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ABSTRACT The paper explores the understanding of external voting in the con-
text of the 2014 Turkish presidential election in which migrants from Turkey 
were enabled to cast votes abroad. This first experience of external voting 
provided an opportunity for an inquiry into the motivations, expectations 
and concerns underlying emigrants’ electoral participation. Drawing from 
original fieldwork investigation in Germany, this exploratory study finds 
that citizens’ motivation for voting abroad was largely dictated by the sym-
bolic dimension of citizenship, and desire to formally participate in Turkish 
politics. Also, evidences demonstrate that external voting led to growing 
concerns about public security as well as allegiance of immigrants in major 
hosting countries, particularly in Germany. Focusing on the case of Turkey’s 
external voting experience as a large sending country, this paper aims to 
provide a contribution to growing empirical research on the understanding 
of external voting and the effect of migrant electoral participation.

Introduction

External voting denotes procedures which enable some or all electors of 
a country who are temporarily or permanently abroad to exercise their 
voting rights from outside the national territory.1 The term is used inter-

changeably with absent voting, absentee voting, external enfranchisement, di-
aspora voting or out-of-country voting. Many countries enable external voting 
through general provisions in their electoral laws. Additional regulations on 
its implementation are often administered by legislatures or electoral commis-
sions.2 Postal voting, e-voting, voting by proxy, voting in diplomatic missions 
or military bases, or other designated places are main options utilized by home 
states. Countries either choose one of these options or use different combina-
tions of them.3

External voting has emerged as a field of research in the last two decades due 
to many intertwined factors. First of all, growing cross-border migration has 
produced populations that are excluded from politics in both their home 
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countries and their countries of 
residence. Many countries of origin 
have tried to develop some means 
to grant them political rights and 
secure their political participation. 
More than 115 of the world’s 214 
countries have allowed external 
voting for nationals abroad.4 Recent 
additions include Ecuador (2008), 
Egypt (2011) and Libya (2012). In 
many other countries, that have no 

system of placing ballot boxes abroad, non-residents are able to vote if they 
fly to their country of origin such as in Lebanon, India, Zimbabwe, Israel, 
and Malta. So, granting external voting rights has virtually become a world-
wide practice and an international norm. Meanwhile, the interest of migra-
tion scholars in transnational political participation has intensified and greatly 
contributed to knowledge on external voting practices. Existent scholarship 
provides general explanations for external voting introduction by emphasizing 
that contextual, country specific factors concerning the history and nature of 
the relationship between home states and emigrants usually influence its initial 
introduction and nature of systems.5

The arguments supporting external voting are related to the democratic prin-
ciple of universal suffrage. It is considered that external voting guarantees the 
political rights of the citizens. It increases political participation given the 
fact that citizens living abroad are excluded from political life in their host 
countries and increasingly demand to exercise their right.6 Their participation 
makes the home country’s political system more inclusive and enhances its 
legitimacy. Thus, external voting is approached as a critical contribution to de-
mocratization.7 Furthermore, it can be viewed as a reflection of government’s 
political/pragmatic intention to maintain close ties between emigrants and 
home states.8 As Lafleur notes, external voting is a part of broader diaspora 
policies in which states develop external citizens mainly to benefit from emi-
grants as a source of support.9 Some other home state motivations’ include the 
symbolic acknowledgement of emigrants’ contribution to the home country, 
the presence of a party which sees political advantage in doing so and emi-
grants’ campaigning for its introduction. 

Arguments against the introduction of external voting are related to territo-
riality of citizenship rights and difficulties in managing the process, as well 
as the possibility of low-turnout versus higher cost compared to in-country 
voting. A traditional republican position conceives polity as something that is 
drawn by territorial and membership boundaries. Voting rights is an exclusive 
privilege of citizens who are present in the polity, in other words, requiring 
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diplomatic mission grounds 
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regulations for this option 
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2012 by law before the 2014 
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residency inside the state territory.10 It is argued that those individuals who 
bear the consequences of their electoral decisions should be entitled to vote. 
In the cases of countries who have a huge number of external voters, if they 
are long term non-residents, their preferences might be decisive and binding 
for citizens residing inside the state territory. Domestic public may consider 
such a high political impact over their life as illegitimate. For example, it may 
be the case that the pattern of political support among external voters differs 
significantly from that among domestic voters as observed in Yugoslavia in the 
1995 election.11 Another counter argument emphasizes that external voting 
implementations involve many technical and administrative problems. They 
may challenge the main principles of elections, including the organizing of 
free and fair elections, the transparency of voting procedures, the freedom and 
fairness of party competition, and the problem of judicial review of elections 
held abroad.12 Furthermore, cost per vote is higher outside the country, and it 
is higher when the population is widely dispersed.13 Another challenge is the 
assignment of external electors to electoral districts. It is politically very im-
portant as it largely decides the extent to which external voters can influence 
domestic politics.14

As a middle ground, Rainer Bauböck introduces the stake holder citizenship 
approach. He proposes that external voting should be granted to temporary 
absentees and conflict-forced migrants, but should be ruled out for genera-
tions born abroad because the latter category has no stake in their parents’ 
countries of origin. In terms of representation, he is in favor of reserved seats 
for emigrants in parliament because it may diminish the impact of external 
voting where it could otherwise overwhelm domestic self-government.15

Despite advances in scholarship on external voting, few studies16 so far have 
tried to explain why emigrants take part in home country elections abroad. It 
is important to understand, citizens’ motivations and expectations for casting 
their vote in an election of a country where they no longer reside permanent-
ly, given the fact that an extra-territorial location changes the way in which 
citizens build a relationship with their home state.17 Additionally, host states’ 
concerns and responses to external voting might be decisive for its imple-
mentation. The following study may provide some insight to fill the gap in 
the literature. As a late comer, Turkey joined the countries that implement-
ed the external voting system in 2014 with its first presidential election. The 
three interrelated research questions driving this study can be summarized 
as follows: What are the motivations and the expectations underlying Turk-
ish migrants’ voting abroad? To what extent do emigrants’ perceptions about 
citizenship, nostalgia, or demand for active involvement in homeland politics 
play a role in their participation? What do emigrants think about host states’ 
approach to their voting and the after-effects of voting in their country of 
residence? 
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This paper first attempts to shed light on the background to and implemen-
tation of external voting, then moves onto analyze the driving forces for emi-
grants to cast their vote. Host countries’ responses and concerns will be exam-
ined by focusing on Germany which hosts nearly 1.5 million Turkey’s elector-
ate. The article will end with some tentative conclusions. 

External Voting Experience of Turkey

Turkey has a population of over 75 million, with emigrants constituting around 
seven to eight percent. A considerable number of these hold Turkish citizen-
ship, making them external voters. According to the 2014 official records, 
there are 52,692,841 registered voters within Turkey and 2,789,726 registered 
voters residing abroad, constituting five percent of the total electorate in Tur-
key.18 Two and half million (85.8 percent) of registered voters abroad reside in 
eleven Western European countries. There are reportedly around 1.5 million 
Turkish citizens eligible to vote in Germany, 600,000 in France, 450,000 in the 
Netherlands, 270,000 in Austria and nearly 200,000 in Belgium.19

The first provision for external voting was placed on the agenda by the Con-
stitutional amendment introduced by the coalition government on July 23, 
1995. In principle, this granted Turkish citizens abroad the right to vote at 
general elections and referendums. However, it required additional provisions 
in electoral legislation in order to determine applicable measures for voting 
abroad. In the mid-1990s, public discussions continued about the importance 
of external voting and possible applicable measures without finalization. The 
head of the Supreme Board of Election Committee (SBE) proposed voting by 
mail. Voters residing abroad have been in favor of a mail option due to its low-
er cost and its practicality, and they made their voices heard through printed 
media.20 The necessary legal provision determining the applicable measures 
was not introduced until 2008. Nevertheless, voting at custom gates at airports 
and border crossing points some time before the election dates were made 
available to emigrants. The number of people who were able to vote remained 
limited. The amount of votes cast were only five to seven percent of eligible 
overseas voters. 

In 2008, five new articles on ‘Voting methods and general principles of voters 
abroad’ were added to the Election Law.21 Voters abroad were allowed to cast 
votes in general and presidential elections as well as in referendums. The law 
states that: the SBE consulting with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs decides 
whether voting at ballot boxes, at customs, by mail, and e-voting would be 
used according to the conditions of the host country. The Constitutional Court 
annulled the voting by mail option in the same year after an application by the 
main opposition party, the Republican People’s Party. It was claimed that vot-
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The main prerequisite 
for citizens to be able 
to vote was to register 
on the citizens’ abroad 
electoral roll either at 
diplomatic missions 
or at population 
registration offices

ing by mail contradicts the principles of secrecy and 
independence in elections and is against the Turkish 
Constitution. 

Online voting has been found to be very complex. 
Hence voting at customs and on diplomatic mission 
grounds remained, and the necessary regulations 
for this option were brought into force in May 2012 
by law before the 2014 Presidential Elections with 
the collaboration of the SBE, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, the Ministry of Justice and the Presidency of 
Turks Abroad and Kin Communities.22

The presidential election was critical due to its being 
the first election in which the president is elected by 
the direct votes of citizens instead of being elected by deputies.23 Moreover, it 
was approached as an initial stage for adopting a presidential system. Candi-
dates for presidency were nominated after securing the support of at least 20 
deputies, with each deputy only permitted to support one nominee. Parliamen-
tary parties and parties that jointly received at least ten percent of the votes in 
the last general elections were able to nominate one presidential candidate. 
Three candidates were nominated by political parties: Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
by the Justice and Development Party (AK Party, Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi), 
Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu jointly nominated by Republican People’s Party (CHP, 
Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi) and Nationalist Action Party (MHP, Milliyetçi Hare-
ket Partisi), and Selahattin Demirtaş by the People’s Democracy Party (HDP, 
Halkın Demokrasi Partisi). The final candidate list was published on July 11, 
2014 and due to its late announcement, there was a very tight timetable for 
external voting which started just 20 days after the publication. One District 
Electoral Board was established in Ankara to co-ordinate the activities of 1,186 
out-of-country Ballot Box Committees.24

The main prerequisite for citizens to be able to vote was to register on the citi-
zens’ abroad electoral roll either at diplomatic missions or at population regis-
tration offices by declaring the address of their residence some time before the 
vote. Only information available after 2012 in Turkish diplomatic missions was 
able to be used in the preparation of the electoral rolls. Thus, the large majority 
of overseas voters needed to first check the list from the SBE’s web site in the 
given time period and then register to be able to vote. The second prerequisite 
was to make an appointment within a five day period via the SBE web site. 
When emigrants were not able to do so, they were given an automatic appoint-
ment time by the electronic system. There was much confusion in advance 
both about registration and the appointment system, raising the criticism that 
many of the procedures were complex and poorly planned.
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Ballot boxes were placed in 54 countries where more than 500 Turkish cit-
izens reside. Citizens could cast votes there from July 31 to August 4 2014. 
They were also able to use ballot boxes placed at 42 border crossings from July 
26 to August 10. The voting process was thus completed one week before the 
election held in Turkey. In Germany, 496 ballot boxes were placed at stadiums 
and fair grounds in seven cities, Berlin, Dusseldorf, Frankfurt, Essen, Hanover, 
Munich, and Stuttgart. Similarly, Turkish citizens were able to cast votes in 
six cities in the United States and France, three cities in Australia, Austria, 
Azerbaijan, two cities in the Netherlands and Belgium, and one city in the 
United Kingdom. National and local authorities there provided public security 
personnel. The cost of the election was covered by the Turkish state. Overseas 
ballots were returned and counted in Ankara and ballots cast at border cross-
ings were counted by their assigned district electoral boards.25 Despite all the 
bureaucratic and logistical hurdles, a number of citizens abroad did cast their 
votes. Election results were as following: 

In this first implementation, the voter turnout remained very low. Only 8.29 
percent of citizens abroad cast their votes outside Turkish national territory 
and 10.6 of them cast their votes at custom gates (giving a total of 18.9 per-
cent). The actual impact of external votes on the overall results was only 1.3 
percent.27 However considering that Erdoğan received 51.79 of total votes, 
even the slight contribution of external votes helped him to secure his victory. 
Overall 67 percent of cast votes in European countries went to Erdoğan.

Citizens Abroad and External Vote

The Turkish government was motivated by a number of reasons when intro-
ducing the external vote. First of all, it sought to meet the demands of em-
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igrants regarding their political 
rights, which they had been voicing 
since the mid-1970s. According to 
Euro-Turks-Barometer 2013, pre-
pared by Hacettepe University28, 
citizens abroad are interested in 
casting votes for Turkey’s elections 
and 74 percent of them noted that 
they would go to the ballot box 
if they were given external voting rights. Secondly, Turkey tried to include 
citizens abroad in the polity through granting them political rights, thus, to 
consolidate democracy by embracing a more inclusive citizenship approach. 
Thirdly, the government party had expected to gain votes for its candidate in 
the critical election in which a simple majority was necessary to be elected 
as the President. Political analysts and scholars expected that Erdoğan might 
enjoy relatively stronger support from voters abroad, even receiving around 50 
to 65 percent of all votes.29 Strengthening this expectation was the fact that, in 
the 2011 general elections, the AK Party had received 59 percent of the votes 
cast at customs gates.

As studies demonstrated, the larger parties, and particularly the party in power, 
have a clear advantage in mobilizing their supporters abroad.30 Turkish political 
parties, through sister associations abroad, mainly imitated campaign strate-
gies used in Turkey including the organization of rallies for party leaders, door-
to-door campaigning, and distribution of brochures. They informed citizens 
about the election procedures, directed respective deputies who came to meet 
the constituency, organized activities to get voting appointments and even in 
some cases organized transportation to bring people to voting stations.31 Civil 
society organizations established by emigrants in Western European countries 
affiliated with the government party like Avrupalı Türk Demokratlar Derneği 
(UETD), presented the election as ‘an opportunity to have a better common 
future with Turkey,’ while those affiliated with opposition parties presented the 
election as a last opportunity to ‘save Turkey from entering an undemocratic 
path.’ However, it was not clear why voting was important for citizens abroad 
given the fact that nothing concrete could be promised to them. Considering 
the more symbolic value of the presidency in the Turkish political system, the 
possible winner could not offer emigrants any political gain. For instance, the 
AK Party proposed a new vision for Turkey 2023 as a democratic, prosper-
ous and leading country and mentioned the importance of citizens abroad in 
achieving this ideal. But, there is not a single sentence about citizens abroad in 
Erdoğan’s 81-page 2014 Presidential Election Vision Document. Furthermore, 
there was no clear timetable to introduce reserved seats for external voters that 
might make external voting more meaningful. So, it is puzzling that emigrants 
wanted to vote in an election of the home country where they no longer reside. 

Turkey tried to include citizens 
abroad in the polity through 
granting them political rights, 
thus, to consolidate democracy 
by embracing a more inclusive 
citizenship approach
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Many of them do not have the intention to return therefore what do they ex-
pect to gain out of voting?

Methodology

This study utilizes qualitative research methodology. The main data was drawn 
from the field work in Germany, selected because almost half of the eligible 
Turkish voters abroad reside there.32 The data was collected from three com-
plementary sources to understand the voters’ expectations, motivations, and 
concerns about participating in the homeland elections in their host country. 
First, participatory observations and interviews33 were administered during 
the actual voting process in Dusseldorf, the most crowded election district 
abroad in the 2014 Presidential Election. A total of 10 semi-structured inter-
views were conducted with ballot box observers of parties and voters between 
31 July and 4 August 2014, the period when Turkish citizens in Germany were 
able to cast votes. Interviewees were asked the following questions: Did you 
ever cast a vote before and if so where?; What is the importance of voting 
abroad?; What do you expect from voting and from the Turkish state?; How 
can voting contribute to your life in Germany and your ties with the home-
land? The number of questions remained limited and responses were not re-
corded due to the chaotic environments surrounding the electoral stations. 
Instead, notes were taken and transcribed as soon as possible. The second 
data source is semi-structured in-depth interviews with the stake-holders 

The Turkish 
expats casted 

their votes for the 
first time during 
the presidential 

elections held in 
July 2014.
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and actors involved in the voting process abroad. 
The stakeholders are those individuals, groups and 
organizations that have an interest or ‘stake’ in vot-
ing. Primary stakeholders are representatives of the 
electoral management body (in this case staff of em-
bassies and consulates), representatives of Turkish 
political parties (activists from party affiliated asso-
ciations), election monitors (non-partisan observ-
ers), electorate (individuals, representatives of civic 
associations, and politicians representing emigrants 
in Germany) and the media (journalists). Keeping 
these stakeholders in mind, fifteen interviews were 
conducted before and after the election days over 
a month, in different cities of Germany including 
Cologne, Dusseldorf, Duisburg and Frankfurt. The 
sample included two serving consulate generals (of 
Dusseldorf and Cologne), one civil servant, two 
Turkish politicians serving in German parties, four 
party activists, two journalists, representatives from two emigrant NGOs, one 
academician and one migration expert. They were asked the same questions 
stated above and additional questions regarding the concerns of German au-
thorities and public. This set of interviews was audiotaped. All interviewees 
have an emigrant background from Turkey; hence interviews were conducted 
in Turkish. No overt question had been devised, concerning the interviewees’ 
voting choices. The third data source is composed of press reports, political 
party papers, election related documents publicized by emigrant associations, 
newspapers published in Germany and Turkey between May 20 and August 
20, 2014, both in Turkish and German; web sites, online civil society forums 
related to elections, and TV programs targeting citizens abroad. All interviews 
were transcribed and text analyzed using content analysis to identify and de-
scribe themes which closely connected to the research question of why citizens 
abroad vote for the homeland election and what are their concerns with re-
gards to their country of residence. Content analysis was adopted by identify-
ing specific themes such as citizenship, belonging, homesickness, Turkishness, 
benefits, representation rights, German sensibilities, German concerns, etc. as 
categories. The texts –interview transcripts, news, media accounts, and articles 
of columnists- were coded according to these categories. Results were inter-
preted with the objective of answering research questions and entering into 
dialogue with the findings of existing studies. 

In technical terms, the sample from field work in Germany is a convenient, 
exploratory rather than an explicative one. It cannot be assumed to be fully 
representative of all hosting countries and emigrant voters,34 but it is useful 
to provide important insights given the fact that little data is readily available 

Two factors that 
drive emigrants to 
vote are the symbolic 
dimension of 
citizenship rights as 
well as the desire to 
have a voice in Turkish 
politics that can be 
identified as electoral 
political participation
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on the political behavior of emigrants from Turkey and the position of host-
ing countries. Participatory observation and interviews could not build on any 
random sampling criteria, as it only involved subjects who were interested in 
voting abroad rather than all emigrants. This same objection is also valid for 
the most empirical research on migrants’ political participation.

Understanding of External Voters’ Motivations and Expectations

Political science literature on electoral behavior analyzes driving forces dictat-
ing one’s vote and political choices. While the first fundamental question of the 
literature is why some citizens vote while others do not, the other main ques-
tion is why citizens cast their vote for a certain party or a candidate, in other 
words what are the factors influencing voters’ electoral preferences. Hundreds 
of articles, chapters, and books have been published to answer various versions 
of these questions, testing existing hypotheses and developing novel models/
theories. Although, it is obviously beyond the scope of this article to provide a 
comprehensive review of the literature on political behavior, some basic find-
ings will be briefly addressed below in so far as they concern the main focus of 
this article, the external voting. 

The well-known simple equation explaining individual’s voting turnout behav-
ior presumes it is a function of voter’s motivation to vote, his or her ability 
to vote, and the difficulty of the act of voting.35 In this equation, motivation 
refers to desire and intention to vote. It can come from various sources in-
cluding: voter’s strong preference for one candidate/party over other compet-
itor(s), voter’s belief that voting is a responsibility and/or obligation and pres-
sure from voter’s family, friends, social groups and associations. The ability to 
vote is related to having legal eligibility, capacity, and information required to 
cast a ballot. Difficulty refers to aspects of external conditions such registra-
tion procedures, distance of polling stations and availability of information 
about candidates. Further studies have advanced this equation by elaborating 
existing factors and proving the importance of others. Joshua Harder and Jon 
A. Krosnick review these factors by grouping, including demographic factors 
(education, income, occupation, age, gender, mobility, residency, race), social 
and psychological factors (neighborhood characteristics, marriage, partici-
pation in civic organizations, trust, group solidarity, sense of political effica-
cy, civic duty, habit, patience, genetic), characteristics of a particular election 
(strength of a candidate preference, similarity in terms of policy preferences, 
negative advertisement, closeness in race, campaigning) and the cost of reg-
istering a vote.36 These factors may also play a role in external voting but, to 
the best knowledge of the author, there has not yet been an academic publica-
tion on the topic. For instance two important recent studies, of Boccagni, and 
Boccagni and Ramirez, question the motivation and expectations underlying 
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emigrants’ electoral participation of 
Ecuadorians abroad without ex-
plicitly consulting with the elector-
al behavior literature, rather these 
studies remained in the terrain of 
migrant transnationalism literature. 
Boccagni’s study on electoral participation of Ecuadorians in Italy in the 2006 
presidential elections suggests that emigrants’ involvement was mainly driven 
by the patriotic-homesick drives, rather than strictly political expectations.37 
In a more comprehensive study using the survey data on Ecuadorean voters, 
from nine cities in seven countries during the 2008 constitutional referendum, 
it is found that “electoral participation from abroad displays, even within the 
minority of real voters, a deeply ambivalent attitude towards the homeland, 
whereby nostalgia and patriotic identification go hand in hand with suspicion 
and disenchantment about Ecuadorean politics and the future prospects of the 
country.”38

An examination of voting preferences has been the second main focus of elec-
toral studies. These studies mainly emphasize three sets of factors: social fac-
tors such as socio-economic and demographic characteristics; psychological 
factors such as party identification; rational choice such as utility maximiza-
tion inspired by economists. However, the models constructed within electoral 
studies have failed to examine external voters’ political behaviors mainly be-
cause of two reasons. Firstly, external voting rights are a relatively recent phe-
nomenon and secondly, classical electoral studies have primarily used surveys 
conducted with voters residing within the borders of a certain country, not 
with voters residing outside of the country. 

Nevertheless, migration studies, particularly the scholarship on political mo-
bilization of immigrants and ethnic minorities, have been interested in under-
standing the political choices of migrants particularly in host countries. Within 
this literature, recently, the research strand on immigrant political transnation-
alism has emphasized the political participation of emigrants in home country 
elections. To the best knowledge of the author, these two bodies of literature, 
electoral studies and migration studies have rarely been combined except for a 
few studies such as the study of Lafleur and Sanchez-Dominquez on Bolivia’s 
external voting in the 2009 presidential election.39 Lafleur and Sanchez-Domin-
quez address the question of what variables influence the electoral behavior 
of citizens voting in home country elections by consulting with classical the-
ories of electoral studies and migration literature and by utilizing the survey 
data collected from Bolivian external voters who participated in the polling 
stations abroad.40 Scholars reached four conclusions about political choices of 
emigrants. First, “external voters are likely to continue to have voting behavior 
similar to that of non-emigrants with the same background after they migrate.” 

The exploration of Turkey’s 
first external voting experience 
reflects both symbolic and 
active dimensions of citizenship
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Second, “voters abroad were not necessarily aware of the position of political 
parties on the left-right political continuum or did not find it to be a relevant 
scale to assess.”41 Third, as most external voters seem poorly informed about 
the election, they are not able to act as interest-driven voters. Lastly, “involve-
ment in ethnicity-based associations has been demonstrated to have an effect 
on emigrants’ involvement in host and home country politics.”42 Although these 
findings are insightful, the lack of survey data impedes the testing of similar 
hypotheses in the case of Turkey’s first external voting experiences. 

Similar to different case studies emphasizing external voting, the findings of the 
research on Turkey’s external voting experience in Germany shows that there 
are diverse factors driving emigrants who register as voters from abroad to make 
use of their external voting rights. Two factors that drive emigrants to vote are 
the symbolic dimension of citizenship rights as well as the desire to have a voice 
in Turkish politics that can be identified as electoral political participation.

The idea of symbolic relevance of external voting has not been addressed with-
in the literature on political behavior because this literature has not been in-
terested in understanding the motivations and expectations of external voters 
in going to the ballot box and/or casting votes for a certain party as explained 
above. Thus, there is a need to conceptualize the emigrants’ political behavior, 
mainly drawing from the migration studies literature. The concept of ‘symbolic 
meaning of citizenship’ is used by Dorothy Schneider and Sune Laegaard to 
indicate different citizenship status of immigrants and diversifications in the 
perception of themselves as well as those of host states.43 It states that “citi-
zenship means something different for native born and naturalized citizens.” 
Drawing on theoretical understanding of external voting,44 this phrase can be 
adopted for emigrants in a way that citizenship may mean something different 
for citizens residing abroad and those living in national territories, regarding 
their political ties with the homeland.45 For citizens abroad, as Boccagni and 
Ramirez point out there is a widespread perception among emigrants that the 
external vote is a fundamental citizenship right, whatever the electoral stake.46 
Emigrants may feel a personal sense of civic duty by believing that they have a 
moral obligation to participate in politics, at least to vote in an election. Even 
if voting is not compulsory, some emigrants prefer to cast a vote due to their 
conviction about the relevance of the vote for citizenship as well as the per-
ception of voting as a social norm. These can motivate citizens abroad to go to 
the polls although voting may not bring any tangible benefits to them. More 
specifically, even though citizens abroad have economic, political, or social ties 
with the home state, they are not proper subjects regarding individual rights 
and governmental obligations. The President and/or government of the home 
country, put in place by an electoral system, would not show equal concern 
for citizens living inside its own jurisdiction and those living within another 
sovereign territory, thus the latter do not have equal status with the former.47 
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Hence, exercising the right of citizenship by going to the ballot box has differ-
ent meanings for emigrants –mainly symbolic– nevertheless it is still import-
ant and valuable. 

The concept of political participation implies the active dimension of citizen-
ship; however, no definition is universally accepted.48 It simply refers to a range 
of activities that “has the intent or effect of influencing different levels of a 
political system and/or government action”49 The range of activities takes two 
main forms. First is direct electoral participation (in other words conventional 
form), such as voting or running for election. Second is the non-electoral par-
ticipation (less conventional forms), such as joining protests, demonstrations, 
sit-ins, hunger strikes, boycotts, signing a petition, membership in association 
etc. Emigrants tend to involve in the politics of their origin country by using 
some of these forms jointly in accordance with the host country and emigrant 
community characteristics. Voting abroad is rightly categorized as a way of 
electoral participation. 

The exploration of Turkey’s first external voting experience reflects both sym-
bolic and active dimensions of citizenship. These dimensions, as discussed be-
low, were raised by voters when they were asked about their motivations and 
expectations. The comments of voters, whom the author had a chance to talk 
to at the polling station in Dusseldorf, on 30 June 2014, point out the symbolic 
dimension of citizenship. An old woman stated that “we feel we are citizens, 
thanks to God.” Another woman added: “I came here in 1972, I have never 
voted, never in customs, this is my first voting experience.” 

The Turkish 
citizens, living 
abroad voted 
in the residing 
states for the 
26th general  
elections, held 
on November 1, 
2015.
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One German Greens deputy who is a Turkish emigrant and naturalized as a 
German citizen summarizes the meaning of voting by pointing out the crux 
of the issue in the following terms: “The right of electing and being elected is a 
fundamental right. It is a problem that has not been given to us until today.”50

One commentator noted:

Even if the impact of our voting is minimal, I want to exercise my voting right. 
The Turkish state gets our money through passport fees and compulsory mil-
itary service fees. These kinds of fees return back to citizens within Turkey 
because they benefit from state services. What about us? The Turkish state has 
to provide some services to us. Casting a vote is important for me because of 
that. At least, we are not treated as outsiders after 40 years.51

It was emphasized by a columnist how voting is a democratic citizenship right: 
“In a globalized world which has become a big village, people are able to in-
fluence developments in faraway places. It is a serious defect and injustice for 
citizens abroad to be excluded from political processes in their motherland... 
it is a democratic right.”52

According to one politician, voting is a way of being a real citizen, being in-
volved in politics, and a way to raise their demands. He noted that: “First of 
all we felt ourselves to be first class citizens. We had this right theoretically, 
but not practically… When problems are fixed, we will be active in Turkish 
politics. We will raise our problems effectively and assertively via our deputies, 
bringing positive results. Voting is a beginning.”53

One diplomat interviewed added that 

People have been not able to exercise their fundamental political right neither 
in Turkey nor in Germany for almost 52 years. They have some demands and 
they want to participate in governance. The main road of participation is cast-
ing their votes, thus they can voice their demands, because they have become a 
very important asset for politicians.54

Some experts interviewed had high expectations for the benefits of voting, 
adding that:

Citizens here became very important for politicians. In the past politicians 
came here, listened to emigrants, they said ‘what a pity’, then they left without 
taking any action. But, right now, they will not be able to be elected without 
the approval of emigrants. Thus, emigrants assertively will able to voice their 
demands and expectations. In a short time, we will see its direct benefits like 
the decreasing of passport fees.55
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An exceptional way of mobilizing the expatriate vote 
and emphasizing its importance is to set aside par-
liamentary seats for expatriates according to their 
density, as being applied in France, Italy, Portugal, 
Colombia, and Tunisia.56 There has been increasing 
demand and expectation for creating extraterrito-
rial districts and to have separate representatives 
for emigrants in the Turkish parliament. Those in-
terviewed saw representation as the natural conse-
quence of having voting rights. 

One diplomat said that “the most important expec-
tation is the granting of the right to represent in the 
next election.”57 The president of the UETD, Süley-
man Çelik, pointed out that “if the participation was 
higher, it would be easier to get representation rights later, otherwise the doors 
will be shut down.”58 Similarly, one expert answered the question about why 
immigrants, particularly third generation, are interested in the Turkish elec-
tion as follows: “I personally know many people who want to become candi-
dates, if parties target the electorate here; they need to choose candidates here 
as they know the constituency better than those appointed from Turkey.”59

Although many emigrants believe in the importance of external voting and ap-
proach it as a democratic right, there are serious concerns about the influence 
of possible election campaigns in host countries and their relationship with the 
host country. Those in Germany particularly voiced their concerns. Many ex-
perts and politicians interviewed also shared the fear that voting in Turkey’s 
elections may negatively influence the political integration of immigrants. They 
state that Turks in Germany in general are apolitical and many of those who are 
politically active are interested in Turkish, rather than host country politics.60 
Moreover, interviewees compared and contrasted the two countries’ political 
cultures, and shared the observation that Turkish politics is very sensational 
and polarizing, while German politics is more stable and less polarizing. One 
journalist clarifies how external voting may influence the integration issue, by 
criticizing Turks in Germany. He says that: “Germans do not oppose immi-
grants there getting interested in Turkish politics, but the degree is important. 
Often emigrants do not try to contribute to the solution of problems in Germa-
ny…We will neglect our real problems here if we behave like this, if we bring 
Turkey’s problems and conflicts here. This will harm our common future here.”61

Almost all interviewees shared their concerns about the risk of socio-politi-
cal polarization and bringing problems into the host country. This concern is 
fed by the fact that historically tensions among various political/ideological 
factions in Turkey (Sunnis versus Alevis; Turkish nationalist versus Kurdish 
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nationalist; secular versus conservative; pro-Erdoğan versus anti-Erdoğan), 
have been directly reflected among the immigrant communities from Turkey.

Hosting States’ Concerns about External Voting

External voting management requires home states to negotiate with host states 
in order to decide many critical issues to administer elections abroad. Gener-
ally, respective diplomatic missions and foreign ministries from the countries 
of origin carry out these tasks and become responsible for the coordination 
of external voting programs. The home state’s role is confined to being facili-
tator rather than that of organizer. However, there are no consistent policies, 
practices or standards to guide host states in this realm. They may refuse the 
requests due to reasons ranging from the lack of legal base to concerns about 
sovereignty, security and politics.62 For example, until 1989 Switzerland refused 
to allow foreigners to vote in foreign elections on its soil or some European 
countries refused Bosnians’ demands to cast their vote in the 1996 Bosnia and 
Herzegovina election. Host states may be more eager to allow elections if there 
is an international advocacy and pressure, support for an identified political 
cause of the eligible electors they host, or sympathy for a particular religious or 
ethnic group.63 Even in the case of acceptation, they tend to carry very limited 
responsibilities and ask home countries to take serious security measures. 

Countries hosting migrants from Turkey are not exceptional in terms of their 
unwillingness to allow a foreign country’s political activities on their soil. The 
main host countries, Germany, Austria, and the Netherlands, had concerns 
about public security. They could not directly reject the demand for external 
voting because of European Union norms. Germany is the most concerned as 
it hosts the most populous migrant Turkish population.64 In fact, the fear of 
its sovereignty being violated is not voiced by German authorities rather it is 
concerned about public security during the actual voting process. Considering 
the form of voting, namely by person-vote, Turkish embassy and consulate 
grounds were not adequately spacious to place ballot boxes. Some other public 
facilities like fair grounds, sport stadiums and similar premises had to be re-
served as polling sites making public security an issue. Furthermore, the past 
experience of German authorities dealing with political activities and clashes 
of different ideological/political immigrant groups from Turkey, specifically 
Turkish versus Kurdish nationalists groups due to conflict in the homeland, 
necessitated extra security measures to be taken by German public authori-
ties. Prior to the prospective voting, the Turkish authorities were asked to take 
additional security measures. As a compromise and to assure Germany, the 
Turkish authorities chose to limit the number of polling stations to seven and 
introduce both online registration and an appointment system. A certain level 
of standardization in these procedures was provided in all hosting countries. 
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Thus, election authorities on the 
whole diverged from the admin-
istrative activities within Turkey, 
where there is no appointment sys-
tem and polling stations are very 
accessible. These measures made 
the actual process very difficult for 
those who are not used to the inter-
net and reside far from polling sta-
tions. According to the author’s observation and conducted interviews, these 
are the main reasons that led to a low turn-out.65

Another reason for Germany’s uneasiness stems from the fact that foreign 
electoral campaigns in host countries raised questions about the loyalty of im-
migrants. One ambassador explained the problem clearly: “There is a compe-
tition between Turkey and Germany in receiving the attention of Turks here. 
Germany wants Turkish immigrants to be interested in German politics here, 
while Turkey wants to sustain ties with emigrants. In fact, voting will increase 
Turks’ sensibilities about Turkish politics.”66

In common with many other host countries, Germany dislikes the relocation 
of Turkish homeland politics in its soil. German authorities believe that Turk-
ish immigrants and politicians bring Turkey’s problems into Germany. In gen-
eral, experts, diplomats and NGO representatives emphasize the importance 
of voting while giving reminders of Germany’s sensibilities and apprehensions. 
They did not want to agitate the German authorities and public. For example, 
after the visit of former Prime Minister, current President Tayyip Erdoğan to 
Cologne, the North Rhine-Westphalian (NRW) Minister for Integration Gun-
tram Schneider said that “it is not acceptable that Erdoğan repeats the role of 
the President in NRW, Prime Minister of the Turks in NRW is Hannelore Force 
and not Mr. Erdoğan… NRW is the wrong place for Erdoğan’s campaigning.”67 
Meanwhile, the German federal government warned Erdoğan to speak cau-
tiously and stated its expectation for a “responsible and sensitive event.”68

One of the Turkish interviewees, who is the general secretary of a civic asso-
ciation established by conservative Turks in Essen Duisburg, stated that “Er-
doğan was considered to be involving himself in German domestic politics, 
by addressing Turkish immigrants and their problems there.”69 Compound-
ed with Erdoğan’s bitter criticism of Germany in many occasions, such ral-
lies aggravated existing concerns. German politicians and journalists made 
comments about how these kinds of massive manifestations proved that the 
election atmosphere in Turkey was carried to Germany.70 It has been stated 
that “the Turkish elections abroad would harm the German public’s attitude 
to Turks. Germans started to question why Turks transfer their absurd and 
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unethical conflicts to our country.”71 Similarly, Öztürk writes in his column 
that “A negative political language used by Turks may enhance the thesis of 
populist groups about the impossibility of living together in Germany. Also, it 
may lead to some political tensions. If tensions appear in the streets, it will not 
be easy to explain it to others in Germany.”72

These perceptions are not independent from bilateral relationships between 
Germany and Turkey. Tense relationship between the two countries, starting 
two years prior to the election period, is observable although relations had 
been in a good shape in the first ten years of the AK Party rule. The German 
media’s growing anti-Erdoğan stance related to his perceived “authoritarian 
tendencies” worsened with some violent reactions to the Gezi protests that 
turned into nation-wide anti-government demonstrations. In particular, the 
high level popularity of former Prime Minister Erdoğan among Turks living 

in the country led to questions about the integra-
tion and allegiance of immigrants. Erdoğan is a very 
popular politician for many emigrants originating 
from Turkey, particularly for Islamists and conser-
vative Turks in European countries. The popular-
ity of Erdoğan among immigrants manifested in 
crowded rallies attended by more than twenty thou-
sand Turkish immigrants in European cities, such as 

Cologne, in May 2008 and in 2014. Conversely there were also massive an-
ti-Erdoğan protests. German media and politicians seem to believe that the in-
terest in homeland politics is common among German Turks, even those who 
no longer hold Turkish nationality, although the interest in German politics 
for these same people is limited. It is reported that “the reception for guests to 
Turkish politics in Cologne is more emotional than all the combined German 
party political rallies of previous years.”73 When, in 2008, posters referring to 
Erdoğan as “our prime minister” were hung everywhere, and he made a speech 
giving some controversial messages about integration, the German public/me-
dia criticized him for harming the integration of Turkish immigrants. Such a 
situation make Germans question the immigrants’ allegiance and belonging to 
the community of the host country. 

Erdoğan’s visit to Cologne in May 2014 intensified discussions although for-
mally Erdoğan came to give a speech for the 10th anniversary of a Turkish 
NGO, European Democratic Union (UETD) that is seen to be strongly affili-
ated with the AK Party. The mayor of Cologne Jürgen Roters advised the Prime 
Minister to cancel the visit. Then, the German newspaper Bild, in its online 
version published an open letter with the headline of “You Are Not Welcome 
and You Are Not Wanted Here” in both German and Turkish by criticizing 
Erdoğan for his authoritarian policies and involvement in alleged high-level 
corruption in Turkey.74

The Turkish state has 
tried to invest more 
in both emigrants 
and co-ethnic 
communities abroad
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Due to all the aforementioned reasons including the risk of polarization, Ger-
many’s uneasiness and different political cultures, there are some immigrant 
NGOs and journalists who, even though they agree that voting is a democratic 
right, feel that emancipation from Turkish politics and its agenda is vital.75

A Note about the External Votes at the 7 June Election  
and the 1 November Snap Election 

In the 2015 Parliamentary election on June 7, citizens abroad were able to cast 
votes over a longer period and the number of polling stations was increased.76 
For example, ballot boxes remained open for 23 days at 13 polling stations in 
Germany,77 unlike the more restrictive implementation in 2014 when 7 poll-
ing stations had been available for only four days. Moreover, it was realized 
that the online appointment system had led to serious hurdles in the previous 
election; therefore this procedure was totally eliminated. All of the new ar-
rangements in the 2015 election facilitated the emigrant’s electoral political 
participation. Accordingly, turnout rate increased from 8.2 to 32.5 percent. A 
total of 918.302 citizens abroad cast votes at the polling stations worldwide, 
while 482.743 votes were cast in Germany alone.78 While the AK Party took 
50.4 percent of votes, HDP stood as the second party with the 20.4 percent. 
Accordingly, addition of the external votes changed the number of deputies 
shared by parties in some provinces. While these votes brought two deputies 
to the AK Party in Izmir and Amasya respectively, it shifted one deputy from 
the MHP to the HDP in Kocaeli.

Turkish expatriates went to the ballot box for the snap parliamentary election 
of November between 8 and 25 October.79 This time, as the political parties 
realized the importance of external votes, they intensified their campaigns 
abroad. All major parties organized rallies and visits to Western European 
cities. Moreover, the AK Party prepared an Election Manifesto for Citizens 
Abroad, while both AK Party and HDP provided transportation facilities to 
their potential constituents in Germany.80 It seems that parties with a strong 
organizational structure and affiliated networks of associations abroad were 
able to reach more external voters on the eve of elections. 

In terms of results, the turnout rate of the external votes at the 1 November 
snap election increased from 32.5 to 45 percent with 1.285.108 valid votes.81 
The distribution of votes by each party varied across host countries. Accord-
ing to non-official results82 the AK Party increased its external votes from 
50.4 percent to 56.2 percent which makes it the only party that was able to 
increase their votes abroad. Overall, the AK Party secured five seats, with ex-
ternal votes which were over 50 percent of cast votes in Belgium, Germany, 
the Netherlands, France and Austria –countries where more than 75 percent 



ZEYNEP ŞAHİN MENCÜTEKARTICLE

164 Insight Turkey

of external voters reside. Not surprisingly and in accordance with domestic 
votes, there was not much difference in the percentage of votes received by the 
main opposition, the CHP. A slight decrease of 0.4 percent was observed by 
CHP (from 16.3 percent to 15.9 percent) whereas there was bigger change in 
the pro-Kurdish HDP and the MHP’s votes (7.1 percent). The HDP gloried in 
the previous parliamentarian elections as the second party abroad and despite 
a slight decrease from 21.4 percent to 18.1 percent in November, this position 
was maintained. In fact in the second election it is considered that external 
votes helped the HDP critically pass the threshold (of 10 percent) with 10.8 
percent of total votes cast. In this context, survey studies examining the elec-
toral behavior of Turkish citizens abroad may shed light on the similarities and 
differences not only between the voting preferences of external and domestic 
voters but also of between external voters across countries. 

In terms of the argument presented in this article regarding the concerns of 
host countries, the November snap election provides important insights that 
necessitate further scholarly research. For example, the letters sent by the AK 
Party to the voters in Germany, the Netherlands and Belgium sparked a diplo-
matic crisis between authorities of Netherlands and Turkey. It is even reported 
that the Netherlands plan to put the issue on the agenda of the Organization of 
Security and Cooperation in Europe on the basis of electoral independence.83 
Furthermore, the leaders of extreme right parties in the host countries, such 
as Geert Wilders, of Partij van de Vrijheid in the Netherlands, used the Turk-
ish voters’ voting preferences towards the AK Party to marginalize them and 
further his anti-immigrant discourse.84 Therefore, it can be presumed that ex-
ternal voting may receive substantial attention in the host countries and may 
spark some discussions on migrant integration.

Conclusion

In the last decade Turkey has sought to maintain her ties with the Turkish 
community abroad by introducing many rights and institutions in a context for 
which remittances have not been so far been critically important to the Turk-
ish economy. The Turkish state has tried to invest more in both emigrants and 
co-ethnic communities abroad. External voting is one of the latest initiatives 
to target those who have left Turkey, but have retained Turkish citizenship. It 
is of the utmost importance as a considerable number of them (two and half 
million) do not hold political rights in the hosting countries due to their own 
preferences, conditions or the lack of dual citizenship rights, as in Germany. 

The growing literature on external voting has rarely addressed the motivations 
of emigrants to vote in homeland elections and the concerns of hosting coun-
tries. The analysis developed in this article displays two main motivations and 
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expectations of emigrants, namely the symbolic meaning of exercising a citi-
zenship right and desire for electoral participation in Turkish politics. First of 
all, emigrants preferred to cast their vote with the motivation of exercising a 
citizenship right that was not available to them for a long time both in their 
home and host country. They have a conviction that voting is a fundamental 
citizenship right although results would not bring them material or specific 
benefits; this was defined in this article as a symbolic dimension of citizenship. 
It could be claimed that the motivation of civic duty matters, because voting 
for the Turkish election made emigrants feel like citizens and demonstrated 
belonging as well as loyalty to the political sphere of Turkey against the fact 
that voting is not an obligatory civic responsibility for them (non-voters could 
not be sanctioned). The second finding is that voting provided them with an 
opportunity for political participation as well as to reveal their potential con-
nectedness to domestic political life and its political institutions although they 
do not reside within the borders of the country anymore. Some external voters 
seem to perceive voting as a tool for involvement in Turkey’s politics rather 
than considering it as simply a citizen’s right. These results partially differ from 
the findings of the few studies that questioned why citizens abroad go to the 
ballot box. In the case of Turkish emigrants’ initial experience, the homesick-
ness theme was not recalled by emigrants. Although political expectations are 
not very rigid they are still a more relevant source of motivation. Moreover, 
concerns of Germany about the Turkish election resemble other host coun-
tries, such as Canada that perceives external elections of France on its soil as a 
foreign interference.85 

To conclude, Turkey’s experience with voting abroad continues to improve, as 
observed in worldwide examples, even given the fact that designing and imple-
menting a mechanism for external voting carries many dilemmas and a level of 
complexity, this form of political participation may transform home and host 
country politics. The issue of external voting will receive further attention not 
only from stake-holders such as political parties, migrant associations, elector-
al bodies but also from scholars of political science, comparative politics and 
migration studies in the near future. 
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