meeting with the MHP, Davutoglu declared on 17 August that the
coalition talks had failed. Although there were still six days until the constitutional
limit of 45 days to form a government, Erdogan abused the authority of his presidency
and ignored the custom of passing the mandate to the second largest party, in this case
the CHP. On 24 August he declared a new election to be held in November. When
asked why he had bypassed the CHP, the president responded: “What kind of duty
would I give to those who insult this office in every way, to those who insult me per-
sonally? We have no time to lose”.*’

These developments took place against the backdrop of a dramatic outburst of
ethnic violence, deadly terror attacks and a sharp return to conflict in Turkey’s
majority Kurdish provinces; a turn of events foreshadowed by Deputy PM Yalgin
Akdogan’s infamous comments delivered the day after the 7 June election®®:

The process ahead will make everyone better understand that the AKP is the only guarantor of
security and stability in Turkey. ... Henceforth, the HDP can at best produce a film about the
peace process.

On 20 July, 33 young and mostly Kurdish socialists were killed in a suicide attack by an
Islamic State (IS) militant in the town of Suru¢. Two days later, the assassination of two
oft-duty police officers in Ceylanpinar, and the subsequent bombardment of the PKK
bases in Northern Iraq by the Turkish military, led to the collapse of the peace
process.”” As the clashes intensified, the declaration of self-rule by the urban wing
of the PKK, and the digging of trenches by Kurdish militants in 12 municipalities, trig-
gered a major ground operation by Turkish special forces, leading to 24-hour curfews
and urban warfare that demolished historic towns and claimed hundreds of lives.** On
10 October, in the deadliest terrorist attack in Turkey’s history, two IS-linked suicide
bombers killed 109 people at a left-wing peace rally in Ankara.

A series of startling intelligence and security failures, revealed by investigative jour-
nalists despite the reporting ban on the attacks, raised doubts about the government’s
willingness to prevent such attacks from occurring.*’ In the ensuing climate of fear,
insecurity, and nationalistic angst, Erdogan blended a “populist necropolitics” of
blood, martyrdom and death and the criminalization of the HDP into his discourse
of an existential struggle, and successfully positioned the AKP as the sole protector
of Turkey’s national interests against an unholy alliance of domestic and foreign
enemies.”’

The AKP’s revised manifesto for the repeat election in November emphasized the
themes of national unity and the fight against terrorism.”" In the months preceding
the election, Erdogan attended funerals of fallen soldiers, delivering speeches in
which he praised martyrdom, while AKP-linked non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) organized mass rally-around-the-flag events that functioned as campaign
rallies.”® Addressing hundreds of thousands flag-waving participants in the “One
Voice Against Terror” rally in Istanbul on 20 September, Erdogan mixed nationalistic
messages with electoral appeals:

There is no flag like this one in the world. Whoever upholds this flag is native, national and of
Turkey ... On 1 November, I want you to send 550 deputies who are native, national, and with
their bodies and hearts working for this country. You understand what I mean, don’t you?



DEMOCRATIZATION 1

Davutoglu made a similar appeal: “You will work very hard until 1 November, and you
will leave them [the HDP] below the electoral threshold. You will make the AK Party,
the symbol of unity, a single-party government”.”> Showing the extent of the AKP’s
influence over mainstream media, the allocation of broadcast time on public and
private TV channels was heavily tilted in favour of the incumbent.>* Denied a voice
on these channels and presented as an extension of the PKK, the HDP was criminalized
not only on discursive but also legal grounds, with the president urging the parliament
to lift the immunity of deputies with suspected links to “terrorist groups” and prose-
cutors launching a probe into Demirtas for inciting violence during the previous year’s
deadly protests against the IS’s siege of Kobane.™

Erdogan’s “aggressive turn to nationalism and the politics of fear” worked.”® Con-
cerns over terrorism and national security overtook the economy in at least two
nationwide polls conducted shortly before the November election.”” The AKP was
the prime beneficiary of this swing in the national mood, with Davutoglu announ-
cing that “since the terrorist attack in Ankara, there has been an upward trend in
our vote.” On 1 November, following a campaign period that took place in a
“climate of violence and fear” the AKP regained its parliamentary majority by claim-
ing 49.5% of the vote.”® Post-election analyses showed that conservative voters, who
had sat out the June election or backed the MHP and minor nationalist and Islamist
parties in protest of the government, flocked to the AKP mainly out of concerns over
instability and insecurity. The MHP and the HDP suffered substantial losses, with a
suppressed voter turnout for the HDP in majority Kurdish provinces that bore the
brunt of the conflict.”

While the Turkish president did not single-handedly create the tensions that boiled
over after the June election, he successfully exploited them for political gain. His ability
as a partisan head of state to delay and constrain coalition talks, along with the AKP’s
control over the legislature, the judiciary, the media and the security establishment
were critical to the outcome, demonstrating the importance of the level of executive
aggrandizement in the success of a blood gambit.

Two other actors besides President Erdogan and the AKP played prominent roles in
this outcome. The first was the PKK, which mistook Kurdish fighters’ recent gains in
Syria and rising popularity in Western public opinion as an opportunity for a renewed
push for political autonomy in southeast Turkey. The PKK’s eagerness to resume hos-
tilities undermined the HDP leadership’s attempts to reach across the ethnic cleavage
and appeal to a wider electorate, helping the AKP drive a wedge between the Turkish
nationalist and the Kurdish opposition.

Another key actor was the MHP, the sole Turkish ethnonationalist party with par-
liamentary representation in a party system with low fragmentation. As the leader of
the MHP, Devlet Bahgeli’s categorical rejection of any deal involving the HDP blocked
the possibility of an opposition coalition that would have put the AKP out of power.
The MHP turned down various alternatives presented by the CHP to which the
HDP leadership had responded positively, including a CHP-MHP minority govern-
ment that would be informally backed by the HDP.*® For Bahgeli, his party’s hostility
to the Kurds and the peace process was more fundamental than its opposition to the
ongoing autocratization under the AKP. This became more evident when, following
the November election, the MHP and the AKP entered into an informal alliance
that was formalized in February 2018. This alliance steered Turkey towards Erdogan’s
executive presidentialism on an ultranationalist path.
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Case 2: Netanyahu's nativist populism and the violent aftermath of the
2021 elections

In the summer of 2019, Benjamin Netanyahu became Israel’s longest-serving prime
minister. Netanyahu served as premier for 12 consecutive years between 2009 and
2021 thanks to Likud’s enduring coalitions with right-wing and religious parties
amid Israel’s ideological drift to the right. During his reign, and particularly since
the 2015 election, Netanyahu’s Likud adopted a populist discourse enmeshed with
nativism, primarily directed towards the Palestinians in Israel.

Palestinian citizens of Israel make up 21% of the country’s population.®’ Placed
under military rule until 1966, Palestinians started to mobilize politically in the
1970s under the Israeli Communist Party and formed ideologically diverse ethnic pol-
itical parties in the 1990s, competing for political representation.®® Palestinians in
Israel face legal and extra-legal restrictions in access to power, resources and land own-
ership.®® Consequently, stark disparities exist between Palestinians and Jews in income,
wealth, professional status, educational attainment and life expectancy.®*

With its history of Revisionist Zionism, Likud approaches Israel’s Palestinian min-
ority with an ethnonationalist frame of exclusion and securitization. The party imagi-
nes an ethnically Jewish Israel that excludes and scapegoats Palestinians, among other
vulnerable minorities. Likud also targets left-wing NGOs, centre-left parties, the judi-
ciary, and the Supreme Court, which it frames as different parts of an out-of-touch elite
supporting “foreign” elements in society, creating a textbook populist antagonism in
politics. For instance, on the day of the 2015 elections, Netanyahu delivered an infa-
mous speech to boost the turnout of his nationalist constituents: “The rule of the
right is in danger. Arab voters are streaming in droves to polling stations. Leftist
NGOs are bringing them in buses ... We only have you. Go vote. With your help
and with God’s help we’ll establish a national government that will defend Israel”.®®
Likud members continuously called left-wing civil society and human rights organiz-
ations “moles” and “foreign agents”. For instance, Israel’s Deputy Foreign Minister
Tzipi Hotolevy labelled Breaking the Silence, an anti-occupation organization com-
posed of former IDF soldiers, as “an enemy of Israel”.*®

Likud and its right-wing allies did not stop at targeting these groups rhetorically,
but also passed laws restricting them politically. An NGO law aiming to stigmatize
human rights organizations in Israel mandates all civil society organizations receiving
funding from foreign governments to name their donors in published documents in
public dealings.”” In 2018, Likud passed the Nation-State Law which stipulated that
“the right of self-determination only belongs to the Jewish people”, thereby formalizing
the exclusion of the Palestinian minority. The same law degraded Arabic’s status from
an official language to a special language to undermine Palestinian claims of constitut-
ing a national minority.

Likud politicians also portrayed the Supreme Court justices as an out-of-touch,
corrupt elite by describing them as “disconnected from the people”, “opposed to the
common people’s interests” and a “nest of left-wingers”.®® The populist attacks
against the Supreme Court were clearly reflected in then Tourism Minister Yariv
Levin’s remarks: “in a democracy it is the people who determine who is the leader -
not the court... [the judges] are not superior to the people!”.®” Unsurprisingly,
when Levin became justice minister in 2023, he became the architect of the judicial
overhaul proposals which would give the Knesset the power to override the
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Supreme Court’s rulings and enable the government to fully control the appointment
of its judges.

Hence, Likud demarcates a political antagonism between Jews and Palestinians in
Israel and uses this antagonism to undermine liberal institutional actors. These
attacks on the judiciary coupled with Netanyahu’s war on the media outlets led to con-
siderable democratic backsliding by undermining legal and political accountability
mechanisms, or the so-called “institutional guardians of Israeli democracy”.”® These
attacks came to a peak when Netanyahu was indicted by Attorney General Avichai
Mandelblit for bribery, fraud and breach of trust. Netanyahu was quick to target the
prosecutors, calling the indictment “an attempted coup against the government
through ... a biased investigation process” before adding that it was “time to investi-
gate the investigators™.”'

Thus, in discourse and action, Likud shares many similarities with populist parties
in power, such as the BJP in India, the Law and Justice Party in Poland or the AKP in
Turkey. The Chapel Hill Expert survey that measures “the salience of anti-elite and
anti-establishment appeals in a party’s public discourse” gave Likud a score of 8.7
on a 0-10 scale showing that “Likud is even more populist than European far-right
parties, whose scores average around 8”.”> With the intensification of Netanyahu’s
populist rhetoric and targeting of state institutions, polarization in Israeli politics
shifted from a right-left axis to pro- versus anti-Netanyahu camps. This realignment
became particularly visible during the political stalemate in 2019-2021, when Israel
held four consecutive elections in a period of two and a half years.

The 2021 Knesset elections were held under this environment of great political
uncertainty, and constituted existential insecurity for Netanyahu, as he could not
form a sustainable coalition government in the past three elections. Losing elections
would mean loss of political power and loss of immunity in his ongoing criminal
case. The results of the 23 March 2021 elections indicated another stalemate for gov-
ernment formation, hence an electoral setback for Netanyahu. Likud, the ultra-Ortho-
dox and religious Zionist parties, who were committed to serving only in a Likud-led
right-wing coalition, commanded 52 seats. Yamina, a religious Zionist party which is
ideologically aligned with Netanyahu’s Likud but did not commit to a Likud-only gov-
ernment in this election, commanded another eight seats. The anti-Netanyahu camp
commanded the other 60 seats, among them two Palestinian parties, Joint List and
Ra’am, controlling six and four seats respectively. Netanyahu was tasked with
forming the new government on 4 April, but failed in this task, mainly because his reli-
gious Zionist partners rejected sitting in a coalition with Ra’am. Unlike Erdogan who
denied the mandate to the opposition leader Kiligdaroglu, President Rivlin, a former
Likudnik, abided by the legal duties of his office and passed the mandate to the centrist
Yesh Atid leader Yair Lapid on 5 May. In the first few days of his mandate, Lapid made
significant headway in convincing Naftali Bennett’s far-right Yamina and Mansour
Abbas’s Ra’am to sit in a coalition with left-wing, centre-left and right-wing parties.
However, these coalition talks came to an abrupt halt when Israel’s crackdown on
the worshippers in Al Agsa Mosque prompted rocket attacks by Hamas on Jerusalem.

The background of these incidents reveals how Netanyahu, similar to Erdogan,
adopted a blood gambit to stay in power. On 13 April, the first day of Ramadan,
Israeli police stormed Al Agsa Mosque, broke the door to the minaret and cut the
cables of the loudspeakers claiming that the muezzin’s call to prayer interfered with
President Rivlin’s speech nearby at the Wailing Wall.”> Disregarding protests by
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Jordanian authorities that storming Al Agsa and cutting the loudspeaker cables vio-
lated the legal status quo, Israeli police further “close[d] off a popular plaza outside
the Damascus Gate, one of the main entrances to the Old City of Jerusalem”.”*
When tensions rose in Jerusalem and Al Aqsa Mosque, Public Security Minister
Amir Ohana, a staunch Netanyahu loyalist, ordered the erection of roadblocks on
highways forcing Palestinians to walk long distances on highways to reach Al Agsa.
Community leaders’ attempts to convince Netanyahu’s government to diffuse the ten-
sions, “at least by reopening the square outside Damascus Gate,” went unheeded.”®
These developments came on the back of the ongoing friction between protesters,
far-right settler organizations and Israeli security forces over the forceful eviction of
Palestinians from their homes in the Sheikh Jarrah neighbourhood in East Jerusalem.
In these clashes, police aligned with the far-right Israeli groups and used violence
against the protesters. Far-right MK Itamar Ben Gvir, Netanyahu’s potential coalition
partner, further provoked the situation by erecting a makeshift office across the house
of a Palestinian family facing eviction.”

On 7 May, two days after Yair Lapid was given his mandate and during the last
Friday of Ramadan, the Israeli police entered the Al Aqsa Mosque and fired
rubber bullets and stun grenades within the mosque, wounding 163 Palestinian wor-
shippers.”” The Israeli police presence in Al Agsa and its use of violence against wor-
shippers were seen as desecration of a holy place and a major provocation by most
Palestinians.

On 9 May, Sunday, police and worshippers clashed again in Al Agsa ahead of the
planned, yet later cancelled, nationalist Flag March, which marks the occupation
and the annexation of East Jerusalem by Israel. Hamas, which had its own motives
to rekindle a violent clash with Israel, primarily because Mahmud Abbas had yet
again postponed Palestinian elections, seized the opportunity and fired rockets at
Israel after issuing several threats. The rocket fire from the Gaza Strip and retaliatory
Israeli airstrikes lasted for 11 days leading to the killing of 248 Palestinians, including
66 children, and 13 Israelis.”®

The start of this inter-border violence was enough to halt the coalition talks initiated
by Lapid. Ra’am’s leader Mansour Abbas froze coalition talks and stated that “Al Agsa
is a redline”, and that “the aggression toward the holy site and its worshipers is unac-
ceptable and offensive”.”” Yamina, feeling the pressure from pro-Netanyahu right-
wingers and its own constituents, also pulled out of the coalition talks. The violent con-
frontation exacerbated hawkish nationalism even among the Zionist members of the
prospective “Change” coalition, who condemned Hamas and supported the Israeli
military operations. A nationwide poll conducted on 19 and 20 May found that 78%
of Israelis approved of the Netanyahu government’s handling of the military operation,
while 58% thought it had done a good job “caring for the home front”, suggesting a
rally-around-the-flag effect.*® Banking on the surge of nationalist sentiments among
the Jewish populace, Likud and its allies swiftly attacked the coalition formation
attempts and demanded Bennet’s Yamina and Gideon Saar’s New Hope join a
right-wing nationalist government instead. For instance, Likud MK Miki Zohar
suggested: “[T]he progress on forming a left-wing government with the help of Arab
parties ... is allowing our enemies to lift their heads. I hope Bennett will understand
the destruction he is leading us to”.*' Religious Zionist leader Bezalel Smotrich
called on Bennet and Saar to “put everything aside and ... form an emergency govern-

ment of the national camp today”.*”
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That Netanyahu crafted this violent conflict to sabotage the coalition formation was
not lost on most commentators. As Thomas Friedman from the New York Times
suggested, Netanyahu “inflam[ed] the situation so much that his right-wing rivals
have to abandon trying to topple him and declare instead that this is no time for a
change in leadership”.** Similarly, Anshel Pfeffer from Haaretz, an astute observer
of Israeli politics, said of the situation: “Netanyahu didn’t invent the tensions
between Jews and Arabs... [bJut over his long years in power, he’s stoked and
exploited these tensions for political gain time and again”.** What made this escalation
between Israel and Hamas different than the previous ones was the interethnic violence
that erupted between Palestinians and Jews in various ethnically mixed cities within
the Greenline, such as Lod, Acre and Ramla. Riots, ransacking, looting and lynchings
led to loss of life and property, rendering coalition-building between right-wing Zio-
nists and Palestinian parties even more difficult by hardening their constituencies’
views on cross-ethnic cooperation.*® During a conflict like this, “[p]eople are less
likely to accept solutions of compromise”, observed Yohanan Plesner, president of
the Israeli Democracy Institute, a think-tank that runs public opinion surveys.
“Emotions of fear, distrust, and vengeance are becoming dominant ... strengthening
not voices of moderation, but rather radical voices”.*"

Yet despite these obstacles, and unlike in Turkey, the opposition actors were able to
take trust-building steps and come together. While the riots were ongoing, Ra’am chief
Mansour Abbas declared: “[W]e can overcome [the current crisis]. Maybe political
cooperation at the level of government is part of the solution”.*” Shortly after the
riots, Abbas met with the mayor of Lod in front of a ransacked synagogue and
pledged to contribute to the repair of damaged synagogues, stating that places of
worship should be respected by everybody.*® These words were not lost on
Yamina’s Bennet, who said that Abbas was an honest man, and that he regretted
calling him a “terrorist”. Yair Lapid also played a critical role in coalition-building.
He not only secured the support of the other five parties of the prospective
“Change” coalition, which ranged from the right-wing New Hope to left-wing
Meretz, but also crafted a complex power-sharing agreement between Yamina and
Yesh Atid that had to balance delicate right-wing and left-wing demands.

This combination of compromise, trust-building and political craftsmanship paid
off, and a coalition composed of eight ideologically different parties formed the gov-
ernment on 13 July 2021. As the coalition negotiations in the aftermath of the elections
illustrate, cross-ethnic cooperation between opposition parties was crucial to oust the
autocratizing incumbent. The Israeli case also shows that a high level of fragmentation
within ethno-political camps, which is shaped by overall party fragmentation in the
political system, contributed to the opposition’s ability to overcome ethnic polarization
and unify against Netanyahu. The ultranationalists were fragmented between the Reli-
gious Zionist Party and Yamina. While the former only supported Netanyahu, the
latter was at least open to cooperating with other opposition players, including the
Palestinian Ra’am. Fragmentation within the Palestinian camp also presented an
opportunity. While the Joint List took a nationalist position refusing cooperation
with mainstream Zionist parties, Ra’am split from the Joint List before the elections,
and took a more pragmatic position vis-a-vis Zionist parties by prioritizing the every-
day needs of the Palestinian citizens over identitarian issues. Slicing Yamina from the
ultranationalist camp and Ra’am from the Palestinian camp gave the centrist players
just enough seats to create a rainbow coalition government.
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Comparative insights and conclusions

This article has examined one strategy that is part of the toolkit of populist leaders who
operate in competitive, multi-party settings featuring a salient ethnic cleavage. When
faced with election setbacks, autocratizing populist incumbents in ethnically polarized
societies can adopt a “blood gambit” to stay in power. This entails fomenting violent
conflict aimed at keeping the opposition divided along ethnic lines and creating a
rally-around-the-flag effect. Our study contributes to the literature on populism and
autocratization by demonstrating how autocratizing populists serving as incumbents
can disregard democratic processes and societal peace in pursuit of political survival.
Both Erdogan and Netanyahu were willing to thwart the outcomes of democratic elec-
tions when they faced serious political setbacks. Moreover, they were willing to stoke
violent clashes and provoke hostile ethnic relations in their countries to remain in
power.

The existence of armed groups locked in long-term conflict with the Turkish and
the Israeli states, the PKK and Hamas, with a transnational geopolitical calculus of
their own that does not necessarily align with the political goals of the Kurdish or
Palestinian parties within Turkey and Israel, adds a layer of complexity to this
picture. Provoking violent confrontation with these groups helps autocratizing popu-
lists frame national minorities as a national security threat and exclude them from the
definition of the “people”.*” This exclusion is then used to delegitimize other political
actors willing to cooperate with these national minorities, hence splitting the opposi-
tion. The conflagration also creates a rally-around-the-flag effect intended to increase
the incumbent’s popularity ahead of a repeat election.

Although both leaders adopted a blood gambit for political survival, the outcomes
in Israel and Turkey varied. Two factors were influential in these outcomes (Figure 2).
First, the level of executive aggrandizement and the democratic functioning of insti-
tutions made a difference. In Turkey, Erdogan abused the powers of the presidency
by delaying the start of coalition talks and denying the main opposition leader the
mandate to form a government after Davutoglu failed in his attempt, while President

Level of executive Party
aggrandizement fragmentation
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flexibility of the
balance -
opposition

mechanisms

l l
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Israel Low + High  —  Failure

Figure 2. Explaining divergent outcomes.
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Rivlin respected the institutional boundaries of his office by granting the mandate to
the proper actors. These two sitting presidents acted differently because the level of
autocratization was more advanced in Turkey compared to Israel. While Erdogan
had near-monopolized all the levers of political power, including the courts and the
media, Netanyahu was still constrained by the rule of law and other institutional
checks. This insight suggests that defeating a blood gambit through democratic
means is more feasible during the early stages of democratic backsliding and much
harder during the later stages, when autocratization becomes entrenched.

Second, the level of party fragmentation created different incentive structures for the
opposition. That opposition parties need to reach across identitarian cleavages to chal-
lenge autocratizing incumbents is well established.”® Contributing to this literature, we
illustrate that differing levels of fragmentation within ethno-political camps affects the
ability and willingness of the opposition to overcome ethnic polarization and unify. In
Turkey’s low-fragmented party system, the majority and minority nationalists were rep-
resented by one political party on each side (Table 2). While the Turkish nationalist
MHP categorically refused to cooperate with the Kurdish HDP, in Israel’s highly frag-
mented party system, the hardliners and the pragmatists splintered. While Religious
Zionist Party and the Palestinian Joint List embraced uncompromising ethnonational-
isms, ultranationalist Yamina and Palestinian Ra’am took pragmatic positions to inter-
ethnic coalition-building. The cooperation between these latter actors, nurtured by
significant trust-building measures, eventually gave the centrist players enough seats
to oust Netanyahu. Our comparative analysis shows that high fragmentation can
become an asset, and low fragmentation a liability, for the opposition to overcome
ethnic cleavages in defeating autocratizing populist incumbents.

We should note that the level of political fragmentation is shaped by institutional
factors, particularly by the electoral system. While both countries use proportional rep-
resentation (PR) systems, in 2015, Turkey had a D'Hont system with a very high elec-
tion threshold (10%), which discouraged party fragmentation. Therefore, Turkey in
2015 boasted fewer parties than Israel in 2021, which had a much lower electoral
threshold (3.25%) that incentivized party splits. Turkey’s subsequent trajectory is
also instructive on the relationship between electoral systems, party fragmentation
and opposition coordination. After its transition to presidentialism in 2017, Turkey
implemented a new electoral system allowing smaller parties to bypass the national
threshold by entering into formal pre-election alliances with larger parties. This
arrangement incentivized fragmentation and increased the number of parties in the
parliament. In this new electoral environment, a group of disenchanted MHP
members broke away from their party to establish IYI Party under the leadership of
Meral Aksener. This split created an opportunity for the opposition, which successfully

Table 2. Party fragmentation in Turkey and Israel.

Turkey 2015 Israel 2021
Number of parties in parliament 4 13
Autocratizing populist incumbent AKP Likud
Centrist CHP Yesh Atid, Blue and White, Labor
Majority ethnonationalist MHP Religious Zionism, Yamina
Minority ethnonationalist HDP Joint List, Ra'am
Other - Shas, United Torah Judaism, Yisrael Beiteinu,

New Hope, Meretz
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coordinated to win the key mayoral races of Ankara and Istanbul in 2019 thanks to
smartly nominated CHP candidates also supported by the IYI and the HDP, and
came close to winning the 2023 presidential elections.

A final note about the long-term weaknesses of anti-populist rainbow coalitions.
While forming a rainbow coalition to oust an autocratizing populist incumbent is chal-
lenging, the Israeli case also illustrates how difficult maintaining such coalitions are after
they come to power. The coalition government composed of eight parties from across
the political spectrum commanded a razor-thin majority of 61 seats in the Knesset.
As expected, the Netanyahu camp immediately set out to open rifts between the ideologi-
cally diverse political actors of the coalition, which included, among other tactics, putting
political and social pressure on Yamina lawmakers in public and wooing those with
wavering support for the government in private. Although the coalition government
managed to pass a budget and dodge several crises, it was reduced to a minority
status less than a year after its formation with the defection of two Yamina MKs.”!
The early election called for 1 November 2022 paved the way for Netanyahu’s return
to power and the formation of Israel’s most extreme right-wing government.

This episode shows that rainbow coalitions are frail, and these weaknesses become
more exposed when it comes to governing. Even when opposition actors succeed in the
daunting task of overcoming a blood gambit, forming a coalition and unseating an
autocratizing populist, they still face an uphill battle in keeping an ideologically
diverse coalition intact. Building trust between coalition partners and expanding
their common ground beyond the immediate goal of defeating the populist strongman
are essential for the long-term survival of rainbow coalitions resisting autocratization.
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