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Introduction 

 

“Peace at home, peace in the world”.1 This has been the leading principle of the 

Turkish foreign policy. It guided the first few decades of the newly established Turkish 

Republic and has never lost its influence since then. The principle itself was created in 

hardship and in an era of deep transformation of Turkey, thus it represents a snapshot of 

the period after the establishment of the republic. After centuries of Ottoman history, 

characterized by power and dominance (even in the last century of the Empire’s demise) 

a new isolated entity was established in 1923. After the devastating World War I and the 

Turkish War of Independence, the new Turkish leadership pursued a fresh start including 

the detachment from the Ottoman past and the creation of a new Turkish identity. Despite 

the fact that the Turkish Republic was in many ways the successor of the Ottoman Empire, 

the leadership denied any continuity.  

In 1923, not only a new country was established but the leaders faced the challenge 

of creating a unified nation, a modern political institutional structure and a viable 

economy on the ruins of the Ottoman Empire. The internal transformation consumed so 

much energy that the foreign policy of the Turkish Republic in the first decades could 

only concentrate on the residual issues of the settlement after WW I. As a result Turkey 

tried to stay away from the approaching conflicts of Europe that preceded WW II. The 

inward-looking government and the virtually isolationist foreign policy served 

specifically the state-building process.  

After two and a half decades of a top-down, state-led institution-building, the 

internal political structure was ready for the democratic transformation. The start of the 

multiparty period, however, did not bring about a comprehensive foreign policy reform. 

Although the populist Democratic Party (Demokrat Parti – DP) rule in the 1950s brought 

some foreign policy „adventures”, 2 Turkey could not leave its foreign policy passivity 

                                                           
1 The leading principle of the Turkish foreign policy, „Yurtta sulh, cihanda sulh" in Turkish was first 

phrased by Kemal Mustafa Atatürk in 1931. Source: (The website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

Turkish Republic, URL: http://www.mfa.gov.tr/synopsis-of-the-turkish-foreign-policy.en.mfa) 
2 The Kemalist political elite, especially the military did not welcome the populist policies and the foreign 

policy endeavours of Adnan Menderes, the leader of the DP. They were especially cautious of the 

emergence of the Middle East among the foreign policy goals, which contradicted the course of the 

Kemalist leaders in the previous decade. The Kemalist leadership pursued perfect isolation from the Arab 

Middle East, based on distrust as a result of their role in the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and looked 

down on them. More on the Menderes period see: (Göktepe; Sunar 1990) 

http://www.mfa.gov.tr/synopsis-of-the-turkish-foreign-policy.en.mfa
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behind; the first signs of real activism have not appeared until the mid-1980s. Neither the 

domestic political chaos at the end of the 1960s and in the 1970s, nor the failure of the 

import substituting industrialization (ISI) development model3, nor the consecutive 

military coups (1960, 1971, 1980) made it possible for Turkey to pursue active foreign 

policy.  

The 1980s under the leadership of Prime Minister and later President Turgut Özal 

brought a remarkable change in the Turkish political behavioural pattern. Answering to 

external political and economic pressures, he started a massive liberalization of the 

economy and the social sectors, which was followed by openness and outward looking 

initiatives. His policies were supported by newly emerging social, economic and political 

actors. At the same time, the old political elite groups started to lose their former power. 

Activism reached its peak after the end of the Cold War, when Turkey lost its geostrategic 

importance and self- redefinition became imminent.4 After the death of Özal in 1993, the 

previous foreign policy initiatives faded away and Turkey slowly downgraded its external 

exposure, however, never returned to isolationism.  

The changes that happened after the success of the Justice and Development Party 

(Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi – AKP) in general elections in 2002 were foreseeable but 

their depth was unexpected. The several-decade-long domestic transformation processes 

reached to a final point and a new Muslim elite, together with newly emerged social 

groups demanded drastic changes: a new leadership with a new vision. By 2002 Turkey 

had been devastated by multiple economic crises, domestic political problems and most 

of all, the failure of redefining itself after the end of the Cold War. The once very 

important Western ally lost from its geopolitical importance after the fall of the Soviet 

Union and by the second half of the decade the EU seemed less eager to embrace it. 

Nevertheless, the whole international environment changed around Turkey and 

influenced heavily the internal transformation process. The latter transformation made 

the domestic environment ripe for the political and further economic changes that led to 

the electoral victory of the AKP in 2002. 

After 2001, the 9/11 attacks, the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq changed the 

regional environment of Turkey again. After the fall of Iraq a power and security vacuum 

                                                           
3 Import substituting industrialization model characterized the Turkish economy from the late 1950s until 

Özal’s neoliberal reform in the 1980s. More on the Turkish ISI: (Barkey, 1990)  
4 On the foreign policy of the Özal period see: (Laçiner 2009; Ataman 2002). On the economic reforms of 

Özal see: (Öniş 2004) 
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emerged in the Middle East. This created the opportunity and the external constraint for 

Turkey to step up and fill it in. On the other hand, the domestic changes in Turkey were 

ripe for a foreign policy change. The one-party AKP government could make independent 

decisions and was ready to redraw the foreign policy course of Turkey. Both external and 

internal factors directed Turkey towards a growing activism in foreign policy.  

After 2002 a new and energetic Turkey appeared that tried to live up to its 

ambitions both on the regional and the global levels. This change became visible after the 

second electoral victory of the AKP in 2007. Ahmet Davutoğlu’s ambitious foreign policy 

brought high level of activism. The “zero problems with the neighbours”5 policy’s aim 

was to create a stable environment for Turkish businesses and to boost ties with countries 

in the regional vicinity. Turkish leaders started to speak openly about Turkey’s soft 

power, the export of the Turkish democratic model and the ambitions to gain regional 

influence. The booming economy and the absolute political majority gave a basis for self-

esteem in progressive foreign policy initiatives, such as a visa free zone in the Middle 

East, free trade agreements or mediating efforts in conflicts. (Evin, et al 2010, 13) These 

initiatives signalled that the regional influence of Turkey started to become a reality. Full 

of self-esteem, the Turkish government declared that by 2023, the 100th anniversary of 

the Republic, Turkey will have entered the elite group of the 10 biggest economies in the 

world. (Akdeniz 2013, 2; Bayazıt 2013) 

Following the beginning of the Arab Spring the Turkish influence in the Middle 

East seemed to grow even further. Turkey could use its ongoing regional initiatives to 

gain more popularity, enhanced by the Turkish government’s political rhetoric in which 

they openly supported the democratic changes in the Middle East. In the first period of 

the Arab Spring the Turkish leaders managed to even „upgrade” this influence in the 

region promoting the Turkish model as an example for the political development. 

Everything was settled for a Turkish regional political dominance and growing economic 

influence through „soft” means. 6 

However, at a later stage of the Arab Spring the Turkish image lost from its shine. 

The international military intervention in Libya supported by the AKP government and 

the outbreak of the Syrian civil war proved to be game changers. In mid-2012 the Turkish 

                                                           
5 Davutoğlu had been discussing his foreign policy strategy in several articles and his book, Stratejik 

Derinlik (Davutoğlu 2001) even before 2007, but the concept itself was developed later through his 

speeches and scholarly work (Davutoğlu 2008; Davutoğlu 2011; Davutoğlu 2013a) 
6 “The dissertation will define the concept of soft power in the section: Theoretical background II” 
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rhetoric about Syria changed and the Turkish leaders started to assert the resignation of 

the Assad regime. (Robins 2013, 397) Despite the gradual deterioration of the regional 

perception of Turkey, the Turkish leadership only modified but did not change the 

political rhetoric. The Turkish programme of promoting regional stability, the “zero 

problems policy with the neighbours”, could not continue in its original form in the 

environment of the Arab Spring. However, the Turkish leadership could not escape from 

its vow to the democratic changes and the support for Islamist governments. The reaction 

of the Turkish leadership after the Egyptian domestic changes in July 2013 did not 

influence the regional image of Turkey necessarily positively. Prime Minister Recep 

Tayyip Erdoğan called it a coup and demanded the restoration of the elected Morsi 

government. This led to the deterioration of the Turkish-Egyptian bilateral relations and 

a credibility loss between the strong former partners. (Robins 2013, 397; Akdeniz 2013, 

5) Growing criticism emerged from both Western allies and the Gulf countries, the major 

economic partners of Turkey. (Sağlam, 2013)  

Cracks on the domestic platform revealed as well. One of the main elements of 

the Turkish soft power rhetoric was the promotion of the Turkish model, the „Muslim 

democracy”7. However, throughout the three AKP governments the party followed a path 

to fortify its power against the military and the old Kemalist elite. The foreign policy 

successes, the picture of a proud Turkey and the booming economy effaced the 

democratic deficit. After 2012, however, both the regional influence and the previously 

booming economy suffered a sudden drop. After almost 10 years of side-lining the 

Kemalist elite and social polarization, the domestic dissatisfaction could not be handled 

by external successes and the reinvigorated glory of Turkey. New laws of religious 

motivation led the people to the streets first in 2012. The Gezi Park demonstrations that 

started in May 2013 were triggered by symbolic problems8 but reflected the polarization 

of the domestic environment, the contradiction between the Turkish government’s 

rhetoric and the reality. The domestic crackdown under heavy international attention 

influenced the Turkish soft power capabilities negatively and especially the credibility of 

democracy promotion came into question. (Egeresi 2013b, 4-5; Akdeniz 2013, 8) 

                                                           
7 On the understanding of Muslim democracy in the concept of the AKP: (Ahmadov 2008, 26-27; Yavuz 

2009; Duran 2008; Tepe 2005; Nasr 2005; Hale 2005; Carroll 2004) 
8 It was triggered by the government’s plan to build a shopping mall resembling a military building from 

the Ottoman era in the heart of Istanbul and a new law banning the vending of alcohol after 10 pm in 

convenience stores. (Egeresi 2013b, 2-3) These symbolic issues represented the dissatisfaction of the young 

secular generations with the AKP government. 
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Taking stock of the foreign policy trends of the Turkish Republic an interesting 

pattern can be observed. A once isolationist, introverted country has grown up to be an 

important regional and a global factor in certain aspects. This was based not only on 

growing capabilities, but an emerging domestic will to step out and build influence in the 

external environment.  

Turkey’s unique geopolitical position predestines that both regional and global 

systemic pressures and incentives affect its behaviour. After WW I the Turkish leaders 

were concentrating on state-building and at the same time tried to block all external 

influences, moreover, managed to avoid getting involved in WW II. During the Cold War 

the fast Turkish integration to the Western alliance and the constant threat posed by the 

Soviet Union and its proxies determined Turkish foreign policy opportunities. After the 

Cold War Turkey lost its previous geostrategic importance and the immediate 

neighbourhood of Turkey flamed up9 with the threat of destabilizing Turkey itself. Other 

types of external shocks also influenced Turkish politics: the rejection from the EU10 or 

the series of economic crises11, which washed away Turkish governments. In 2003, the 

invasion of Iraq caused a blow to the American influence in the Middle East and created 

a power vacuum that called for other regional actors to step in. The AKP government 

tried to live up to this opportunity and turned its attention to the East especially after the 

halt of the EU accession process in 2006. The foreign policy activity and the growing 

external influence received a new external shock in 2011 with the Arab Spring.  

Not only external, but internal factors influenced Turkish foreign policy. The 

state-building efforts in the first decades, the political turmoil of the 1960s and the 1970s 

and the military coups were all incentives of foreign policy “introversion”. The 

democratic opening in the 1950s and the emergence of a new Anatolian elite motivated 

an – at least partial – foreign policy opening. (Göktepe) The strengthening of the new 

elite, the growing power of the religious constituency and the demise of the old elite 

group(s) all led to the emergence of the AKP with new foreign policy ambitions. Powered 

                                                           
9 The Gulf War, the Yugoslav crisis, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict all carried serious destabilizing threats. 

Especially the Gulf war threatened with spill over effects caused by the waves of refugees from Iraq and 

the strengthening of the Kurdish insurgency.  
10 In 1997 the EU did not include Turkey as a candidate country, which caused disappointment in Turkey, 

that later proved to be effective in facilitating internal reforms that led to the AKP’s victory and the start of 

the negotiations in 2005. The dissertation will elaborate on this issue in the chapter that verifies the first 

hypothesis. 
11 Turkey was stroke by international economic crises in 1994 and was notable to restructure its economy. 

The structural weaknesses led to a twin financial crisis in 2000 and 2001. On these crises see: (Alper and 

Öniş 2004; Öniş 1996; Akyüz and Boratav 2003) 
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by the interests of a new electoral voter basis and the new religious economic elite, the 

AKP started to pursue new foreign policy goals and influence in the neighbouring regions. 

However, the social polarization and the decade long discontent burst out in the Gezi Park 

further curbing the opportunities of the Turkish foreign policy. 

 

Overview of the literature on the analyses of Turkish foreign policy  

 

After 2002 several scholarly works were published focusing on the 

transformations of Turkish foreign policy strategy and its different segments. There is an 

abundance of works dealing with the sudden change of the Turkish foreign policy 

behaviour shaped by both emerging foreign policy activism and reprioritization of the 

foreign policy goals. As a result of these processes, from the mid-2000s Turkey gradually 

turned to the Middle East seemingly downgrading its relations with its Western partners. 

The questions of these new ways in foreign policy motivated a wide range of analyses 

from Turkish and international scholars, who grasped different aspects of this change. 

However, the different explanations suffered from serious flaws, despite the explanatory 

capacity, forgetting the complex relationship between the domestic and the external 

factors shaping Turkish foreign policy. (Bank and Kardağ 2013, Dinc and Yetim 2012) 

Some explanations have a narrow theoretical basis, focusing only either on the 

internal or on the systemic explanatory factors in examining certain periods or changes in 

Turkish foreign policy. Describing the transformation of Turkish foreign policy based on 

external factors would only mean an exclusive focus on the effects of the Cold War, and 

later the end of the Cold War, which provided both opportunities and constraints for 

Turkey to step up actively in its immediate neighbourhood. The foreign policy 

independence was further enhanced by the 2003 Iraqi invasion and the problems in US-

Turkish bilateral ties and later the slowdown in the EU accession after 2006. (Oğuzlu and 

Kibaroğlu 2009, 586)12 Nevertheless, these explanations entirely disregard the internal 

political willingness for such actions and the internal capacities for the implementation 

                                                           
12 After the AKP’s second victory in 2007 Turkey not only had the potential and capabilities of an influential 

actor but started to articulate its regional claims. This coincided with the realization from the European side 

that Turkey became a clear economic and political factor in its neighbourhood that can serve as an important 

asset for the EU’s foreign policy and economic purposes. Turkey could be a credible intermediary of the 

European interest to its neighbouring regions. (Kirişci, Tocci and Walker 2010, 24-28) Inside the EU more 

and more research organizations and political groups raised the question of how Europe had “lost Turkey?” 

(Evin et al 2010, 7). 
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that would give an answer to the question, why the foreign policy change did not start in 

the 1990s. There is also a series of explanations focusing on the security environment of 

Turkey and having an exclusively Neo-realist explanation on Turkish foreign policy, 

however, they are falling into the same trap. (Bilgin 2005; Bilgin 2007) 

Other explanations attribute the transformation of Turkish policy to factors rooted 

in domestic politics, such as the de-securitization processes13 in the new environment and 

the establishment of a new regional security approach. According to this logic, the 

demilitarization in the domestic arena empowered the new civilian elite groups and let 

civilian interests step to the fore. (Larrabee 2010; Araş and Polat 2008) Similar 

explanations connect the Turkish foreign policy changes to the influence of the interest 

groups that recently gained power. (Bozdağioğlu 2003) An alternative version of these 

explanations focuses on the business and economic interests of Turkey. The new 

Anatolian elite groups, or the Muslim bourgeoisie emerged in the 1980s and pursued to 

gain influence in the 1990s with the aim of helping the AKP to get into power.14 Some 

studies point out that the interest of the “Anatolian tigers” should not be underestimated 

in Turkey’s turn towards the Middle East. The most prominent concept from this line is 

the liberal political-economic explanation of the “trading state”. According to this 

perception, Turkey’s foreign policy decisions reflect the will of the internal economic 

elite. This is especially true under the AKP governments, which gained power with the 

considerable help of the new economic elite. The foreign policy activism in new 

geographic locations and influence building are reactions to Turkey’s economic needs 

and the expansion in foreign trade. Davutoğlu’s “zero problems with the neighbours” 

policy reflects the pursuit for political stability in the region in order to smoothen the 

economic relations and lessen the security risks for the Turkish businesses. (Kirişci 2009, 

Kaptanoğlu and Kirişci 2011) This concept does not fall far from the neoliberal theories 

of economic cooperation (Hirschman 1977) or the democratic peace theories (Doyle 

1983; Couloumbis and Kentikelenis 2007) where states substitute their conflict for 

economic cooperation.  

Another category of explanations focuses on the questions of identity and how the 

new Islamist government try to “Middle-Easternize” Turkey. (Bozdağlioğlu 2003; 

                                                           
13 On the securitization and de-securitization processes in Turkish literature Bilgin (2011) gives a 

comprehensive overview. The Copenhagen school of IR had its impact in the Turkish academia as well, 

see: (Kaliber and Tocci 2010;Kaliber 2005; Araş and Polat 2008) 
14 On the rise of the Anatolian economic elite groups this dissertation will elaborate extensively. Further 

works on the topic see: (Başkan 2010; Acar, Demir and Toprak 2010; ESI 2005; Gümüsçü 2008) 
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Bozdağlioğlu 2008; Yavuz, 2009; Hale and Özbudun 2010; Warning and Kardaş 2011) 

According to some of these assumptions, the constant rejection of the Turkish approach 

to the EU and the West caused distortions inside Turkey. As a result, Turkey turned away 

from Europe trying its wings, proving its independence as an important regional actor in 

the Middle East. (Oğuzlu and Kibaroğlu 2009; Daği 2005) This explanation was created 

as a wake-up call for Europe, a warning of possibly losing Turkey. This line of 

explanation after alterations became the basis for the “bridge argument”. Turkey – using 

both its Western and Islamic identities – can play a very important role for the EU. 

Shoving off from the Western interests and establishing influence in the Middle East 

would make Turkey only more valuable in the long term. With strengthening the linkages 

to the Islamic Middle East, Turkey actually builds up its own future accession to the EU. 

(Oğuzlu and Kibaroğlu 2009; Çağaptay 2013a; Çağaptay 2014) 

 Until the beginning of the 2000s scholars of Turkish foreign policy focused mainly 

on different bilateral issues with particular regard to Turkey’s foreign policy towards the 

West and the accession process to the European Union. (Çarkoğlu and Rubin 2003) After 

the AKP’s step into power, with the change in the foreign policy focus of Turkey, 

scholarly works also changed. After the foreign policy shift of Turkey in the mid-2000s, 

the topic of the growing Turkish foreign policy influence in its region became a central 

topic of analysis. (Robins 2007; Meral and Paris 2010; Grigoriadis, 2010) The regional 

ambitions of Turkish foreign policy had become more and more accentuated and foreign 

policy ambitions started to be interpreted through the foreign policy vision drawn up in 

the scholarly works of Ahmet Davutoğlu15, later foreign minister (and Prime Minister). 

The concept of Turkish soft power (Oğuzlu 2007; Beng 2008; Bilgin and Eliş 2008; 

Altunışık 2011; Kalın 2011) and regional influence dominate these analyses. 16 Bank and 

Karadağ (2013) designate the period between 2007 and 2011 as the “Ankara Moment”, 

they define this period as the most successful foreign policy era and a time of 

strengthening Turkish regional and global influence. Turkey became an important 

regional economic hub and influential actor in its region. (Balogh et al. 2013) Davutoğlu 

                                                           
15 As mentioned earlier Davutoğlu drew up his foreign policy vision in his book Stratejik Derinlik in 2001 

(Davutoğlu 2001) and later he contributed to the concept with several articles for example (Davutoğlu 2008; 

Davutoğlu 2011; Davutoğlu 2013) 
16 In 2013 a special issue of Turkish Studies was released that had a comprehensive account on regional 

influence of Turkey. see: (Oğuzlu 2013; Oğuzlu and Dal 2013; Çağaptay 2013b; Çağaptay 2014; Dal 2013; 

Kardaş 2013; Yeşiltaş 2013) On the issue see also: (Murinson 2006; Robinson 2007; Turin 2007; Hursoy 

2011; Adam 2012 Murinson 2012) 
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himself, as the Prime Minister’s advisor and as foreign minister also contributed 

significantly to the development of Turkish foreign policy analysis.  

Several scholars give a chronological view on the history of the Turkish Republic 

and the course of foreign policy. They put the foreign policy decisions in a historical 

context, however, they don’t give an explanation to the underlying causal nexus behind 

the foreign policy decisions. 17 In most of the cases these works reveal both domestic and 

international causalities; yet, they are rarely built on a comprehensive theoretical basis. 

Other approaches put the analysis of the Turkish foreign policy history into a rather 

theoretical context. Bozdağioğlu (2003) gives an explanation to the creation of Turkish 

foreign policy and its course until the end of the 1990s from a constructivist perspective. 

His analysis focuses on Turkey’s different identity groups and their influence on Turkish 

foreign policy decisions. He argues that an adequate account of Turkish foreign policy 

requires an analysis of Turkey’s identity, since it is linked to the formulation of foreign 

policy. This book has several valid points on how the internal shifts of power took place 

between different identity groups in Turkey, but fails to grasp the complex interaction of 

Turkey’s external and internal environments on foreign policy making. The author of this 

dissertation also used the constructivist approach in his earlier explanation to understand 

the pursuit for regional dominance in the AKP’s foreign policy, where he gave an account 

of how the identities of different political elite groups influence foreign policy. (Rada 

2007) The shortcoming of this work was that it downgraded the effect of the external 

environment and the changes in the power relations in describing growing Turkish 

influence in the Middle East.  

Providing another perspective to the examination of Turkish foreign policy, Mufti 

steps on the realist road. In his theoretical framework he takes into consideration both the 

external and the internal influences in Turkish foreign policy history. He argues that 

Turkish security policy cannot be explained by a neorealist analysis only, e.g. by looking 

only at the systemic factors. He emphasizes that “even if many of the pressures 

confronting Turkey’s leaders are externally generated, the manner in which they choose 

to react would still need to be explained.” (Mufti 2009, 2-3) He examines the changes in 

the strategic culture, a domestic variable defined as the historically conditioned 

paradigmatic beliefs, symbols and values that shape the decision-makers’ perceptions of 

their environment and eventually their decisions. His book which follows a “liberal 

                                                           
17 There are several monographs providing a detailed account of the course of Turkish foreign policy, for 

example: (Hale 2004; Hale 2013; Bozdağlioğlu 2003; Mufti 2009; Kibaroğlu and Kibaroğlu 2009) 



14 
 

realist” line of argument makes a connection between the external and the internal factors, 

focusing on the security policy of Turkey as factor dependent on the external pressures 

and the internally generated factors such as beliefs and traditions. Similar consistency can 

be traced at other scholars as well. Bank and Karadağ argue in their article on Turkish 

regional power18 that it is insufficient to deal with domestic transformations or de-

securitization alone, they show only one side of the trajectory. “We need to go beyond 

this and emphasize the linkage between the domestic dimension, which Turkish elites can 

influence, and the regional setting, which they cannot influence and where Turkey’s 

power is acknowledged admired and feared. “ (Bank and Karadağ 2013, 291)  

This dissertation follows a similar track in examining the course of Turkish 

foreign policy; it gives an explanation of how the external pressures and the domestic 

changes created an environment where a once passive Turkey wished to rise up as a 

regionally influential political and economic power. The most important questions are 

why and how it happened and why at this moment of Turkish history? Turkey had the 

military and to some extent the economic capabilities to assert a more active regional role 

earlier, but this did not happened until the rise of the AKP. The dissertation also intends 

to answer the question how Turkey could rise up and turned out to be so successful in 

becoming a regional power. It is very important to describe which tools Turkey used in 

its course creating its soft power and what the exact motivating factors were behind it. 

Although, after 2012 we see a decrease in Turkish influence, it is crucial to look into the 

domestic and external factors causing this phenomenon. How is it possible that a country 

with a consequent foreign policy line suddenly starts to lose from its regional influence?  

This work overviews the external and internal changes that triggered foreign 

policy activism in Turkey and later initiated soft power building efforts of the Turkish 

foreign policy. In contrast to most of the articles, this dissertation will use a wider timeline 

not limiting its scope of examination to the period after 2002. The AKP’s victory at the 

general elections was undeniably a unique moment in Turkish history. The AKP brought 

a new approach in the national identity formation, domestic political issues and in foreign 

policy as well. 2002 meant a further turning point of Turkish history, but did not mean a 

detachment from the previous political, social and economic processes. A serious 

shortcoming that may be detected in the comprehensive analyses of Turkish foreign 

policy is that they interpret the periods before and after 2002 independently from each 

                                                           
18 For a conceptual definition of Turkish regional power see: (Kardaş 2013) 
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other. This dissertation treats the pre-2002 period in the same context together with the 

subsequent periods in order to understand the exact motivations behind the Turkish 

political elite’s behaviour and the Turkish foreign policy. 

The dissertation begins with the introduction of the hypotheses, the description of 

the theoretical background and analysis of the methodology used in the dissertation. 

Afterwards, the dissertation outlines the studies that helped to assess and confirm the 

author’s hypotheses examining the periods from before the 2002 parliamentary elections 

through the successful AKP governments and the beginning of the Arab Spring until the 

Gezi Park movements. Finally, the concluding chapter draws up the main theoretical and 

practical implications of the study. 

 

Why analysing the transformation of Turkish foreign policy and 

Turkey’s role in the Middle East? 

 

First, an explanation is necessary for the subject of this dissertation and the motivations 

behind analysing Turkish foreign policy and its transformation. The aim of the 

dissertation is to understand how a country with a traditionally rather quietist foreign 

policy becomes an ambitious regional factor, a potential leader that tries to build up its 

“soft power”. Second, it is equally important to explain the choice of regional scope of 

this work, the Middle East, instead of other neighbouring regions, such as the Balkans or 

the Caucasus and the Turkic republics. The methodological argumentation for the choice 

of this subject is based on the following considerations: 

 

1. Lack of comprehensive works on the transformation of the Turkish foreign policy. 

Turkey went through a spectacular transformation in the last decade and a half, which 

raises the questions of how the fast development inside the country could happen and how 

it was possible that a strong country with low ambitions could multiply its political power 

and with its foreign policy activity emerge as an ambitious candidate for leadership in its 

neighbouring regions. There is an abundance of works on Turkish foreign policy during 

the AKP era after 2002, and the Turkish foreign policy in different periods of the Turkish 

Republic. Most of these works lack the capacity to make a comprehensive explanation.  

2. Discontinuity in the works on Turkish foreign policy. In most scientific analyses, 

the period after 2002 is separated from the previous periods, which disrupts the organic 
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connection between the domestic and the international factors that influenced the foreign 

policy change in Turkey. A similar phenomenon can be observed regarding the 

explanations of the last few years, which handle the periods before and after the beginning 

of the Arab Spring in 2011 separately. The latter events coincided with the third victory 

of the AKP in the parliamentary elections. This dissertation wants to contribute to the 

literature on Turkish foreign policy by introducing a comprehensive approach. 

3. The geopolitical and economic significance of Turkey. Turkey’s foreign policy, 

economic and trade ambitions have always impacted its neighbouring regions. 

Nevertheless, in the last periods Turkish activity has become a decisive element that not 

only affected but also – in a way – determined the different political, economic and 

cultural processes in these regions, especially in the Middle East. This does not mean that 

Turkey could meet its goals to reach regional leadership, though the Turkish decisions 

have had important impacts in the whole region. Consequently, analysing and 

understanding the dynamics of the Turkish foreign policy can bring an added value to 

understand the processes in the neighbouring regions.  

4. The importance of the Middle East in Turkish foreign policy. The turn towards the 

East has become a fundamental element of the Turkish foreign policy, which was 

introduced from the middle of the 2000s. The new foreign policy envisioned by Ahmet 

Davutoğlu defined the new focus and interest of Turkey lying in the Eastern areas and 

started to pay an extraordinary attention to the immediate vicinity in the Middle East. 

Turkish influence was constantly growing in this area until 2011-2012. After 2011, the 

civil war in Syria, the American pull-out from Iraq, the worsening relations with Israel 

and later Egypt changed the relations and the ambitions in the region, but did not 

abolished the Turkish foreign policy focus. 

5. The role of the Middle East in the Turkish foreign policy ambitions. Davutoğlu 

defined Turkey’s role in the international community as follows. Turkey is surrounded 

by different regions to which Turkey has to relate according to distance and location, 

geostrategic interests and historical, cultural ties. Davutoğlu’s framework that became a 

leading concept of the Turkish foreign policy described the different regions of interests 

and the Middle East became upgraded. (Davutoğlu 2001) 

6. The significance of Turkey in Hungary’s foreign relations. Despite the historical 

bonds, the strengthening economic, political and cultural ties between the two countries, 

the long traditions of Oriental studies at the Hungarian universities, only a limited number 

of analyses have been published on Turkish foreign policy in Hungary. It is a matter of 
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fact that most of these works concentrated on Turkey’s accession to the European Union, 

describing its different aspects from an economic (Szigetvári 2004, Szigetvári 2006), 

security policy (Rada and Rada 2007) or cultural, identity-related point of view (Hóvári 

2013, N. Rózsa 2008, Szigetvári 2008, Vásáry 2008a; Vásáry 2008b; Szigetvári 2014) 

and searched for answers to whether Turkish accession is advisable or possible in the 

future. These works touched upon the aspects of Turkish foreign policy, but their subject 

was rather the analysis of the possibility, the advantages and the disadvantages of the 

Turkish accession to the European Union. Lately there has been only a few endeavours 

in Hungary to create a comprehensive analysis19 of Turkish foreign policy from different 

angles, but the different papers were mostly confined to one segment, vertical or 

horizontal aim of Turkish foreign policy; explaining its ambitions in the Balkans (Egeresi 

2013e, Szigetvári 2012b), in the Middle East (Szigetvári 2013b), or its policies regarding 

economic expansion. (Szigetvári 2012a) Even though this present work is in in English, 

the comprehensive approach of it can be an important supplement to the Hungarian 

literature on Turkish foreign policy research. 

7. Personal interest. The author of this dissertation has been researching different 

aspects of Turkish foreign policy since the beginning of his university studies and has 

been trying to understand how the dynamics of Turkish regional ambitions change and 

where the Turkish ambitions exactly lead to. The main research has been to understand 

the motives and consequences of certain foreign policy decisions and the domestic and 

external dynamics behind them. Also, the author had the chance to spend a semester of 

Erasmus scholarship in Turkey, Istanbul at the prestigious Boğaziçi University and to 

have an insight in the theoretical and practical understanding of Turkish policies in the 

Turkish academia. The author’s personal discussions with internationally recognized 

Middle East experts strengthened the conviction about the timeliness and importance of 

a comprehensive analysis on Turkish foreign policy. 

 

Time frame 

 

 The time frame of this dissertation needs a thorough explanation as well. The first 

explanatory chapter examines the transformation of Turkish foreign policy into a more 

                                                           
19 A series of studies were published in Külügyi Szemle 2013/1. (Csicsmann and N. Rózsa, 2013; Egeresi 

2013; Hóvári 2013; Pintér 2013; Szigetvári 2013a) and also other studies emerged on Turkish foreign policy 

ambitions e.g. (Balogh et al 2013; Szigetvári 2013b) 
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active and dynamic approach. To understand the underlying processes and approaches 

inside the Turkish domestic political and economic arena the analysis has to start from 

the establishment of the Republic in 1923 with short references to the previous Ottoman 

times. Even though the choice of the starting date may overstretch the time frame of this 

dissertation and may seem to be wide, it is necessary to understand the longer processes 

that all led to the emergence of the new elite that allowed for the radical change in the 

decision-making. At the same time, the analysis of the external pressures on Turkey also 

follows this time frame giving a short overview on the foreign policy history of the 

Turkish Republic with a special focus on the Middle East. The discrepancy caused by the 

width of the time frame used in the first chapter will be eased by the main topic of the 

analysis focusing on the period from PM Turgut Özal assuming power in 1983 and the 

end of the Cold War at the end of the 1980s. The end of the time interval in the first 

explanatory chapter will be the beginning of the 2000s that brought radical external 

changes in the Middle East with the global war on terror and the American invasion of 

Iraq and inside Turkey the electoral victory of the AKP in 2002. 

 The main focus of research of the second and the third explanatory chapters’ will 

be the first two cycles of the AKP in government between 2002 and 2011. In this period 

the external pressures and incentives allowed for the Turkish leadership to expand the 

Turkish influence in the Middle East and create a more active foreign policy. This is the 

period when the new foreign policy theory of Davutoğlu’s became a guiding concept of 

Turkish foreign policy, and the “zero problems with the neighbours” policy evolved from 

ambition into reality. After 2007, and especially after Davutoğlu’s appointment to the 

position of Minister of Foreign Affairs in 2009, Turkish soft power and regional influence 

became a foreign policy goal. This is the period of the “Ankara Moment” (Bank and 

Karadağ 2013), the period of successful foreign policy and growing regional and global 

influence, when Turkey became an important regional economic hub and an influential 

actor in its region. (Balogh et al. 2013)  

 It is important to underline that 2002, the year of the AKP’s success and the party’s 

rise to power is an artificial and arbitrary dividing line in analysing Turkish foreign policy 

transformation. 2002 functioned in most of the researches as a starting point of a “new 

Turkey” or a new Turkish political reality. However, both from foreign policy and 

domestic political perspectives there were other – in a way more significant elements – 

that changed the foreign policy behaviour of the Turkish state. The second explanatory 
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chapter will clearly underline those events that defined the transformation in the 2000s, 

however, it would be useful to highlight the major issues here.  

 From the external perspective, 2002 brought only indirect influences after the 

international intervention in Afghanistan, the most meaningful change was the invasion 

of Iraq and the emerging power vacuum that was left behind it. The security related threats 

meant at the same time a clear opportunity to enhance its regional political and economic 

influence and try to create some sort of stability. In this new regional setting other changes 

occurred as well, by the middle of the 2000s both Syria and Iran started to show a 

cooperative face towards the AKP government that gave even further opportunities. 

Parallel, the AKP started its first period with awaited successes in relation to the EU and 

the accession process. Even though the AKP continued a much longer process of reforms, 

its commitment to the EU requirements resulted in the official start of the accession 

negotiations in 2005. However, the euphoria ended already in 2006, when leading EU 

member states made statements against the Turkish accession and several chapters 

became suspended. This external shock pushed Turkey into a new direction as well, which 

cumulated after 2007-2008, when a strong and active Turkey emerged. 

 It is visible that from an external point of view there are several turning points, 

but they do not coincide with the elections in 2002. Similar assessment can be made from 

the domestic perspective. The processes of reorganization inside the society, the 

emergence of a new elite and the decrease of the power of the old elite started decades 

earlier and did not stop in the beginning of the 2000s. The 2002 general elections can be 

rather regarded as one of the first big political successes of the new social groups. The 

AKP’s victory at the elections meant a new platform of vindicating the new elite’s 

interest, but the processes continued later. Thus selecting  2002 as a starting point of the 

second explanatory chapter seems contradictory to the findings of this dissertation, 

however, the logic of the dissertation’s framework necessitates to create clear dividing 

lines between the chapters to make the flow of argumentation more understandable. 

 The starting point of the last explanatory chapter is the beginning of the Arab 

Spring in 2011, which caused a serious external shock for the Turkish regional goals. 

Although in the beginning the Arab Spring seemed to add to the Turkish influence in the 

Middle East even further, from 2012 distortions and cracks suddenly were appearing in 

the Turkish influence in the Middle East that would become clear by 2013. The starting 

date of this period is also justified by the third electoral victory of the AKP in 2011, this 

time with no major changes in the foreign policy course. For practical reasons, August 
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2013 has been chosen as the end of the time interval of this dissertation. Even though the 

choice is arbitrary, it is buttressed by the external pressures and the internal changes inside 

Turkey. By 2013 the limits and weaknesses of Turkish regional foreign policy had been 

revealed and despite the Turkish ambitions the “Ankara Moment” was disrupted by 

massive external pressures. By supporting the NATO’s intervention in Libya and the 

inability of influencing the events in the Syrian civil war started to weaken the Turkish 

image in the Middle East. The worsening bilateral ties between Egypt and Turkey not 

only meant a blow to Turkey’s prestige in the Middle East but triggered economic costs 

as well. Turkey’s resolute stance on the side of the Muslim Brotherhood after the military 

regime stepped into power in July 2013 in Egypt brought negative responses and lost 

opportunities. From the domestic political side, the summer of 2013 brought important 

changes. May 2013 incited a major appearance of the discontent in the form of the Gezi 

Park demonstrations that represented the dissatisfaction of the young secular generations 

with the AKP government. The protests escalated, the violent clashes between 

demonstrators and the police left several dead and wounded. The Gezi Park events 

brought about serious internal and external criticism against the AKP government and 

questioned the very basis of the Turkish soft power ambitions. 

The dissertation embraces the period between the establishment of the Turkish 

Republic until the end of the Gezi Park events in 2013, however, its main focus is the 

period between 1983 and 2013. This period covers exactly the transformation which led 

from a quietist Turkey to an (over)ambitious regional soft power and shows the limits of 

Turkey’s capacity.  
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I. Hypotheses and theoretical background 

 

Hypotheses 

 

This dissertation aims at examining the course of Turkish foreign policy in three 

different periods. The main focus of the dissertation is essentially the transformation 

process of Turkish foreign policy; it tries to give a comprehensive explanation of how a 

country with an introverted foreign policy would suddenly ambition regional leadership 

(in the Middle East); and where the limits of such a political, military and economic 

endeavour are. At the same time – as it will be seen from the theoretical framework – it 

must be understood which concept was applied for Turkey to generate such endeavour. 

The dissertation aims at addressing these comprehensive research questions and 

approaching the answers by means of employing three hypotheses below. 

As mentioned in the introduction, not even the best known scholars connected the 

external and internal decisive factors behind Turkish foreign policy decisions. The 

intention of this work is to give an overarching assessment on the extent to which the 

internal and external environment of Turkey affected Turkish foreign policy and on how 

these two components created an ambitious „soft power” from an isolationist country. 

The chosen theoretical framework is suitable to explain what went wrong in 2012, and 

what are the consequences from the perspective of Turkish foreign policy and regional 

influence? 

 

1st hypothesis: By the beginning of the 2000s a radical change was inevitable in the 

Turkish foreign policy approach. Both external and domestic incentives predestined 

foreign policy activism.  

 

2nd hypothesis: Due to the transformation of Turkey’s external environment and the 

change in the balance of power in the Turkish society, both asserted Turkey to ambition 

regional soft power in the Middle East. 

 

3rd hypothesis: Turkish foreign policy ambitions became limited by both regional 

upheavals and the domestic discontent inside the Turkish society after the escalation of 

the Arab Spring.  
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Theoretical background I. – Neo-classical realism 

 

This dissertation uses a political theory, which may explain the foreign policy 

decisions of the Turkish state and might draw up the decision-making process. As 

mentioned earlier, the main shortcoming of the latest analyses of Turkish foreign policy 

is that they mainly focus on one side of the picture, owing them to either domestic or 

external factors. In order to draw an overarching picture on the factors and processes 

behind the foreign policy transformation and the emergence of Turkish activism, the 

necessary political theory needs to handle both the external constraints and the internal 

variables at the same time. 

The main schools of international political theories, the realist and the liberal 

traditions and later the constructivist school left a gap open in explaining states’ foreign 

policy decisions. (Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro 2009, 11-12; Schweller 2003, 311-322; 

Rose 1998, 145-147) They concentrated on the different segments of how the 

international system works (neorealism)20, on states’ interactions (classical realism21 and 

liberal theories) or state’s behavioural patterns (constructivism22). They did not provide 

sufficient explanations to the specific role of the states in foreign policy decisions and the 

nature of the interactions between the systemic and the unit level variables. After the 

publication of Waltz’s Theory of International Politics (Waltz 1979), the international 

system and the role of external constraints and the outcomes of state interactions came 

into spotlight. The constructivist (Wendt 1993) and liberal (e.g. democratic peace 

theories23) theories shifted the focus rather to the unit level, formulating a static 

conception of the international system. However, both trends failed to integrate the unit 

and the systemic level variables in a deductively consistent manner. (Lobell, Ripsman 

and Taliaferro 2009, 11) 

Neo-classical realism24 gives an answer to this discrepancy and provides the 

scholars with an overarching new theoretic tool in the examination of foreign policy 

decisions. Rose argues that neo-classical realists occupy a middle ground between 

structural theorists and constructivists. The former assume the existence of a direct 

linkage between the systemic constraints and the unit-level behaviour, the latter disregard 

                                                           
20 The original neorealist text is Kenneth N. Waltz: Theory of International Politics (Waltz 1979) 
21 See: (Carr 1939; Morgenthau 1948) 
22 The starting point of constructivism are the works of Alexander Wendt (1992) 
23 See for example: (Doyle 1983; Russett 1993) 
24 The name neo-classical realism was invented by Gideon Rose (1998, 146) 
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the existence of the systemic level incentives, defining the international level as a socially 

constructed concept. (Rose 1998, 152-154) Neo-classical realists assume the reality of 

the relative power and the international level, which by definition affects the outcomes of 

state interactions. (Rose 1998, 150)25 

Neo-classical realism was developed on the basis of both the classical realist 

tradition and the Waltzian structural realist thoughts on international relations. It builds 

upon the complex relationship between the state and the society, an important feature of 

the classical realist literature, not giving up on the external constraints of the international 

system, explained in Waltz’s structural realist theory. (Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro 

2009, 13) It is not the purpose of the current work to make a comprehensive comparison 

between the different main elements of the realist tradition; however, it is unavoidable to 

underline some common and differing features. This helps to explain why the choice of 

neo-classical realism is the most appropriate for the purposes of explaining the 

transformation of Turkish foreign policy and the reasons behind the rise of a regional soft 

power.  

Scholars of the realist tradition focus on different principles of realism, but at least 

three of them appear in every realist study.26 The essence of social reality is the group. 

The building blocks and ultimate units of social and political life are not the individuals 

of liberal thought, nor the classes of Marxism (but rather) conflict groups” (Gilpin 1996, 

7) In real life the most basic political actors of the international system are states. The 

second common principle of the realist tradition is the international system’s conflictual 

nature, a perpetual struggle among groups following their self-interests. This struggle is 

happening under the circumstances of scarcity and uneven distribution of commodities: 

material or social capabilities or resources. The conflict is characterized by a constant 

uncertainty about the other groups’ capabilities and intentions. The third main principle 

is the central role of power. Power is the necessary means for any of these groups to 

secure their goals of domination or survival. “The conflicting aims of rival nations are 

always conflicts of power”. (Blainey 1998, 150) 

Classical realism focuses on the sources and the use of national power in 

international politics and the problems that leaders have to face in foreign policy 

decisions. The main element is the power distribution among states and the character of 

                                                           
25 See also: (Schweller 2003, 337; Schweller 2004; Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro 2009, 19) 
26 This categorization is based on (Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro 2009,14), slightly different 

categorization in (Schweller 2003, 325-332) 
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these states including the state-society relationship. Classical realists’ explanations 

remain primarily on the unit level, focusing on foreign policy history and on the 

explanation of occurrences in intergroup relations. However, they tell very little about the 

external constraints of the international system. On the other hand, neorealism is a 

systemic level theory in which the single independent variable remains the systemic 

distribution of power. It seeks explanations to international outcomes, the results of 

systemic interactions. According to Taliaferro (2000, 133) neorealism is useful in the 

explanations of outcomes that cannot be attributed to the behaviour of any states: 

possibilities of the hegemonic wars (Gilpin 1981), war proneness of the international 

system, arms race, aggregate alignment patterns, etc. However, neorealism is incapable 

of explaining the foreign policy behaviour of individual states. (Taliaferro 2000, 133, 

Schweller 2003; 317) Waltz’s systemic theory “can tell us what pressures are exerted and 

what possibilities are posed by the systems of different structures, but it can’t tell us just 

how, and how effectively, the units of a system will respond to those pressures and 

possibilities.” (Waltz 1979, 71) Based on this, the causal conclusion is that in the 

international system a balance of power will emerge and after certain periods of 

imbalances the system will always return to the balance of power state. In neorealism, the 

state is a “black box”, the theory does not analyse the differences between states and does 

not use the unit level to explain occurrences in the international system. Neorealist 

approaches disregard the fact that states may differ as a result of their domestic 

environment, structure or the sate-society interaction.  

 Neo-classical realism’s starting assumption is that the international system 

structures and constrains the policy choices of states. (Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro 

2009, 19) On the other hand, it reintroduces the unit level variable in the explanations. 

Neo-classical realism is not a simple refinement of the neorealist theory with unit level 

variables (Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro 2009, 21) and is more than the mixture of the 

ideas of Waltz and Wendt. Neo-classical realism searches answers for questions which 

were not answered in the neorealist literature without abandoning its core assumption. 

According to Schweller, Waltz exhausted the theoretical possibilities hidden inside the 

neorealist theory, he “…said everything that can be usefully said about neorealism; there 

is no way to improve or amend Waltz’s theory without violating its structural-systemic 

nature and, in so doing, confounding the theory’s highly deductive and internally 

consistent logic.” (Schweller 2003, 313)  
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Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro point out that neither a systemic theory of 

international outcomes (such as the structural realist theory of balance of power), nor 

Innenpolitik theories of foreign policy (such as the democratic peace theory) can explain 

certain foreign policy choices or historical events. (Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro 2009, 

2) Schweller argues that the theory of foreign policy is a theory at the national level. 

(Schweller 2003, 321) This is what neo-classical realism has to offer; it does not 

concentrate on the outcomes on the systemic level, but seeks explanations to why 

different states under different circumstances follow particular strategies or decide on 

certain foreign policy options. The theory’s main focus is to give explanations to foreign 

policy choices of different states in the international arena and give predictions about the 

states’ response to the systemic forces and constraints. Taliaferro (2000, 134) emphasizes 

that though the neo-classical realists cannot predict systemic consequences of state 

strategies, but they give explanations to military doctrines, foreign policy strategies, and 

foreign economic policy decisions of individual states. Schweller points out that while 

not abandoning the Waltzian international structure, neo-classical realism explains 

foreign policy decision making and intrinsically important historical puzzles (Schweller 

2003, 317) 

As stated earlier neo-classical realism inherited the complex relationship between 

state and society, however, the systemic constraints remain major defining factors in the 

theory. Neo-classical realism defines states as the primary actors of international politics 

and works with a top-down conception of the state. The state is not a “black box” or a 

vague entity which makes foreign policy decisions, but it is embodied by a foreign policy 

executive (Zakaria Location 132) (can have different forms according to the political form 

of the given state27). The theory works with an explicit distinction between state and 

society but at the same time - similarly to classical realists – does not see the state (the 

political, foreign policy executives) autonomous from the society. Neo-classical realists 

believe that the state’s foreign policy responses to international constraints come as a 

product of state-society interactions, coordination, even struggle. The executive is 

autonomous from the society to a certain degree, however, depending on the political 

structure of the state he is compelled to bargain with other domestic actors on the policy 

implementation or resource extraction. The level of autonomy given to the executive 

differs over time, types of states and internal institutional settings. (Ripsman 2002) Neo-

                                                           
27 This dissertation will not elaborate on the different forms of the foreign policy executives under different 

state structures. Turkey has a democratic state structure, thus this analysis will only focus on democracies. 
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classical realists contrary to Marxist, liberal or Innenpolitik explanations do not regard 

the states as the aggregation of the demands of different domestic groups and interests, 

however, they do accept the influence of those actors. 

Neo-classical realism follows the neorealist thinking about the systemic level and 

defines the relative distribution of power as the single independent variable. Uncertainty 

and potential threats are central concepts of both neorealism and neo-classical realism. 

The international system is essentially anarchical in which the unit level actors (states) 

have to operate. Rose emphasizes that states do not simply seek security as a default, but 

respond to uncertainties of the international anarchy by seeking to control the external 

environment. (Rose 1998, 151-152) Systemic pressures are translated through unit level 

intervening variables, primarily the decision-makers perceptions and the domestic state 

structure. Rose underlines that in the neo-classical realist world leaders are constrained 

by both international and domestic politics. Neo-classical realism focuses on the relative 

material power, which establishes the basic parameter for the states’ foreign policy. 

However, the “transmission belt between the relative power and the actual foreign policy 

is imperfect, it is translated through the decisions of the foreign policy executive. (Lobell, 

Ripsman and Taliaferro 2009, 4) The decisions are made by actual existing leaders or 

elite groups, who base these decisions on their perceptions of the relative power and their 

assessment of the international incentives, not on the objective relative power itself. 

Consequently, the foreign policy decisions do not necessarily follow the paths of the 

relative power distribution or the balance of power pursuit explanations. (Rose 1998, 157-

161; Schweller 2003, 332-336) 

Therefore, to understand or predict certain foreign policy responses of states we 

have to open up the “black box”. Rose emphasizes that “understanding the links between 

power and policy requires close examination of the contexts within which foreign policies 

are formulated and implemented.”  (Rose 1998, 147) Leaders deciding on foreign policy 

face a two-sided pressure. On the one side, the external environment poses constraints 

and to answer these constraints they have to operate inside the domestic environment and 

extract resources from it. To do so, they have to work through domestic political 

institutions, maintain support of the main stakeholders, mobilize the necessary part of the 

society, and in doing so not antagonize them, in order to keep the power. (Taliaferro 2009; 

Schweller 2009) 

In neo-classical realism the state is not unitary; it is comprised of a number of 

different actors, who have certain levels of impact on the foreign policy making process. 
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The neo-classical realist scholars agree that the main actor is the state leadership or the 

foreign policy executive who have direct influence on foreign affairs. (Ripsman 2009, 

171) Some scholars focus only on the role of the foreign policy executive and play down 

the influence of other possible actors, like societal elites, interest groups etc. Christensen 

(1996, 17) emphasizes that the society does not dispose of the necessary information and 

expertise to understand and seriously affect the foreign policy decisions of the state. In 

contrast, Lobell states that it would be wrong to totally disregard the impact of societal 

leaders or other interest groups of the society. (Lobell 2009, 57) He defines two broad 

societal coalitions: the internationalist and the nationalist. The first one comprises of a 

competitive economic and other outward-oriented groups, such as export-oriented firms, 

financial institutions, intelligentsia, and skilled labour. They support foreign policy 

expansion and activism. The second group follows an inward-looking approach, focusing 

mainly on the domestic environment of the country. They do not necessarily try to 

influence the foreign policy decisions; however, their interest is to lessen the domestic 

costs of the foreign policy decisions, rather an isolationist conception. In responding to 

the international constraints the foreign policy executive has to balance between the 

interests of these groups that can be in serious conflict. (Lobell 2009, 58-59) Dueck 

confirms the influence of the society in the foreign policy decisions. His model explains 

how a state decides to answer an external, possibly military threat, or decline to respond 

to it. He argues that military intervention can be very costly in societal terms, thus before 

making the decision the foreign policy executive has to consider the interests and the 

reaction of the societal actors. The domestic political incentives can encourage decisions 

that are suboptimal from the international perspective (Dueck 2009, 167) According to 

Ripsman other domestic actors , including members of the legislation, political allies and 

members of the cabinet who are not leading foreign policy related areas may try to 

influence the decisions of the executive. (Ripsman 2009, 171) This comes as a 

consequence of the top-down conception of the state. 

Ripsman argues that a large number of domestic actors want to influence foreign 

and security policy decisions. The public is interested in any decision, which has direct 

or indirect effect on them (raising taxes, likelihood of war, etc.). Generally, national 

security and purely foreign policy related decisions are harder to have an influence on: 

the executive has greater autonomy in it. Societal groups wishing to influence external 

policy making have to create certain sufficient payoffs for the executive if he follows their 

interests, and penalties if he does not. (Ripsman 2009, 179-186) In democracies, leaders’ 
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main interest is to keep the power and secure the re-election, and secondly they want to 

pass the policy agendas following their own perception of the national interest. 

Consequently, interest groups with reasonable electoral impact can successfully influence 

the policy decisions including foreign policy. (Ripsman 2009, 182) Ripsman emphasizes 

that these interest groups can be especially successful in affecting the agenda of the state 

if they are representing one certain issue, having significance in a strategic geographical 

region or their voter basis is mainly coming from the influential strata of the society. He 

also admits, that the public opinion under certain conditions can restrain the executive. 

(Ripsman 2009, 181-182) Aside from the calculations of the electoral payoffs, the 

executive responds to the claims of the economic or political elite, which can provide the 

necessary resources. From the political leadership, the ones in the legislation and main 

parties can have indirect effects through the political institutions. Ripsman underlines that 

in – as he calls it – quasi democratic regimes – the foreign policy executive has to pay 

special attention to the military that has the capability to lead a coup against the regime. 

(Ripsman 2009, 183)28 In these states powerful bureaucratic actors, religious leaders can 

also manipulate their power to obstruct to extract policy concessions. Therefore, we 

cannot deny the impact of these interest groups which have the power to shift public 

opinion, by creating a new mindset on certain issues (this can be the media groups and 

certain pro-agenda activist groups). 

Schweller examines states’ balancing behaviour from a neo-classical realist 

perspective. He points out that balancing described in neorealism will not happen 

automatically, a set of domestic factors filter the external incentive before it induces a 

foreign policy response. (Schweller 2004, 168-169) He posits four unit-level variables to 

explain states’ initial foreign and security policy choices to a change in the external 

environment. This offers a comprehensive framework in which a wide variety of systemic 

and unit-level explanation of foreign policy choices and shifts of strategies can be 

explained. In unfolding my first hypothesis this dissertation will rely mainly on this 

framework. The first domestic factor or intervening variable that will affect the states’ 

foreign policy response to the changes in the external environment is elite consensus/ 

disagreement. This factor emphasizes the fact that states don’t make decisions, but their 

leaders do. The elite consensus concerns the degree of shared perception about some facts 

                                                           
28 Ripsman uses the Turkish example, where the military used its power to intervene in civil politics. He 

argues that especially the Islamist government had to pay attention in its foreign policy decisions to the will 

of the military establishment. (Ripsman 2009, 183) 



29 
 

in the world of a particular nature requiring certain remedies. The main question is 

whether the policy elites are in agreement about the shift and its nature in the external 

environment, if they agree about which policy remedy will be the most effective and 

lastly, if they are ready to take risks and costs of a decision in the domestic environment? 

Schweller emphasizes that in a democratic environment costly and dramatic foreign 

policy choices or shifts can be expected only in a state of elite consensus. In the absence 

of the consensus the elites will opt for suboptional policies. (Schweller 2004, 170-173) 

Schweller’s second domestic factor is the regime’s vulnerability. This factor 

answers the question, whether the governing elites face a serious non-democratic 

challenge from the military, the opposing parties or other powerful groups in the society. 

This factor reflects the state-society immediate relationship, how much power the rulers 

have over the ruled. In essence, the strength of the elite-mass linkages has a critical role 

in determining the legitimacy of the ruling regime and the viability of any policy choices 

made by the ruling government. Vulnerable leaders with less public support or fear of 

coup will be more cautious in their foreign policy responses to any major changes in the 

foreign policy agenda of the country. (Schweller 2004, 173-175) 

Thirdly, Schweller posits the level of social cohesion in his framework as an 

influencing factor to the foreign policy decisions. Social cohesion does not mean the lack 

of disagreements or political debates inside the society. Every society has natural conflicts 

of interests along different political, economic, ethnic, religious lines, where the social 

actors pursue their own interests, which necessarily oppose other actors’ interests. Social 

cohesion rather reflects whether members of the society support the existing institutions 

as legitimate and appropriate mechanisms for governing them and settling their 

differences. Until the moment the opposing forces question the decisions of the ruling 

government in the framework of the established institutional system, there is a room for 

manoeuvre in policy choices. However, when the opposing forces question the structure 

or the institutions, or their legitimate basis and the threat becomes imminent, the 

government will lose much of its policy making capabilities. Schweller points out that 

problems of social cohesion can emerge in ethnically stratified societies, where in certain 

minority groups are discriminated against or suppressed by the state/ruling elite. This can 

cause social fragmentation, which depending on its degree can influence the 

government’s policy-making capabilities. (Schweller 2004, 175-180) 

The fourth factor is the cohesion of the elite groups, the degree to which the central 

leadership is fragmented by internal divisions. The question reflects on the social elite’s 
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unity behind the executive in charge (in our case the foreign policy executive). The main 

question here is whether there is a struggle among them for domestic political power 

(deeper than the democratic electoral processes)? If there is, how deep is the division 

between them, especially if they follow different worldviews and foreign policy 

strategies? (Schweller 2004, 180-181) 

Neo-classical realism, as a realist theory recognises that states are the main actors 

of the international system. However, the state is not a “black box” that makes foreign 

policy decisions: it is embodied by the executive, in the Turkish case especially by the 

incumbent governments. The governments are not autonomous from the society, the 

foreign policy responses of the state come from a leadership-society interaction. The 

international pressures are translated through the state structure and the perceptions of the 

Turkish decision-makers. To answer the external constraints the Turkish leaders have to 

work through the domestic political institutions, mobilize certain parts of the society and 

maintain the interest of the important stakeholders.  

As mentioned before, in neo-classical realism the state and even the decision-

makers are far from being unitary; these groups are comprised of different actors. There 

is no agreement inside the neo-classical realist literature on which actors influence the 

foreign policy decisions, thus, making a comprehensive list of them would divert this 

research. Instead, this dissertation turns to Schweller’s argument on the domestic 

variables that influence the decision-making process of the foreign policy elite. He points 

it out that, a set of domestic factors filter the external constraints before the foreign policy 

outcome. The four variables are the elite consensus, the regime’s vulnerability, the social 

cohesion and the cohesion of the elite groups. The first and the last factors will give an 

answer to the question of how much the elite creates one group and how certain clashes 

are expected between the decision makers and other elite groups. Major changes or 

difficult decisions are only possible in a state of consensus of the elite groups and a certain 

degree of cohesion. The other two factors give a picture of how firmly the society can 

step up against and influence or threaten the decision-makers. The more autonomy the 

leadership disposes of, the more difficult foreign policy decisions it can make. 
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Theoretical background II. – Soft power 

 

The first theoretical element of this study was based on neo-classical realism, or 

in a bigger picture, realism. In the realist literature power relations constitute the core of 

the explanation, scholars focus on the distribution of power either in bilateral relations or 

in the international system. The second and the third hypotheses bring in the so-called 

soft power concept, which was first developed by Joseph S. Nye.29 However, the soft 

power theory is not an integral part of the realist literature; it deals with power relations, 

thus does not fall far from neo-classical realist thoughts.  

Nye points out that „power is surprisingly elusive and difficult to measure”. (Nye 

2011, 3) Analysts attempted to define power from different theoretical approaches, most 

of them did not reach a higher level of clarity with creating measurable indexes of power. 

The problem with these definitions is the fact that they are restrictive, they only give 

answer to one aspect of power. Some analyses focus on the resources of power: military 

capacities, economic background, population, territory or natural resources. They can 

give a primary answer to how chances would be in case of confrontation between two 

states or groups, but do not cover all the relevant types of power. 30 Neo-classical realists 

also highlighted that states give imperfect answers to international threats even though 

they dispose of the necessary resources. (Schweller 2004; Schweller 2009; Taliaferro 

2009) Until the 20th century, the definition of power based on the equivalence of power 

with military capabilities and the prevalence in military conflicts was quite precise. 

Nevertheless, defining power as possession of capabilities or resources that influence 

outcomes can be misleading. (Nye 2004, 3)  

Nye draws up the definition of power on several layers, covering different aspects 

of it. (Nye 2011, 6-10) The first aspect, defined by Dahl, is the coercive side of power. 

(Dahl 1957) It is about the capacity of making others act against their initial preferences 

and strategies, and both sides feel that power. (Nye 2011, 12) The second aspect is 

framing or agenda-setting; when the powerful actors frame the agenda for action, this way 

make other actors’ preferences irrelevant or out of the frame. The third aspect of power 

                                                           
29 Nye developed the concept of soft power and later smart power in the course of successive books and 

articles. The main cornerstones were: (Nye 1990; Nye 2004; Nye 2011) 
30 Nye enumerates a few analyses that deal with the exact definitions of power and try to create a measurable 

concept of it based on indexes and other tangible measurements. (Nye 2011, 4-5) 
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is shaping other actors’ basic preferences, beliefs and perceptions according to what they 

will base their future decisions on. (Lukes 2005, 16-59) In this regard, the inferior actor 

is notnecessarily aware of the power relations. 31 

Oğuzlu argues that “power is the capacity to influence other actors and shape their 

preferences through the possibilities in hand”. (Oğuzlu 2007, 82) He defines three 

conditions when power comes to existence. The first requirement is that countries need 

to have certain assets to influence other countries. These assets can be measurable military 

or economic values, or less measurable ones, e.g. a respected value system or culture. The 

second condition is that the actors with these assets are conscious of their capabilities and 

are ready to capitalize on them. The third condition is equally important, that the other 

actors of the system realize and recognize that power. (Oğuzlu 2007, 82-83) Power is 

relational. (Barnett and Duvall 2005, 9-11) 

Nye distinguishes between hard power, soft power and their combination, smart 

power. He perceives power as a mixture of resources and actors’ behaviour. He defines 

hard power as „...the use of force, payment and some agenda setting based on them”. (Nye 

2011, 20) In his definition „soft power is the ability to affect others through the co-optive 

means of framing the agenda, persuading and eliciting the positive attraction in order to 

obtain preferred outcomes.”32 (Nye 2011, 21) 33 Vuving creates a similar conceptual 

framework. In his concept,” soft power is similar to cultural influence. In the broader 

sense, soft power is synonymous with non-military power and includes both cultural 

power and economic strength.” (Vuving 2009, 3) Nye differentiates between power 

resources and power behaviour (Nye 2011, 7) and points out that classical hard power 

tools can be used for soft power behaviour and soft power strategies for hard power gains. 

Hard and soft powers are different sides of the ability of achieving one’s strategy through 

affecting the behaviour of others or creating changes. (Nye 2004, 7) Hard power is based 

on commandment, coercive or inducive behaviours, it is using force, sanctions, bribes or 

payments; soft power is co-optive, it is using attraction and agenda-setting, through 

institutions, values, culture or policies. (Nye 2004, 8)  After defining the soft and hard 

power Nye developed the concept of smart power. He defines it „as the ability to combine 

hard and soft power resources into effective strategies.” (Nye 2011, 23) The mixture of 

                                                           
31 The second and third aspects of power are partially or fully invisible faces of power. 
32 Bilgin and Eliş (2008) formulated a critical concept on Nye’s theory and offered – in their terms – a more 

realistic analysis on the relations of soft power and hard power. 
33 Similar definition: “Soft power is the ability to affect others to obtain the outcomes one wants through 

attraction rather than coercion and payment.” (Nye 2008, 94) 
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the soft and hard power elements can create the optimal behaviours actors adopt in 

different power relations. In the international system it means an optimal balance of 

coercive behaviour based on military or economic skills and the persuasive invisible faces 

of power. Hard power and soft power can reinforce and hinder each other and most states 

would opt for the visible hard power capabilities in their power relations. Nye argues that 

„smart power suggests it is best to have both”. (Nye 2011, 24) 

“Conventional wisdom has always held that the state with the largest military 

prevails, but in an information age it may be the state (or nonstates) with the best story 

that wins.” (Nye 2011, xiii) By the 21st century several features of exercising power have 

changed, the once so obvious conviction that power equals with military capacities has 

changed. In the time of information technology, nuclear capacities and democratic 

political institutions it has become very costly for powers to pursue their goals through 

military means. Other than military (hard power) measures, states started to build on 

economic and soft power capacities. Looking at the use of militaries, we can see the 

development of their rather co-optive behaviours also on this front. Nye categorizes four 

modalities of how the military can be used. The first two, fighting and coercive diplomacy 

are hard power modalities, but alliance building, peacekeeping and military aids are in 

the co-optive range of the power definition. (Nye 2011, 39-48) 

The soft power theory has been criticized from several angles that made Nye 

rethink some elements of the concept in his latest work. (Nye 2011) Especially from the 

Bush administration the proponents of military power were critical of his work. (Frum 

and Perle 2003) Ferguson dismissed Nye’s ideas with describing soft power with: “that 

it’s, well, soft.” (Ferguson 2003, 21) From another angle, authors criticized the conceptual 

unclarity of the soft power definition. Other critical point is the lack of conceptual clarity 

about the boundaries or the strategies of attraction (see at the end of this chapter). Nye 

presents the existence of attraction through different examples and the means of wielding 

soft power, however, does not give exact answer to how attraction is gained. Vuving tries 

to fill this gap with introducing the concept of the currencies of power (Vuving 2009), 

Oğuzlu defined legitimacy/credibility criteria. (Oğuzlu 2007) Mattern points out that Nye 

defines how soft power works in a relational structure, however, he does not give an 

answer to the starting point of attraction. Nye’s concept can describe the influence of 

American political values and culture, but does not explain how those became popular in 

the first place. (Mattern 2005, 591) She argues that attraction is created through socio-

linguistical “coercion”, consequently, soft power is not so innocent anymore. Despite the 
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critiques of the concept and the usefulness of the soft power theory, it inspired several 

foreign policy changes in different countries in the world. Most importantly, from the 

perspective of this dissertation, Turkey embraced the concept in its foreign policy 

strategies.  

In Nye’s framework of hard power and soft power distinction economic power 

holds an intermediary position.  “Economic resources can produce soft power behaviour 

as well as hard. A successful economic model not only produces the latent military 

resources for exercise of hard power but it can also attract others to emulate its example.” 

(Nye 2011, 52) One of the best examples of economic soft power is the EU’s political 

efforts in the neighbouring region, enticing their partners with their economic power. On 

the other hand, sanctions and threats of economic sanctions obviously belong to hard 

power tools. Economic power is the basis of both soft and hard power. A sound economy 

with export, import and investment capabilities betters the perceptions of the state itself. 

Large economic powers set the agenda for the structure of the global (e.g. IMF, WTO or 

G20) or the regional setting (e.g. local economic cooperation, free trade zones, etc.). On 

the other hand, developed economies project reasonable soft power through their aid 

projects or financial credits. Companies with internationally known brands can have 

positive impacts on the credibility of the respective country as well. Economic power, 

however, is essential for hard power also creating a basis for solid military capacities or 

economic sanctions. (Nye 2011, 51-80) 

The sources of the soft power of a country are its culture, its political values, and 

the conduct of foreign policy. “Culture is a set of values and practices that create meaning 

for a society”. (Nye 2004, 11) Culture can be the first and most important element to 

wield attraction of other parties. It is similar to demonstrative effects; it forms the other 

parties’ perceptions creating favourable outcomes for the first country.34 The cultural 

appeal can be based on high or popular culture through the effects of cultural, scientific, 

academic, youth exchanges that generate a positive picture of the host country in the 

participants. Artistic performances, effects on global fashion, exhibitions, etc. can play a 

role of shaping the external image of the country. Popular cultural attraction can be more 

effective, especially in the information age. The internet, the television and the spread of 

mobile technical devices infiltrated the furthest point of the globe, making it possible to 

convey messages or have an effect on other countries, or groups in a much faster manner. 

                                                           
34 Kirişci argues that Turkey influenced the Middle East through demonstrative effects (Kirişci 2011) 
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Arguably, popular cultural impacts can have important public opinion forming effects 

inside other groups or countries. However, as Nye warns that this is the least controllable 

tool in the soft power inventory, and in some instances it can produce impacts contrary to 

the state’s political goals. (Nye 2005, 52-54) Nye argues that some of his critiques 

misinterpreted soft power for soft power means and resources, namely culture. (Nye 2011, 

22) He emphasizes, that soft power resources (culture, mass media, popular political 

values, etc.) are not automatically creating soft power, it depends on the context and the 

agent converting the resources into behavioural outcomes.  

Nye places the domestic values (belief of a certain political system, the social or 

economic structure and even religion) and policies as second pillar of soft power. The 

promotion of values or a certain political model can serve as a tool of attraction; however, 

it can also backfire. Forcing political values (e.g. democracy or political Islam) on other 

countries might have repellent effect and turn out to be counterproductive. Also double 

standards can seriously reduce soft power when a country is promoting its values, but in 

actions does not follow them. (Nye 2004, 55-60) 

The third pillar of soft power is the substance and style of conducting foreign 

policy. Nye argues that soft power is after all, mobilizing cooperation and reaching co-

optation at the end of the process without using coercive means. (Nye 2004, 60) It depends 

on attraction, thus policies based on broadly inclusive and far-sighted definitions of the 

national interests better serve this purpose. Also, policies conveying important values 

(e.g. promoting the political system) can serve this cause, especially if those values are 

shared by the receiving party. In this meaning the policies based on democracy, human 

rights or open market policies served as a basis for cooperation between first world 

countries. These broadly shared values can serve also as a soft power basis in third world 

countries, where the public is searching for an internal change based on these values. 

Providing public goods in foreign policy can be a very important soft power means. 

Classical tools of this type of foreign policy conduct can be the international development 

policies or humanitarian assistance.  

An important factor in the modern environment is the abundance of information, 

most of the world’s population is overwhelmed by the sources of information, therefore, 

cannot process all of it. The “paradox of plenty” created the scarcity of attention (Nye 

2005, 106), creating a new barrier before building up soft power. Attraction can be created 

only by credible sources of information; a new competition emerged, the competition for 
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credibility. Governments, states are in competition for being the most credible sources, 

politics partially became: “whose story wins”? (Mueller 1989)  

Soft power works better in a similar cultural setting, if there are shared values that 

attraction can be built on. Executing power is understood in relational framework, and 

especially soft power depends on “willing interpreters and receivers”. (Nye 2005, 16)35 

However, the outcome of the investment is less tangible and does not involve immediate 

effects, which can cause partial disinterests from the investors’ side”. Another problem 

of soft power is that it is less effective in countries where power is concentrated and the 

government disregards the public opinion (e.g. autocracies, dictatorships). Soft power, 

contrary to military or economic power can only have an influence on the other countries’ 

general goals, but not on specific policies or particular goals. Another important 

shortcoming is its very nature that it is not in full control of the government. Civil society 

actors, NGOs, churches, private companies and even individuals can enhance a country’s 

soft power or undercut it. (Nye 2004, 15-18) 

After the main pillars of soft power it is time to take stock of the tools that states 

use to wield soft power36. Contrary to coercive means of action, gaining military or 

economic power, wielding soft power is less tangible and vaguer. The first two can 

achieve their desired (or in some cases unintended) outcomes as results of certain actions 

in a reasonable period of time, however, soft power is different in this respect. Since soft 

power does not exist in an absolute measurable manner, it materializes in relational 

situations, thus its effects are subject to many distortions. Most soft power means are only 

partially under control of the state, and they depend on the reception of the audience. They 

work indirectly through shaping the public opinion or the perceptions, thus they have to 

be long term investments for the governments. However, it can be undermined very fast. 

(Nye 2005, 99-100) With a metaphor, wielding soft power is like building a house from 

domino tiles: it takes a long time, but can be destroyed easily by a wrong move.  

                                                           
35 The relational feature of power is highlighted by Barnett and Duvall (2005, 9-11) 
36 The following part is based on Nye’s theory, however other explanations exist as well. Vuving’s 

categorization of soft power tools is similar, in his conceptual framework he builds up three levels of 

attraction: benignity brilliance and beauty. (Vuving 2009, 8-9) Government policies promoting 

multilateralism, development aid and humanitarian assistance are the straightforward tools that can be 

categorized in the acts of benignity that is created through gratitude and sympathy. Brilliance is the 

category, where soft power is generated through the admiration of the production and power. In this 

category Vuving enumerates economic and military successes, domestic stability and other features that 

can create attraction. The last category, beauty is based on the power of inspiration, when a country’s values 

system, normative foreign and domestic political acts create the soft power. (Vuving 2009, 14-15) 
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With a top-down approach the first elements of hard power will be analysed. A 

country’s military can create credibility and convey power, thereby creating attention and 

attraction from other parties. If hard (military) power is overwhelming or it is used 

contrary to the claimed political values and goals, it can undercut the soft power. A 

country with a relatively strong military position can play a regional (or even global) 

peacemaker role, sending in its military to crisis zones or to peacekeeping missions. 

Another possibility is using its hard power resources (military personnel, advanced 

technology and experience) in training missions or helping in other countries as advisors. 

Joint military exercises or military missions in third-country destinations can also 

contribute to the rise of soft power. Advanced military capabilities and expertise can be 

an important source of credibility, but as it is in the case of the US the extent of the 

military edge undercuts its soft power. 

As mentioned earlier, economic power plays an intermediary role in the soft 

power and hard power continuum. The role of economic power is very important in 

“country branding” and agenda-setting. Economic power is needed as a tool to penetrate 

other countries’ markets and build up business-to-business connections. The 

governments’ role is to enable its own companies to develop and help their foreign 

operations, and, on the other hand, create favourable environment for foreign businesses. 

The companies can bring a positive picture and thus create attraction towards the home 

country. The positive picture built on economic tools is an important source of the “self-

esteem” 37of the country and enhances its development. Economic power is key to 

external influence, according to some scholars more important than military power. This 

enables a country to become an influential actor and increasingly affect the “rules of the 

game”. Through cooperative or co-optive (bilateral and multilateral frameworks) and 

coercive (sanctions) means a wide range of tools exist to influence the behaviour of other 

countries and to create favourable outcomes. 

From the clearly co-optive tools of wielding soft power the foremost plausible one 

is public diplomacy38. Public diplomacy has a comprehensive literature analysing 

different aspects of it. Public diplomacy is “understanding, informing and influencing 

foreign publics”. (Krause and Van Evera 2009, 109) Most important part of this process 

is the production, distribution, control and filtration of the information. At the end of the 

                                                           
37 On the relation of economic development and growing self-esteem see: (Kalın 2011) 
38 On public diplomacy several books and study collections were published. On the theory of public 

diplomacy see: (Melissen 2005; Lennon 2002, Simon-Nagy 2012, Hansen 1984) 
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process public diplomacy is an active action building up a strategic language of 

communication based on facts. Public diplomacy, unlike classical diplomacy goes beyond 

official communication of officials, diplomats and their foreign partners. Public 

diplomacy being a soft power tool can be distinguished in two types: the state-to-public 

and the public-to-public frameworks. (Krause and Van Evera 2009, 109) In the first 

version the state aims to influence other states’ public (in Nye’s definition this the indirect 

manifestation of soft power). The second framework means a complex and indirect way 

of influencing the public of the other state, through generating interaction with the state’s 

own public. This can happen through enhancing civil society connections, NGO relations, 

cultural and academic exchanges, etc. According to Kalın, “public diplomacy is a 

dynamic and multidimensional communication process”. (Kalın 2011, 11)  

Nye divides the communication process into three dimensions. (Nye 2004, 105-

118) The first dimension is the daily communication that is the immediate explanation of 

policy, especially reflecting on foreign policy decisions to the public. This involves crisis 

prevention and media responses to delicate situations. This dimension involves also the 

explanation of decisions on domestic politics both to internal and external audiences. 39 

Nye’s second dimension is strategic communication, which involves midterm campaign, 

thematic communication panels and purposive image building. The thematic 

communication campaigns’ focus most of the times built on policy initiatives, such as the 

pre-emptive explanation of difficult foreign policy decisions. The third dimension is the 

long term image building, the development of lasting relationships with individuals and 

groups. This dimension can be reached through exchanges, trainings, seminars, focusing 

on certain groups. Public diplomacy works in a relational framework, thus the state after 

conveying messages also has to listen to the answers and change its strategic accordingly. 

The best way to make an impact is to understand the target audience, sort out the possible 

shared values and build on them. In a sense, public diplomacy incorporates the 

communication of the three pillars of soft power. According to Ross, Public diplomacy is 

“winning hearts and minds, making friends and influencing enemies, building the policy 

context...” (Ross 2002, 253) Promotions of political values and value-based foreign 

policy are less effective without the necessary communication strategies40. Also, the fine-

                                                           
39 Leonard underlines the importance of the latter. In his opinion governments don’t pay enough attention 

to it, this way sometimes undercutting their soft power. (Leonard 2002) 
40 On the possibilities of acquiring attraction see: (Kaufman 2002; Blinken 2002) 
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tuning, or cultural diplomacy contribute highly to the effective soft power building 

through the cultural assets of the country. 

However, as a soft power means, public diplomacy has several shortcomings. It 

cannot be effective if the “product” it is selling is widely unpopular, or there is serious 

dissonance between the communication and the facts on the ground. 41 (Nye 2004, 110) 

The cost and payoffs relation is also problematic, effective public diplomacy is a long 

term investment with results that can only pay off in years. (Nye 2004, 113; Simon-Nagy 

2012, 63) The other problem is that the messages go through interpretations, and the 

channels can be hardly controlled by the governments (television, internet). The 

government is only one player of public diplomacy and cannot directly affect its civil 

society actors’ or companies’ communications. However, non-governmental actors can 

play a crucial part in a country’s public diplomacy raising (or downgrading) its credibility. 

(Nye 2004, 113-114) A trustworthy brand name, a famous NGO with an international 

presence can have very important effects in line with the governmental goals.  

Development aid and humanitarian assistance are separate tools from public 

diplomacy 42 for three reasons: First, development aid is in-between economic power and 

soft power, thus cannot be regarded as a clear soft power category (like public 

diplomacy). Secondly, development aid can be used in a more straightforward manner: 

the audience can be better targeted, thus the outcome is more expectable. Development 

aid gives greater visibility inside the target audience, therefore it is better at creating 

positive influences on the outcomes. The third reason is that, development aid can be 

further enhanced with public diplomacy means and strategic communication. 

Development aid became one of the most important tools of influencing other countries 

in the last few decades. 

Neither Nye nor other authors have specified the concrete definition of soft power, 

consequently, have not provided a comprehensive list of soft power means. Different 

authors prioritize these tools differently with an open end to the list. This dissertation also 

leaves the list open for any policy (especially foreign policy) actions with the potential of 

generating soft power. The chapter verifying the second hypothesis will devote special 

attention to the peace-making feature of the Turkish foreign policy43, which involves both 

                                                           
41 This involves the double standards, where for example the US government claimed democracy 

promotion, but on the other hand left autocratic leaders on top of the countries.  
42 Similar categorization of soft power tools: (Balogh et al 2013) 
43 Several studies dealt with the peace-making as a tool of soft power for Turkey: e.g.  (Balogh et al 2013; 

Balogh 2009; Fidan 2013; Kirişci, Tocci and Walker 2010) 
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military and civilian elements. For a certain period Turkey used it political-economic 

influence to affect the regional agenda and duly create a stable regional environment. One 

important tool was its mediation efforts in different regional conflicts.  

 

Methodology and resources of research 

 

Having established the three hypotheses of this dissertation it is inevitable to give 

a thorough outline of the methodological background and foundations of this research. 

The most important task here is to apply the theoretical background in the context of the 

Turkish foreign policy and to give an explanation to the main research question: on what 

basis has the Turkish foreign policy transformed? According to the theoretical 

framework, created by Randall Schweller, the external independent factors are processed 

inside a country and influence the decision-makers of foreign policy. Applying this theory 

in the Turkish context the following factors must be taken into account: 

 

Chart 1.: Factors of analysis in the dissertation 

 

 

As it was described, the dissertation analyses the transformation of Turkish 

foreign policy in three different periods. The three hypotheses underline that the changes 

are influenced both by external and internal factors. The external environment constitutes 

the independent variable throughout all three periods. However, it must be described here, 

what the main factors are that the dissertation pays attention to, in relation to the external 
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incentives of Turkish foreign policy. Every state is influenced by certain factors from the 

external environment, but in their foreign policy they are most sensitive to security-

related, economic and political incentives. These external influences may be categorized 

into two main groups: the threats or challenges that the state must give an answer to in 

order to provide its own existential or economic security; and the opportunities, in case a 

country has the possibility to gain security, economic turnover or political influence.  

In the first period of the analysis (from the establishment of the Turkish Republic 

until the beginning of the 2000s), the main external factor was the environment created 

by the Cold War that brought a certain level of both threat and predictability in the system. 

With the end of the Cold War the external environment lost its stability and several 

security threats emerged both in the economic and the political-military spectrum. Turkey 

lost from its geopolitical significance that it had possessed earlier; the external 

environment claimed a growing activity from the Turkish leadership in order to guarantee 

the interests of the country and its security. 

The second period of the analysis focuses on the new challenges and the 

opportunities in the Middle East, that emerged in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks and the 

war in Iraq. Iraq meant both a serious security threat and a power vacuum that generated 

regional competition, as well as an opportunity. At the same time the strengthening 

civilizational discourse in the West vis-à-vis the Muslim world made it possible for 

Turkey to see a more cooperative face of majority of the countries in the Middle East. On 

the other hand, the positive responses from the EU until 2006 triggered important internal 

changes in Turkey and later the slow-down in the negotiations spurred the Eastern turn 

for Turkish foreign policy. The challenges and the opportunities created an environment, 

where Turkey could become a strong regional factor. 

The third and shortest period of examination is the one which covers the period of 

the Arab Spring. After 2011, the external environment in the immediate vicinity of Turkey 

flamed up. The series of demonstrations and the regime changes in the region brought 

serious economic, political and security threats. The instabilities questioned the good 

cooperation with certain countries and the evolving civil wars in Syria and Libya meant 

very real security threats. On the other hand, the Arab Spring held out the hopes of 

expanding Turkey’s regional power position and influence. 

Following the chosen theory, the external environment creates the independent 

variables that influence several internal factors. The foreign policy decision-makers are 

affected by the dependent variables in the domestic arena. Looking at the domestic 
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environment of Turkey following Schweller’s four factors – not necessarily in the order 

of Schweller’s logic – are applied. From the point of view of the social cohesion, the 

transformation inside the society during the period of examination has a significant 

influencing power on the policy makers understanding and perceiving the newly arising 

foreign policy considerations. The Turkish society is not homogenous, it has strong 

cleavages; the strongest fault-line is along cultural and religious differences. The first 

element that the dissertation examines in all three periods of the analysis is how the 

relationship between the secular, mainly Kemalist groups is formed in antagonism to the 

conservative, devout Muslim groups. Their power balance and different interests has a 

strong effect on the understanding of the external environment and the foreign policy 

responses. Their power balance is not only influenced from the inside but from the 

external environment as well: through the EU’s and the West’s decision to support or 

reject and the proneness of cooperation by the Eastern partner countries. In this context 

the other fault-line that influences the Turkish decision-makers is the relationship 

between the regime and the Kurds, as well as between the majority of the Turkish 

population and the Kurdish minority. 

 The cleavage on the religious and cultural line has existed in Turkey on the elite 

level as well. The Turkish society is built up on an elitist and exclusive social structure. 

The elites are originally distanced from the rest of society. For decades, the Kemalist elite 

groups held on to all political positions and they controlled the most important segments 

of the economy. With the transformation of the society a new devout Muslim elite started 

to emerge. The competitive relationship between the old and the new elite groups defines 

the elite cohesion in Turkey and their relative power changes affect Turkey’s foreign 

policy orientation. The military gives an unavoidable element in the analysis of the 

fraction between the elite groups. The military regards itself as the protector of Kemalism 

and as such, the values and existence of the republic and with reference to these notions 

initiated four interventions or coups. The military created its own political role and 

institutions thereby became unavoidable in the strategic questions, including foreign 

policy orientation.  

 The expansion of the institutional autonomy of the military became a tool of 

reducing civil control. As a result, the regime’s vulnerability relied partially on the 

military’s will and the power to remove the incumbent government. The dissertation 

examines the military’s role also from this perspective, how much they could intervene 

in different periods against the regime’s political decisions. The regime’s vulnerability is 
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also examined through the political support of the political groups in power. Their 

political legitimacy in the eyes of the majority of society creates an indication of their 

room for manoeuvre in foreign policy. 

 Last, it is also important to understand and examine, to what extent the governing 

elite group is hindered by its own internal fractures and how much the decision-makers 

can agree on the main policy lines. In the Turkish context, two questions became 

interesting; first, the consensus inside the political governing elite groups and their own 

relations with the military; second, the relations of the business and the political elite. 

 

This dissertation uses qualitative analysis to describe the transformation of 

Turkish foreign policy. The choice of topic makes this approach essential, yet inevitable, 

since a quantitative analysis of both external and internal factors would make the basis of 

the main arguments far-fetched and artificial. Another reason for this is that the variables 

used by this work are hardly quantifiable. The qualitative analysis covers different areas 

to fulfil the purpose of this research:  

 

Analysis of primary resources:  

Political discourses of decision makers: Before the AKP government stepped into 

power in 2002, the basis of the new foreign policy vision had been settled in different 

scholarly works of Professor Ahmet Davutoğlu, who started his political career as a 

political advisor to PM Erdoğan. During his political career he elaborated on a new 

foreign policy course, which became accentuated in his book, different articles and his 

public speeches. Davutoğlu, being one of the most important masterminds behind the new 

Turkish foreign policy: “the zero problems with the neighbours” policy, the regional 

ambitions and the soft power concept of Turkey, made a clear vision for the foreign policy 

decision-makers and as a decision-maker since 2009, he followed the path he had 

developed himself. Consequently, one important element of this research is to analyse the 

most important works of Davutoğlu. It is equally important to take into account the 

enouncements of the main foreign-policy decision-makers in Turkish foreign policy, 

especially PM Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. Following their officially released discourses and 

their translations in the media, a clear picture can be drawn on the development of Turkish 

foreign policy.   
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Official Documents: Turkish foreign policy strategy and vision is well 

documented on the official websites of the President’s and the Prime minister’s Office 

and most importantly the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  

Media sources: Turkish media covers and comments the most important changes 

in Turkish politics and gives a clear picture on the public’s perception of these events.  

 

Analysis of secondary sources:  

Journals, books, sociological and political research: As pointed out earlier, there is an 

abundance of works and research analyses on Turkish foreign policy. However, these 

documents, books and articles generally cover different aspects of Turkish policy 

decisions or transformation. Nevertheless, these works are carefully selected from the 

most well-known authors and credible sources in order to represent a high standard of 

research.  

Interviews and discussions with experts on Turkish foreign policy: The author had 

the chance to discuss his research ideas and development of his dissertation during the 

time he spent in Israel with internationally recognized scholars from the Gloria Center 44 

in Tel Aviv University and the INSS45 institute. Besides, the discussions with Hungarian 

experts gave an important basis for the structural foundations of this work.  

Conferences on Turkish foreign policy: Recognizing the growing regional and 

global importance of Turkey, numerous conferences have been organized in this subject.  

 

The dissertation aims at addressing three causally interconnected questions on the 

transformation and later the regional ambitions of Turkish foreign policy. Three from the 

four subsequent chapters of the dissertation follow the same logic, the backbone of the 

argumentation is Neo-Classical Realism: 

 

 What are the main external influences, pressures, and opportunities created by the 

international system? How do these affect Turkey and the Turkish decision-

makers? 

 What are the most important factors in the domestic arena in Turkey, what are the 

elite’s and the society’s reactions to the challenges outside? What are the main 

                                                           
44 Global Research in International Affairs that publishes two of the most important academic journals on 

Turkey and the Middle East: Turkish Studies and Middle East Review on International Affairs. 
45 The Institute for National Security Studies. 
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underlying factors of the reactions of Turkish foreign policy in the examined 

period?  

 How are the external and the internal factors interconnected?  

 

For the growing regional influence and the strengthening foreign policy ambitions of 

Turkey a new theoretical tool was introduced: soft power. To understand the growing 

ambitions of the Turkish government after the second half of the 2000s this theory will 

be used. A separate chapter will be devoted to analyse the new foreign policy concept of 

Ahmet Davutoğlu and its use in practice. The following questions will be answered in 

this chapter: 

 

 What are the main pillars of the new and active Turkish foreign policy? How did 

Davutoğlu’s ideas revitalize Turkish foreign policy? 

 What are the soft power tools used by the Turkish decision makers? 

 For being a soft power, is it inevitable that other partners accept these ambitions?  

 Factors contributing to the soft power ambitions of Turkey: are the ambitions 

feasible? Which are the strong and weak points of Turkish influence in the Middle 

East?  
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II. From quietist to active foreign policy  

 

Overview of Turkish foreign policy in the Middle East 

 

After the demise of the Ottoman Empire, the first sixty years of the republic 

brought a significant change in the foreign policy orientation of Turkey. The Ottoman 

Empire, once a glorious global and regional power in the Middle East, North Africa, the 

Balkans and parts of Eurasia turned into a nation state with an introverted foreign policy. 

The first periods of state-(and nation-) building required relative external stability, best 

achievable through self-isolation. Mufti argues that Atatürk’s call for „peace at home” 

meant the promotion of a cohesive national identity to forestall civil upheavals and deny 

foreign powers the opportunity to build up a strong influence in vulnerable times. (Mufti 

2009, 21) The isolationist foreign policy of the republican new elite – legitimized by the 

domestic efforts and the sharp rupture with the Ottoman past – made it possible to detach 

the country from any external obligations and to reorganize its foreign relations both with 

the European powers and its immediate vicinity.  

The foreign policy transformation meant effective isolation; the Kemalist 

leadership concentrated its external connections to the lowest minimum of necessary 

diplomatic or foreign actions in the first two decades, in order to deal with the residual 

issues after WW I and provide security for Turkey. These policies spared Turkey from 

being dragged into WW II; Prime Minister Ismet Inönü manoeuvred out of the pressures 

to join any sides and actively get engaged in war. (Mufti 2009, 25-26) After the 

transformation to the multiparty system and the first democratic elections, the main 

characteristic remained foreign policy passivity, with certain periods of partial activity. 

The first period was characterized by the governments of the DP rule under Prime 

Minister Adnan Menderes. (Göktepe) The systemic (security) constraints in the Cold War 

environment necessitated Turkey’s accession to the NATO and this way to the Western 

bloc. Under the NATO umbrella the Menderes governments initiated a foreign policy 

opening, focusing mainly on the Middle East. But the Kemalist security regime regarded 

this adventurous and risky and removed Menderes from his position in a military coup in 

1960. Two decades of relative seclusion followed due to domestic political, economic 

and social crises. Deliberate and strategically planned foreign policy returned only after 

1983 with Prime Minister (and later President) Turgut Özal. During his period the Turkish 
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foreign policy opened towards the neighbouring areas and at the same time European 

integration became a priority. (Laçiner 2009) However, these signs of activism are not 

comparable to the level of the current foreign policy activism. The Cold War 

environment, the geopolitical location of Turkey, the gradually growing internal 

capabilities and the strong military control of the strategic decisions all restrained the 

governments’ foreign policy opportunities. After the fall of the Soviet Union, Turkey 

started an internal soul searching, a redefinition of the regional importance of the country 

in a new geopolitical environment. At the same time, Turkish leaders had to deal with the 

external security threats of the different wars and tensions in the neighbouring regions 

(Gulf war, the Armenian-Azeri conflict, the Yugoslav war). In this new security 

environment Özal’s ambition was to build a regional political influence, however, Turkey 

did not have the capabilities yet to claim regional leadership in either of the neighbouring 

regions. (Hale 1994, 276-287; Laçiner 2009) The first Islamist government of the 

republic’s history, led by Necmettin Erbakan brought a new idea of foreign policy, which 

was used for foreign policy initiatives contrary to the military’s will and the traditional 

Turkish foreign policy orientation.46 The Erbakan government managed to start a few 

initiatives of mainly Islamist orientation, however, the 1997 coup meant a clear cut and a 

return to a lower level of foreign policy activity until 2002.  

This dissertation does not offer a full overview of the history of the Turkish 

Republic’s foreign policy history,47 its main focus is Turkey’s regional role in the Middle 

East. Consequently, this section focuses on the patterns of Turkish foreign policy towards 

the Arab world and other non-Arab countries in the region. Murinson coned Turkey as „a 

Middle Eastern regional power that chose to reject its region and its past in favour of the 

West and Europe.” (Murinson 2012, 3) After the establishment of the modern Turkish 

Republic the Kemalist elite, the political leadership viewed the Arab countries with 

distrust. They could not recover from the shock, which was caused by the Arab revolts 

and the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire. The permanent suspicion against the Arab 

elites that „stabbed the knife in the back of the Turks” was enhanced by the Sévres treaty 

after WW I 48, which created a haunting perception in the Turkish elite about the 

                                                           
46 On the foreign policy of the Erbakan period see: (Bilgin 2008; Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 130-136) 
47 For History of modern Turkish foreign policy see: (Hale 2013; Hale 1994; Bozdağlioğlu 2004) 
48 The Treaty of Sévres was intended to be the peace treaty between the Ottoman Empire and the Allies at 

the end of WW I. It was never ratified and thus aborted. However, this treaty became the root of a popular 

belief in Turkey, namely that some outside forces are conspiring to carve up Turkey. On the Sévres 

Syndrome see: (Göçek 2001, 98-184) 
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immediate environment of their country. The Kemalist elite viewed the Ottoman rule and 

engagement in the Balkans and the Middle East as disastrous that nearly ended in the 

demise of the modern Turkish state. (Murinson 2012, 3) At the same time, the Kemalist 

elite’s decision to break with the Ottoman past meant that they distanced Turkey from the 

most important element of its identity, Islam. In the strictly secular Turkish Republic, 

Islam did not have a role anymore, as the early Kemalist elite viewed Muslim countries 

with suspicion and despise. Interestingly, instead of building on Turkey’s embeddedness 

in the Muslim Middle East, using its cultural, historical, economic ties Turkey turned its 

eyes only towards the West and fenced itself off from its neighbours. Choosing the path 

of Westernization meant strict isolation in Turkish foreign policy history. „The design of 

republican Turkey was to become identified as European.” (Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 58) In 

order to receive recognition as a European state Turkey gave up its neutrality, its guiding 

principle for decades. After the announcement of the Truman-doctrine, Turkey rapidly 

became an integral part of the Western alliance joining the OECD, the Council of Europe 

and the NATO.  

The Middle East was seen by the elite as a zone that must be stayed away from. 

Except for a short period in the 1950s Turkey kept low profile in its relations with the 

Middle East until the mid-1980s. The four guiding principles of the Middle East policy 

that can be designated as the “Inönü doctrine” were built on the maximum distance 

possible from the Arab states. The first principle was reservation from all states and 

interference in their internal affairs. The second, neutrality was set up to avoid getting 

into any conflicts in the Middle East or getting identified with any particular interests in 

the region. As a result of the regional territorial resettlements in the 20th century and the 

“Sévres Syndrome” the third principle became being a status quo power, opposing any 

attempts of revision in the territorial disposition. The fourth principle was 

compartmentalization, the clear isolation of the Middle East from the West in the Turkish 

foreign policy making. (Mufti 2009, 31-32) Turkey did not fear aggression from the 

Middle East, the distance was rather built up in order to avoid being dragged into any 

conflicts of the region, especially between Israel and the Palestinians. (Kibaroğlu and 

Kibaroğlu, 2009, 34.) 

In the Cold War period Turkey aligned with the West, while two of its neighbours 

Syria and Iraq became proxies of the Soviet Union. This strategic decision further 

deepened the mutual distrust between the sides. Turkey’s non-interference in the region 
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– putting aside the territorial agreements in the first two decades 49 - was first distorted in 

1947, when Turkey had to be involved in the vote on the UN resolution on the partition 

of Palestine. Turkey voted together with the Arab countries against the partition, because 

of the fear of a possible new socialist country in the making in Turkey’s backyard. (Araş 

2000; Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 116-117) However, Turkey was among the first ones to 

recognize Israel, which was a further blow to Turkish-Arab relations, as the Arab 

countries regarded this act as treason. On the other hand, the Turkish leadership wanted 

to emphasize the country’s Western credentials, thus the recognition was a pragmatic 

decision on the way entering the West and leaving the East behind. (Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 

116-117) 

After the first multiparty elections Adnan Menderes led the DP to power in 1950 

against all military intentions. Menderes believed that he had to aim at a certain degree 

of activism in foreign policy, so that Turkey could prove its value to its Western allies. 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 117) The pan-Arab movements and the fight against the colonial 

powers would have made it possible for Turkey to build a strategic relationship with its 

neighbours, based on historic-cultural ties and most of all Islam. However, the insistence 

to coordinate with Western (post-) colonial powers and the diplomatic relations with 

Israel enhanced the distrust from the Arab regimes. In the Cold War environment the 

Turkish leaders perceived the Soviet Union as the biggest threat and made diplomatic 

steps towards the Arab countries trying to line them up against the Soviet penetration. 

The Egyptian rejection of the British initiated Middle East Defence Organization and later 

the Baghdad Pact in 1955 clearly signalled the limits of any foreign policy endeavour in 

the region. Even though the Baghdad Pact was aimed at a security alliance, it rather 

destabilized the Turkish neighbourhood by strengthening the animosity between Iraq on 

the one side and Egypt and Syria on the other. In the following years every Turkish 

decision50 regarding the Middle East tried to demonstrate its alliance with the West. The 

Baghdad Pact caused further loss of credibility for Turkey, which was seen as a 

representative of the Western interests in the heart of their region. The Baghdad Pact, 

                                                           
49 After the establishment of the republic a few territorial issues remained to be resolved: the dispute 

between Syria and Turkey on the province of Hatay (Alexandretta) and the dispute between Iraq and Turkey 

on Mosul were resolved only after years of negotiation. (Kibaroğlu and Kibaroğlu 2009, 25-30) 
50 in 1955 Turkey stood against the Non-Aligned group, sided with the West in the Lebanese crisis, pushed 

for intervention in Syria in 1958, stationed groups on the border at the time of the military coup in Iraq in 

1958 (Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 119) 
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however, lost its importance in 1958, with Iraq’s decision to pull out from the treaty.51 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 116-119; Hale 2013, 78-103) 

The military coup against the Menderes government, which led to the execution 

of the Prime Minister himself, triggered a reassessment in Turkey and the elite declared 

the regional foreign policy activism to be a failure. They admitted the impossibility of 

any defence cooperation with the Arab states and Turkey returned to the guidelines of the 

Inönü doctrine for the next two and a half decades and concentrated on Westward foreign 

policy initiatives. The general view in Turkey was that the Baghdad Pact had been a fiasco 

that caused serious disappointment both in the Turkish political elite and the public. 

(Mufti 2009, 42) Not surprisingly, Turkey strengthened the European orientation in its 

foreign policy and signed the Association Agreement with the European Economic 

Community. However, several incidents caused disillusionment with the Western powers. 

These events took place parallel with the Turkish domestic political changes leading to 

the emergence of the Islamist parties.52 1965 brought about the first sign of change. 

Externally, the erupting Cyprus conflict left Turkey without its Western allies, and even 

the Arab countries sided with the Greeks. 53 Domestically, a new, conservative and rural 

political elite started to emerge that did not distance itself entirely from the relations with 

the Arab regimes.54 With the election of the conservative Süleyman Demirel as Prime 

Minister in 1965, a slight change in Turkey’s Middle East policy started to materialize. 

At the same time, Turkish policy towards the region was cautious and was led by the 

principle of non-interference. (Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 120)  The first signs were visible in 

the Arab-Israeli conflict, where Turkey loosened the pro-Israeli stance and rather sided 

with the Arab interests. After the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, Turkey opposed Israel’s 

occupation of the Arab territories and in 1967 and 1973 did not let the US use the NATO 

bases inside Turkey for shipping arms to Israel. Later, in 1975 Turkey voted positively 

on the UN General Assembly resolution designating Zionism to be a kind of racism. 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 123; Mufti 2009, 42)  

                                                           
51 The pact was turned into an ineffective organization, called the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO) 

that was dissolved after the 1979 Iranian revolution.  
52 On the emergence of the Islamist parties the dissertation will further elaborate on.  
53 In 1963 the Greek Cypriot archbishop, President Makarios III threatened to change the constitution of 

Cyprus to a new one underlining the Greek rule. This caused intercommunal violence. In 1964 Turkey 

threatened to intervene in Cyprus but after strong warnings from the United States used only air power in 

support of the Turkish communities. After the Turkish invasion of Northern Cyprus in 1974 the US stopped 

arms shipment to Turkey. 
54 The dissertation will further elaborate on this question. 
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In the 1950s, the Turkish position in the Middle East was rather a reflection of the 

Turkish role in the Western alliance, because the Turkish leaders rather focused on 

fulfilling the Western expectations. In the 1960s the situation changed, the Turkish-

Western alliance weakened over the Cyprus conflict, and the Islamists emerged as a 

remarkable political force on the domestic front. This approach strengthened from the 

1970s and Turkey started to initiate relations with Third World countries. It joined the 

Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) in 1976 as a full member and gave 

permission to the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) to open an office in Ankara. 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 126) After the military coup in 1980, Turkey became isolated from 

the West 55  that pushed Turkey towards its own neighbourhood, mainly the Arab 

countries. However, the military and the Kemalist diplomatic corps tried to adhere to the 

Inönü Doctrine. (Mufti 2009, 57) The Muslim conservative background of the elected 

prime minster, Turgut Özal 56 from 1983 strengthened the background of an “Arab 

opening” even further. The president, Kenan Evren visited the 1984 OIC Summit. 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 127) Following these developments the fear emerged that Turkey 

will turn to the East and abandon its relations with the West. Giving up bilateral relations 

with Israel would have ultimately created a special relationship between the Arabs and 

Turkey. However, it was not in Turkey’s interest; in reality this was out of the question 

for any Turkish governments. 57 The fact that they downgraded the Turkish-Israeli ties to 

the lowest level was more of a reflection of Israel’s act of challenging the regional status 

quo. 58 Turkey always emphasized the importance of the existence of Israel, and at the 

same time too much involvement in the Arab affairs and Islamic solidarity would have 

contradicted secularism. Turkey joined the OIC only with reservations to some points in 

the Charter of the organization. (Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 126) With the emergence of the 

Kurdish question in the 1980s Turkey could not hold up the Inönü Doctrine in its full 

form, and got pulled into the conflicts of the region. Kurdish nationalism flamed up after 

the 1979 revolution in Iran and with the Iraq-Iran war from 1980, which created a power 

                                                           
55 The European Community (EC) decided to suspend the Ankara Agreement officially and therefore froze 

its political relations with Turkey as a result of the military coup d’état on September 12, 1980. The 

European Parliament also decided not to renew the European wing of the Joint Parliamentary Commission 

until a general election being held and a parliament established in Turkey (Erdemli 2004, 4). The US was 

also critical towards Turkey. 
56 Turgut Özal’s origins differed from most of the political elite. He was born in Malatya in a Conservative 

Muslim Anatolian town (Mufti 2009, 58) 

 57On Turkish-Israeli relations see: (Araş 2000) 
58 In 1980 Israel declared Jerusalem the unified capital of the Jewish State, in 1982 waged a war in Lebanon. 
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vacuum in Northern Iraq. The Turkish policies in Eastern Anatolia 59 enhanced the 

tensions between the state and the Kurdish population, which resulted in the start of the 

Kurdish insurgency. Since 1984 more then 40 000 people have died in the military clashes 

between the Turkish Armed Forces and the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (Partiya Karkerên 

Kurdistan – PKK).  

The Turkish leaders always emphasized their desire to be part of the West and 

continue the integration process. Even though Turgut Özal represented the Anatolian, 

Muslim conservative identity, his sympathy towards the West was much stronger than 

any attempt to strengthen the relations in the Arab world. He had a strong belief in the 

Western political system, technological advancement and industrial development. 

Nevertheless his identity also influenced his views on Turkey and the region: he often 

came up with the proposal of being a bridge between the West and the Middle East. 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 129) Özal initiated the accession process to the European 

Community in 1987. (Erdemli, 2004, 4) The economic consideration was of primary 

importance in Turkey’s approach towards the Middle East. Supporting the Anatolian 

entrepreneurs’ and business interests, Özal created incentives also to expand to the East. 

(Laçiner 2009) The gradually rising Anatolian businessmen took this opportunity to make 

investments in the region and boost their export capacities. This attempt was quite 

successful until the second half of the 1980s, when the regional instabilities curbed 

(Kurdish insurgency, end of the Iraq-Iran war, later the Gulf War) the Turkish ambition 

towards the East. 

Suddenly, after the end of the Cold War Turkey lost from its strategic importance 

in the eyes of the West. Sensing these changes, Özal started to pursue a new foreign policy 

line towards the neighbouring regions. During the Gulf Crisis Turkey abandoned its 

decades long neutrality towards the issues of the region. He believed that participation in 

the Western alliance’s efforts in the crisis could prove the strategic importance of Turkey 

once again and at the same time increase its chance to be admitted to the European 

integration. (Laçiner 2009) This caused serious domestic political problems, since most 

of the political forces, including the military leadership disapproved of Turkey’s 

involvement in the military operation in Iraq. The opposition considered Özal’s decision 

adventurous that pulls Turkey in the “swamp of the Middle East”. During the war, a strong 

influx of (mainly Kurdish) refugees occurred, and the decrease in cross border trade was 

                                                           
59 Especially the decision on the Eastern Anatolia Project: a water dam complex in the areas mainly 

populated by Kurds.  



53 
 

deteriorationg for the Eastern Anatolian region. Saddam Hussein in retaliation began to 

arm the outlawed PKK. Turkey’s involvement in the conflict did not contribute to the 

Turkish accession to the European Union, but cost at least 20 billion USD. (Bozdağlioğlu 

2004, 129-130) 

Turkish foreign policy was influenced by two contradicting domestic factors in 

the 1990s. From one side, the military started to gain momentum based on several military 

deals as an effect of the Gulf War. The military basically created its own structures for 

foreign policy making and showed readiness to be engaged with the US and Israel in the 

Middle East. (Mufti 2009, 92) The second factor was the emergence of the Islamists. The 

Islamist element had been strongly present since the 1970s, however, it became especially 

strong during the 1990s. 60 It was exclusively connected to this Islamic appeal that Turkey 

turned its eyes towards the Muslim communities in the Balkans and the Caucasus. The 

rise of the Islamist oriented Welfare Party (Refah Partisi – RP) was a clear sign of these 

developments. During the 1994 elections the RP received most of the votes in important 

cities of Turkey61. In terms of foreign policy they advocated for stronger relations with 

the Middle East and followed through on an anti-West and anti-Israel rhetoric. The leader 

of the RP, Necmettin Erbakan was inaugurated as Prime Minister in June 1996. (Yavuz 

1997, 73) During his almost a year-long premiership he made fundamental changes in 

Turkey’s foreign policy orientation.  

Parallel and in contradiction to the efforts of the Kemalist deputy Prime Minister 

Tansu Çiller from the conservative True Path Party (Dogru Yol Partisi – DYP) who tried 

to convince the West about Turkey’s Western orientation, Erbakan initiated an important 

reorientation in the country’s foreign policy. His first official visit led to Iran, where he 

signed an agreement on the purchase of 20 billion worth of natural gas. (Bozdağlioğlu 

2004, 135-136) He visited several Muslim countries in the Middle East and Southeast 

Asia.  He ambitioned a new role of Turkey in the East and tried to pursue an activist 

foreign policy. He initiated the Developing Eight, or D – 8, that would have been the tally 

of the G 8 cooperation. Turkey advocated for the lifting of the embargo against Iraq and 

Iran. Erbakan kept foreign policy in his own hands and formed it according to the party’s 

ideological stance. (Bilgin 2008) However, Erbakan miscalculated the power of the 

Kemalist elite, especially the military. He knew that his plan needed to be gradual, thus 

                                                           
60 For the history of modern Turkish foreign policy see (Hale 2013; Hale 1994; Bozdağlioğlu 2004) 
61 The RP received almost one-fifth of the votes and gave mayors for major cities such as Istanbul or Ankara. 

(Yavuz 1997 70-71) 
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he tried not to deteriorate the relations with the West and not even with Israel. In fact, 

during the 1990s the Turkish-Israeli relations were flourishing, powered by the bilateral 

military agreements. (Araş 2000; Altunısık 2000; Inbar 2001, 120) The army disapproved 

of the new foreign policy orientation of Turkey. Erbakan not only pursued a foreign policy 

following Islamist ideas, but also embraced Iran and Syria, which heavily supported the 

PKK. (Mufti 2009, 126) The military used political, economic and legal tools to force the 

Erbakan government’s resignation, which happened in June 1997. 62  Despite the attempts 

of the RP, the relationship between Turkey and other Muslim countries did not improve, 

but rather deteriorated. After the resignation of Erbakan the military openly expressed its 

disapproval of the country’s relationship with other, mainly Muslim countries. 

Between 1997 and 2002, the frequently changing coalitions did not follow a 

unified line of foreign policy in the region. First the Mesut Yılmaz’s 63, then Bülent 

Ecevit’s governments 64 returned to the “Inönü Doctrine”. Turkey tried to balance its 

relations in the Middle East, starting to tone down the contacts with Israel and to mediate 

disputes with the neighbouring countries. Still signing important military agreements with 

Israel the Turkish diplomacy tried not to exaggerate the Israeli friendship. This became 

manifest especially after the second intifada broke out in the Palestinian Territories in 

2000. Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit accused Israel of genocide in 2002. (Mufti 2009, 144) 

A serious military conflict was about to break out in 1998 with Syria over the water 

distribution of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. After a few-days long military stand-off at 

the borders, the two countries came to an agreement and Syria exiled Abdullah Öcalan 

the military leader of the PKK. (Sezgin 2002) Ecevit’s main purpose was to create a 

relatively stable and secure external environment for Turkey, in which it can take care of 

the domestic problems (economic crises, earthquake, etc.). For this period of time Turkey 

returned to the “peace abroad” notion, which became disrupted a few years later.   

Turkish foreign policy between 1923 and 2003 was shaped by different factors. 

The external threats and systemic constraints during these decades limited the space for 

manoeuvre for Turkish foreign policy. After the establishment of the new state, the 

                                                           
62 On the connection between the 1997 military coup and the RP, see: (Çağlar 2012) 
63 Mesut Yılmaz formed his second coalition government in June 1997 and ruled as prime minister until 

November 1998. During his period the Turkish government tried to follow a more commercial line, in 

which the Western relations played a more important role. (Kalayçioğlu 2002) 
64 The two coalitional governments of Bülent Ecevit faced a period in foreign policy when “peace at home, 

peace in the world” seemed possible again. After the end of the Balkan wars the antagonism with Syria 

over the water issue and the capture of Abdullah Öcalan promised a fairly quiet period for Turkey, when 

Turkish leaders could concentrate on the Western relations. (Sezgin 2002) 
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introversion came from the unstable external environment, the Turkish leaders made all 

efforts to avoid the upcoming world war and concentrated on state building. In the Cold 

War environment Turkey joined the Western alliance, which also shaped the Turkish 

foreign policy behaviour and generated a “soft-isolationism” as a general principle. This 

attitude was visible in its relations towards the neighbouring countries. Even though in 

certain periods Turkey started to make foreign policy steps towards the East, the main 

approach was reluctance and caution. The wounds after the dissolution of the Ottoman 

Empire did not heal; at the same time, most of the Arab states that were important for 

Turkey became allies of the Soviet Union. The “soft-isolationism” and the “Inönü 

Doctrine” were the main guiding principles of Turkey in its policies in the Middle East. 

However, after the end of the Cold war the environment changed and the conflicts of the 

bipolar world did not force Turkish isolationism any more. The domestic changes of 

Turkey also predicted changes in the foreign policy course of the Turkish Republic. The 

Kemalist-led last coalitions returned to “soft-isolationism”, however, the events after 

September 11, 2001 changed the whole set-up of Turkey’s regional environment. This 

environment created opportunities and also forced Turkey to slowly become a more 

influential actor and drop the “Inönü Doctrine” as guiding principle.  

 

External Factors 

 

 Turkey’s unique geopolitical position predestines that both regional and global 

systemic pressures affect its behaviour. There are both internal and external factors behind 

the changes of Turkey’s foreign policy attitude. To fully understand the changes that 

happened with the AKP’s emergence in power, it is necessary to make an overview of the 

external factors that will later lead to the domestic variables. The following external 

pressures, constituted by the global and regional processes exercised an influence on 

Turkish domestic factors and generated a gradual and later rapid change in Turkish 

foreign policy. By the beginning of the 2000s, foreign policy activism emerged. 

 As mentioned earlier, the introversion of Turkish foreign policy was much 

influenced by the Cold War environment. The external pressures on the decision makers 

were in connection with Turkey’s geostrategic location. Turkey was located on the edge 

of the Western-Eastern stand-off, thus it was not surprising that the US decided to include 

both Turkey and Greece in the newly formed NATO in 1952. (Hale 2013, 121-123) Based 
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on the several-decades long threat from Russia and later the Soviet Union, targeting the 

control of the Turkish Straits – thus  looking for a free exit for the Soviet fleet from the 

Black Sea to the Mediterranean Sea 65 – Turkey did not have any realistic options to 

remain independent unlike during WW II. The Turkish proximity to the Soviet mainland 

posed a strategic threat for the Soviet Union, not to mention the fact that the Turkish 

control over the straits lessened the Soviet military threat from the Mediterranean basin. 

Nevertheless, NATO membership raised the self-confidence of the Turkish decision 

makers in the 1950s; the Menderes government agreed to deploy the Jupiter missiles on 

Turkish soil.66 (Seydi 2010; Göktepe) 

 From the 1960s Turkey distanced itself from the US foreign policy in its region. 

The domestic political problems, as well as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the issue 

of Cyprus can be all blamed for the occasional tensions between Turkey and its Western 

allies. However, this has never changed the strategic importance of Turkey for the 

Western alliance and vice versa. Turkey’s foreign policy identity was significantly shaped 

by the fact that it was an integral part of the Western bloc and parallel by antagonising its 

Eastern neighbours. The West required a rather inactive foreign policy from the Turkish 

decision makers, especially towards the allies of the Eastern Bloc. 

 The end of the Cold War brought a significant change in the set of systemic 

constraints on Turkey. “The end of the Cold War had ended the stable externalities that 

had governed Turkish foreign policy since 1945” (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 119) Turkey 

lost that geostrategic importance and with it the anchor of its foreign policy identity. In 

this new era Turkish foreign policy had to redefine itself in a fast transforming new 

external environment. Europe’s attention turned towards new challenges: the raging war 

in the Balkans and the integration of the Central and Eastern European countries. After 

the collapse of the Soviet Union, the US also diverted its attention towards the 

reintegration of Europe and to the tackling of newly emerged conflicts in the Balkans or 

the Middle East. Turkey was not the irreplaceable bastion of the West anymore. (Hale 

2013 194-226) and the recipe of the previous four decades of relatively quietist foreign 

policy became outdated, to the effect that the question, whether they still belong to the 

West emerged inside Turkey. (Kibaroğlu and Kibaroğlu 2009, 62-63) 

                                                           
65 Turkey was approached several times by the Soviet Union to take over the control of the Turkish Straits, 

or provide a free access for the Soviet navy. (Hale 2013, 48-50, 61-62; Kibaroğlu and Kibaroğlu 2009, 28-

30) 
66 The deployment of nuclear weapons this close to the Soviet Union was partially responsible for the Cuban 

missile crisis 
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 The end of the Cold War brought problems on other fronts as well. Certainly the 

easing of the conventional pressures from the north were evident enough. Even though 

the possible military threat from Russia, especially from the middle of the 1990s onwards 

could not be ruled out, they clearly receded. (As mentioned before, this military threat 

was the original impetus that diverted Turkey out of its independence towards the Western 

alliance.) (Mufti 2009, 88) The disintegration of the Soviet Union, the flames of 

nationalism and the power struggles in the Middle East transformed the external 

environment around Turkey. Turkey was encircled by wars and military conflicts all 

around and more and more external pressures impacted the decision makers to take a pro-

active stance. The beginning of the 1990s brought a new enthusiasm of expanding Turkish 

influence towards the newly independent Turkic areas (Hale 2013, 207-226) and at the 

same time stepping up as an influential actor in the Yugoslav war. (Egeresi 2013e, 43-

44) From the Middle East multiple security threats emerged: the Gulf War, the enormous 

number of Kurdish refugees entering Turkey and the desperate war against the PKK.  

 However, the Turkish foreign policy’s activism was less perceivable after the 

death of President Turgut Özal in 1993. Özal tried to increase Turkey’s foreign policy 

impact in the Turkic republics, in the Balkans and the Middle East (Laçiner 2009), 

however, it did not dispose of the necessary capabilities. In the beginning, Özal tried to 

project Turkish influence through diplomatic, economic and cultural means. However, 

Turkish economy could not finance its ambitions and the readiness to accept the Turkish 

influence was also questionable from the potential recipients’ side as well. There were 

other candidates for regional influence including Russia, Iran and to a lesser extent Saudi 

Arabia as well. The ongoing conflicts in the Balkans, the instabilities in the Middle East 

and Russia’s growing influence prevented any serious Turkish penetration. (Bozdağlioğlu 

2004, 130-136) Turkey was not only unable to provide significant regular financial 

support through its development aid in these areas, but could not become an influential 

actor in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict either. (Demirtepe and Özkan 2012; 649-652) 

Even though the Soviet Union had collapsed, Russia maintained its influence in its close 

neighbourhood through the Commonwealth of the Independent States. Russia used the 

Kurdish and the Turkish-Greek conflicts together with its allies in the Middle East to hold 

Turkey in check. (Mufti 2009, 109-118)  

 The post-Cold War years marked a transitional period in Turkey’s security 

environment. The four decades of the Cold War made the whole external environment 

and the systemic pressures stable, and predictable. The period of the transition ended this 
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predictability. Domestically the activation of supressed identities, especially from the 

Kurds came to pose a threat to the existence of the political regime. External forces could 

use Turkey’s internal problems for their advantage; Iran and Syria heavily used the 

Kurdish card against Turkey in their conflicts. (Barkey and Fuller 1998, 157, 171) 

The original Kemalist view of “peace at home, peace in the world” generated 

inactivity in the foreign policy of Turkey, which was a proper answer to the Cold War 

security environment around Turkey. However, the external security threats in the post-

Cold War era started to force Turkey out of the traditional introverted foreign policy line 

(Mufti 2009, 121) towards a more complex apprehension of endorsing Turkish national 

interests beyond its borders. Mufti points out the paradoxical phenomenon that” the peace 

in the world” slowly started to contradict the “peace at home” doctrine. (Mufti 2009, 122) 

 Especially the Kurdish question and the fight against the PKK turned out to be 

fundamental in this regard. In the beginning the different militant Kurdish groups 

committed terrorist attacks in the countryside. After the military coup of 1980 more and 

more Kurdish leaders voiced their dissatisfaction. A wide range armed conflict broke out 

in 1984 with ambushes, terror attacks and attacks against political targets. (Egeresi 2012, 

98-99) The Turkish Army commanded tens of thousands of soldiers to the Eastern 

districts and pulled the area under a tight police control. In 1987 the Turkish government 

introduced state of emergency in eight governorates. (Egeresi 2012, 98) 

 The intensity of the conflict grew significantly in the 1990s, owing to the regional 

and global political changes and the improvements in the organization of the Kurdish 

militants. The PKK became capable of conducting organized attacks and moving massive 

number of militants that demoralized the Turkish civilians and caused serious damages 

to the Turkish security forces. Ankara answered with commanding even more security 

forces to the East, thus further escalating the situation. (Egeresi 2012, 99-101) The 

international environment gave the PKK a serious advantage. After the Gulf War the Iraqi 

Kurdistan region started to act relatively independently and provided a safe-haven for the 

PKK troops and other militants. In spite of the Turkish army’s multiple cross border 

interventions, the PKK kept its strength and capabilities. During the 1990s the PKK built 

up a wide network of bases mainly outside of the Turkish borders (Lebanon, Syria and 

Iraq) and occasionally penetrated the country through the mountain areas. (Barkey and 

Fuller 1997) The most problematic was Syria, where the Assad regime gave not only 

logistical, but also financial help to these organizations that were fighting against Turkey. 

(Sezgin 2002, 47-63) The Turkish government also had to coordinate its foreign policy 
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actions with its military strategy. After the military standoff between Syria and Turkey in 

1998, the Assad regime expelled the PKK’s leader, Abdullah Öcalan 67 and the Turkish-

Syrian relations started to warm up again. Turkey had to react to the domestic insurgency 

of the Kurds with activating its foreign policy as well in its immediate neighbourhood. 

The key to it was that Ankara started to settle its disagreements with Syria and Lebanon. 

(Sezgin 2002, Bishku 2012, 45-47) 

 The end of the Cold War meant a fundamental change in world politics, the 

transition to a US-led unipolar world. The third Gulf War weakened Iraq significantly 

and strengthened the autonomy of the Northern Kurdish populated provinces. 68 However, 

the American interventions were yet to create a power vacuum in the area. Only 10 years 

later the military intervention in Afghanistan had a strong destabilizing effect in the whole 

region, however, it was not yet a game-changer. The American presence and the lack of 

stability did not directly affect the Middle East, since Afghanistan was far-away. On the 

regional scene, the real change was brought about by the American intervention in Iraq 

and the toppling of the Saddam Hussein regime. The fall of Iraq created a vacuum in the 

power balance of the region. The international campaign of rebuilding security and 

creating democracy in Iraq and the raging war, the continuous terror attacks and the 

tensions between the Sunni and the Shiite population all pointed towards a mid-to long-

term regional power struggle. The American invasion of Iraq in 2003 meant a blow to the 

American influence in the Middle East and created a power vacuum that called for other 

regional actors to step in. Turkey was one of these regional powers. The political and 

security implications of these events were not negligible, not to mention the possible 

economic gains from being an important player in rebuilding Iraq. The US requested the 

authorization from the AKP government in 2003 to use of Turkish soil and bases in the 

intervention in Iraq but the parliament voted against this proposal. (Hale and Özbudun 

2009, 29-132) This decision caused serious tensions in the American-Turkish relations 

and raised Turkey’s credibility in the Middle East. With this decision, Turkey proved that 

it is ready to pay stronger attention to its immediate neighbourhood and take part in the 

stabilization efforts.  

                                                           
67 Öcalan was captured by Turkish Special Forces in Kenya in 1999. Since then he is held in a high security 

Turkish prison. (Sezgin 2002, 50-63) 
68 The Operation Desert Shield and the Operation Desert Storm against Iraq deteriorated Baghdad’s political 

and military power, thus the Northern independent areas could widen their independence. 
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It was not only the external threats and the changes in Turkey’s security 

environment that triggered activism in Turkish foreign policy but its relations with the 

European Community. It was PM Turgut Özal who reintroduced the goal of joining the 

European Union among the main goals of Turkish foreign policy. After Özal’s decision 

to officially apply for membership to the European Economic Community in 1987 

(Erdemli 2003, 5), Turkey made efforts to get closer to the European track once again.  

The question of the European integration cannot be underrated, there are both 

pragmatic and identity based reasons behind it. Since the end of the 19th century Turkey’s 

leadership has always projected the desire to gain acceptance as a European state. 

Regardless of the fact that Turkey joined the NATO, the main goal has always been being 

part of the elite club of Europe. From the pragmatic side, Turkey aimed at strengthening 

its ties with Europe for simple economic gains; being part of an ongoing integration 

process promised higher turnouts in trade and investments, and more importantly would 

have given assurances against being left out. From a political perspective, Turkey’s 

relations with the West, especially with the US had had their ups and downs, thus they 

needed Europe as an anchor. 

Turkey applied first to the EEC relatively early in 1959 without realizing the actual 

meaning of this application. It was rather a political declaration and signalling the will of 

Europeanization of the country. The application did not lead to negotiations on 

membership, it was rather regarded as an important step forward, the EEC and Turkey 

signed the association agreement in 1963. (Szigetvári 1998, 5) Fulfilling the requirement 

of the agreement generated serious economic problems in Turkey and caused domestic 

disagreements that blocked the integration process for decades. Following Greece, PM 

Süleyman Demirel, handed in the application for the second time in 1980, however, the 

military coup of the same year dropped the accession off the agenda. Many observers 

believe that Turkey missed a historic opportunity. (Bozdağlioğlu 2003, 75) The European 

countries reacted with strong criticism of the military coup and its aftermath. By this time 

the promotion of democracy and human rights had become a priority over other possible 

foreign policy gains from the Turkish accession. (Hale 2003) 

The 1980 coup meant a serious setback in the EU-Turkish relations, despite all the 

efforts of the military regime. The EU imposed sanctions on Turkey, the fourth financial 

protocol of the association agreement was suspended and several critical statements were 

released on the status of the human rights in Turkey. In 1982 the EC-Turkey 

Parliamentary Committee was suspended as well. (Bozdağlioğlu 2003, 76) In the 1970s 
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only the Islamist political groups voiced that the Judeo-Christian European elite club does 

not want Turkey to be one its members, now the suspicion arose in wider political groups. 

This psychological crisis went further with the accession of Greece in 1981. 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2003, 77)  

The parliamentary elections in 1983 that ended the military regime slightly eased 

the tensions between the EC and Turkey, which still remained critical. The Özal 

leadership introduced neoliberal economic reforms and gradually reached an agreement 

with the military to release the political prisoners, who were imprisoned as a result of the 

1980 coup and the Turkish parliament stopped approving death penalties. Özal made 

Turkey’s future membership in the EC a focal pronouncement of his foreign policy goals. 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2003, 77) As an acknowledgment of these reforms the European 

Parliament adopted the decision on reviving the association agreement in 1988. As a 

result of the positive feedbacks from Europe Özal was convinced that the time has come 

for Turkey to join the EC and handed in the official Turkish application. (Ataman 2002) 

Presumably, Özal was aware of the fact that the decreasing tensions between the Soviet 

Union and the US would eventually lead to the loss of Turkey’s geostrategic importance, 

and so the accession to the EC would be much more difficult. At the same time, there was 

a consensus in the society and the political elite about European integration. This is why 

it came as a shock and deep disappointment that the EC deferred Turkey’s membership 

for an indefinite period. After the official application, more and more obstacles emerged, 

mainly in the form of resolutions by the European Parliament69 on critical political issues 

that offended Turkey.  

This critical approach was made worse by the new definitions of Europeanness 

based on cultural factors. (Rostoványi 2004, 354-355; Rostoványi 1999) Europe, which 

opened its arms towards Turkey during the Cold War changed its attitude towards the 

once so important ally. This led to stronger isolationism from the EU side and to 

strengthened Turkish foreign policy efforts to prove Turkey’s European credentials and 

to establish stronger links with the European Union. One of the most important steps came 

in 1995 with signing the Customs Union Agreement with the EU. The customs union 

caused a serious trade deficit in the first years for Turkey, which triggered wide domestic 

discussions on the positive and negative factors of the integration process. (Bozdağlioğlu 

2003, 81) 

                                                           
69 The European Parliament passed resolutions discussing the Armenian, the Cyprus and Kurdish questions 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2003, 79) 
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After almost a decade of reforms and the successful accession to the customs 

union the Turkish public expected that the EU would open its doors and offer a “roadmap” 

for Turkey. The expectation was that since Turkish governments had been cooperating 

with the EC for decades, and Turkey was a NATO member and now part of the customs 

union, consequently it should join the EU together with the post-Socialist countries. 

However, the expectations soon turned into disappointment again. The Luxembourg 

summit of the European Council in 1997 did not list Turkey among the candidate 

countries that could start the negotiations. This was a serious break in the mindset of the 

Turkish leadership. (Öniş 2000) Different leaders heavily criticized the EU, however, 

they still hoped for the negotiations to start soon and did not stop the reform agenda. The 

Helsinki summit in 1999 named Turkey among the candidates for membership, but unlike 

the other candidates Ankara did not receive a date for starting the negotiations. (Öniş 10-

11) This decision was made only in 2004, and negotiations were launched in 2005. The 

Helsinki decision was an important positive feedback towards Turkey, however, it also 

had very important effects on Turkish politics. It forced Turkey once again to prove its 

democratic credentials and to prove that it belonged to the EU and that it could act 

according to its values also in its foreign policy. 

 

Internal Factors 

 

After analysing the main external influences, this dissertation gives an analysis 

and an explanation of the Turkish foreign policy changes through the internal framework 

that was specified earlier, using Schweller’s four variables. (Schweller 2004, 170-181) 

The questions of social cohesion and the government’s vulnerability give answer to the 

question, how much the society supports the existing institutions, accepts their legitimacy 

and poses a threat to the existing government to stay in power. Elite consensus and elite 

cohesion give an answer to how much the elite creates one group and to what extent 

clashes are expected between the decision makers and the others. Major changes and 

difficult decisions are only possible in a state of consensus. These factors emphasize that 

it is not states that make decisions but their leaders do.  

The first section analyses the transformation process of the society from the 

establishment of the Turkish Republic. The power of the Anatolian masses due to a slow 

territorial shift to the cities and regional centres. This started to pose new claims both in 
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domestic and foreign policies. With their slow emergence in the political and economic 

hubs the social cohesion inside the Turkish society changed and their claim became 

represented more and more in the leadership. A slow conservative shift occurred and 

besides the conservative and nationalistic, less elitist parties the Islamists gained strength. 

The social acceptance of the old elite was decreasing and a claim for a new representation 

emerged. 

The second and the third sections try to explain the changes inside the political 

and the economic elite groups. These sections concentrate on the clashes within the elite 

groups and on the slow demise of the old political elite with the gradual rise of the new 

Islamist political elite. This progress went parallel with the strengthening of a new 

business elite and a middle class in Anatolia. The growing power of this elite and the 

newly emerged claims of the masses both contributed to the changes in the political arena. 

Their claim aimed at the political representation of their Muslim conservative identity 

that the old elite failed to answer. The new political and economic elite initiated changes 

in the foreign policy direction of Turkey as well.  

The fourth and the fifth sections deal with two questions that influenced Turkish 

internal changes the most: the EU accession process and the violent conflict with the 

Kurds in the Eastern provinces. These two factors affected both the elite groups and the 

whole society. The concluding section gives an overview of how the external influences 

(elaborated on in the previous sections) are filtered through these domestic factors before 

translated into certain decisions of the foreign policy executive. This will give an 

opportunity to verify the first hypothesis of the dissertation.  

 

Transformation inside the Turkish society: top-down modernization versus 

bottom-up development 

 

Approximately 80 years after the establishment of the modern Turkish state the 

transformation created the claim inside the society for a fundamental change. This change 

influenced not only the internal political arena, but Turkish foreign policy as well. In the 

last century of the Ottoman Empire the need for modernization became unavoidable. The 

state elite identified the main reason behind the decline in the military superiority of the 

West. The top-down modernization efforts already started in the 18th century and became 

more concentrated from the middle of the 19th century with the consecutive reforming 
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edicts, collectively known as the Tanzimat (Reorganization, 1839-1871).70 The aim of the 

reforms was to adopt the Western military and administrative culture. As an important 

element of the modernization efforts separate schools were established for the military 

and civil bureaucracy, which became the main sources of the Westernized knowledge and 

lifestyle. This contributed to the exclusivity of a bureaucratic and military class that 

embraced secular positivist ideas and mentality. As a result, the early modernization 

process never stepped over the social boundaries of the elite groups, consequently never 

penetrated the whole society. (Zürcher 2004, 50-70; Bozdağlioğlu 2003, 36-40)  

WW I brought a devastating defeat and resulted in the dissolution of the Ottoman 

Empire. This moment created an opportunity for the new military and bureaucratic elite 

to reshape the power relations inside the Turkish society. Mustafa Kemal Atatürk leading 

the secular positivist groups won the War of Independence that resulted in a widely 

recognized legitimacy of the new elite’s political power. With the creation of the modern 

Turkish Republic in 1923 the question of modernization and westernization resurfaced. 

(Zürcher 2004, 133-165) The so called Kemalism, or Kemalist principles have been 

defined retrospectively on the basis of the 6 arrows, (six principles: nationalism, 

republicanism, populism, secularism, statism, revolutionism) 71 which were revealed in 

1931 at the Congress of the ruling Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi – 

CHP) and finally became institutionalized in 1937, when they were incorporated into the 

Turkish constitution. (Zürcher 2004, 181) 

In Atatürk’s view, following the post-Tanzimat ideas, culture and civilization 

were inseparable (Bozdağlioğlu 2003, 46), the path of modernization required the full 

engagement with the Western ideas and the disposal of everything which represents the 

“old order”. Some authors describe the Kemalist project as “tutelary democracy” in which 

Atatürk and the Turkish elite elevated Turkey from the demise of the Ottoman past and 

placed it on the track of a modern nation with secular and democratic foundations. 

(Zürcher 2004, 177-179; Davison and Parla 2004, 2-5) The state-building project was 

carried out by a very thin social class, the bureaucratic-military elite on a distinctive and 

exclusive ideological basis of secularism, rationalism, statism, nationalism. 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2003, 51) In their view, the Turkish people, the masses were still oriental, 

therefore did not arrive to the level of political maturity to implement and act according 

to Western democracy. (Bozdağlioğlu 2003, 51) “Social engineering, seen as corollary to 

                                                           
70 On the Tanzimat period see: (Zürcher 2004, 50-70; Mufti 2009 10-14),  
71 On the six arrows see: (Davison and Parla 2004) 
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positivism, became the reformist elite’s model for a rational reconstruction of Turkish 

society”. (Göle 1997, 48)  

In the multi-ethnic, multicultural Ottoman Empire the glue of cohesion was Islam. 

After the dissolution of the empire the need for such a glue diminished and in the eyes of 

the positivist modernist elites religion became the main source of backwardness. 

Secularism was considered to be the prerequisite of Westernization rather than of 

democratization. (Göle 1997, 49) Gellner calls this phenomenon “didactic secularism”, a 

moralistic teaching of how to conduct one’s life. (Gellner 1981, 68) The Westernization 

project and the Western-oriented policies aimed at moving away from the Islamic 

traditions and practice, and from the Middle Eastern civilization as a whole. The main 

process of the cultural Westernization started with the exclusion of Islam from every 

aspect of the state, and enhanced the creation of the Turkish nationalism. (Bozdağlioğlu 

2003, 53) Although, a relatively concentrated group of the political, military leadership 

and elite attained the new cultural and political identity, the rural population remained 

almost untouched by the reforms. (Göle, 1996 50) The reforms focused on the main cities, 

political, and economic centres, but never penetrated deeply into the rural masses of 

Anatolia. (Bozdağlioğlu 2003, 54) The imposed secularization process further widened 

the social gap between the elite groups and the rural population. According to Yavuz, this 

process “…subordinated religion to the political realm, and alienated society from the 

state… “. (Yavuz 1997, 64) This became the starting point of the serious political struggle 

between secularists and Muslims (later Islamists) for power and the government position.  

.  

Şerif Mardin created an often used classification and framework for the analysis 

of the above mentioned transformation of the Turkish society. (Mardin 1973; Mardin 

2005) According to his argumentation the Turkish society had a centre and a periphery 

and the confrontation between these segments survived the modernization process. The 

original roots of this cleavage lie in the contrast between the Ottoman bureaucracy and 

the segmented structure of Ottoman Anatolia. (Mardin 1973, 171) This cleavage further 

widened with the imposed modernization process. (Mardin 1973, 183-184) As a result, 

the distance between the central elite and the illiterate, religious groups of the periphery 

greatly increased (Sunar and Toprak 2004, 160), minority groups that opposed the 

changes were literally ruled out from politics, namely the Kurds and the religious Muslim 

communities. (Polat 2013, 4) 
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The Turkish leadership had to rebuild the identity of the new Republic, but the 

war-torn economy as well. After the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire they inherited 

only fragments of the previous economic system and the first attempts of building a 

liberal, market based economy were seriously distorted. The main engine of the economic 

development became the state, growth was based on state-sponsored investments in the 

heavy industry. After the first free elections in 1950, the DP government started economic 

reforms in the direction of free trade policies and market economy. (Sunar 1990) At the 

same time, Turkey continued approaching the West, which came with the price of an 

urgent state-led development in certain fields. After the accession to the NATO in 1952, 

the Turkish state invested heavily into its critical security infrastructure. The upgraded 

transportation system improved the mobility of the massive rural population and fulfilled 

the demand of the growing industry. It caused migratory effects soon and in the course of 

the 1950s rural population started to move to regional industrial and city centres (Berik 

and Bilginsoy 1996, 40-43) and became more and more self-aware and organized. Ayşe 

Öncü highlights this process as “Istanbul exploded in the post-war decades to become a 

city of peasants.” (Öncü 1994, 292) The originally Kemalist cities experienced an influx 

of the Islamic identity from the areas which were at best partially touched by the Kemalist 

reforms. At the same time, from the 1950s a large number of skilled, blue collar workers 

moved to Germany and later to other parts of Western Europe, leaving a vacuum after 

them in Turkish society. This vacuum was filled up eventually by the incoming rural 

population. The failure of the import-substituting economic model also increased the 

influx of the rural population. (Keyder 1994, 61) Using Mardin’s model (Mardin 1973) 

we can explain this series of event as follows: From the 1950s, the periphery started to 

move to the centre and influence it. The primacy of the Kemalist elite started to grade 

down, even though it remained unquestioned owing to the guardianship of the army. From 

the 1960s the growing presence for Islamic movements became visible and resulted in 

the growing popularity of the Islam-oriented political parties.  

The artificially created cultural and social distance between the centre and the 

periphery made the clash between the old elite and the new uprising social groups 

unavoidable. The Islam of Anatolia arrived in the cities, including Istanbul, Ankara and 

Izmir. Their arrival introduced new needs in the urban areas, new social formations were 

created. A growing claim for political representation emerged, this time not in a faraway 

hidden spot in Anatolia, but in the cities. Göle argues that the “very project of 

modernization, based on external references, alien to local customs and traditions has 
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perverted the relationship between the secular elites and the people. The established elites 

no longer provide familiar model for the newly riding social groups to identify with…” 

(Göle, 1997 52) Islamism filled up this gap in the society and provided Muslims from the 

periphery and the urban centres a guide of conduct for their daily lives other than the 

Kemalist modernist project. (Göle, 1997, 52) The Islamic movements started to answer 

the needs and aspirations of these new social groups. “Islamism became the political 

expression of a conflictual link between an Islamic-Turkish identity and a secular Western 

modernity.” (Göle 1997, 53) 

Fear from the Communist threat and the possible communist infiltration to the 

Turkish society was also an important factor in this transformation process that changed 

the status of Islam and Islamism. From the 1970s, communism emerged as a response to 

poverty and the growing needs of the political masses in the urban and rural population 

centres. The idea of the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis72 was created by a rightist-conservative 

civil society organization, the Intellectuals’ Heart (Aydınlar Ocaği – AO) in order to unify 

the conservative rightist political groups in Turkey against a possible Communist threat. 

(Çetinsaya 1999, 369) It incorporated and compromised Turkish nationalism and Islam, 

factors that were defined incompatible by Atatürk himself. (Çetinsaya 1999, 363; Kurt 

2010, 117) “According to this Islam is one of the components of Turkish culture among 

many others, and does not have any superiority over other constituents“. (Arıkan 1998, 

126) Following this view, Islam was part of the Turkish greatness, the last stage in the 

historical evolution of the Turks achieving their goal to rule the world. (Arıkan 1998, 126)  

The internal political chaos paired with important changes in the international 

environment (the Islamic revolution of Iran and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan) 

triggered the third military coup in 1980. The military rule in 1980-83 brought the 

renewed attempt of social engineering. After closing all political parties and other 

organizations that had activities related to Islamism or leftist ideologies. Dozens of people 

were executed, thousands imprisoned, half a million arrested and even more blacklisted 

for their previous political activity. (Hale 1994, 251-256) In order to curb the two decades 

of political and social fragmentation, and to weaken the leftist/Communist groups the 

Turkish military introduced the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis, which combined Turkish 

nationalism and Islam working as a new glue to plaster the deep cracks of the Turkish 

society that emerged during the preceding two decades of violence and turmoil. (Arıkan 

                                                           
72 Turkish-Islamic Synthesis became very influential ideology of the 1980-1983 military regime. (Kurt 

2010, 117-118) 
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1998, 126) The very fact that the military regime took the doctrine of the Turkish-Islamic 

Synthesis as guidance in the aftermath of the 1980 coup signalled an important step in the 

transformation of the Turkish society: the gradual decline of the old elite and the 

emergence of other nationalist and Islam oriented elite groups. 

Another element in the social transformation was the emergence of the civil 

society. The process started at the end of the 1970s and was accelerated by the 

liberalization reforms of Özal.73 Turkish civil society was traditionally weak, and 

controlled from above by the state through corporatist structures, hindered by the elitist 

structure of the society itself. (Toprak 1992, 89-92) The top-down style reforms left no 

space for an evolving civil society under the close and thorough state-led control. Statism 

destined the Turkish civil society to be fragile and vulnerable from the very beginning. 

(Burak 2011, 60) In the 1950s the emergence of the multi-party politics paved the way 

for a new civil society to be established, but the establishment of new labour unions and 

other basic organizations did not contribute to the emergence of a sound democratic civil 

society that can oppose the state. The consecutive interventions of the military in state 

affairs and the restrictive polity further narrowed the space of the civil society. According 

to Burak the 1982 constitution following the coup of 1980 was particularly designed to 

reduce citizen participation in politics and to repress pluralistic democracy in which trade 

unions, voluntary associations and professional associations had played an open and 

active role in politics. (Burak 2011, 63, Toprak 1988, 126-127) However, the revival of 

the civil society started shortly after the new constitution stepped into force. Along with 

the economic reforms came liberalization in political freedoms and rights of citizens. 

Some of the legal obstacles were removed74 to open up possibilities for freedom of 

expression. Establishing civil organizations, unions and political parties became possible 

once again.  

There is one more element to be described: the radical changes in the lifestyle and 

the level of life. From the 1970s growing interaction and economic relations with Europe, 

the mass media revolution and the continuous feedbacks from the numerous migrant 

workers raised the expectations of the society regarding the standards of living. By the 

                                                           
73 Following Burak’s study (Burak, 2011) on the development of the Turkish civil society I apply Keane’s 

definition on the term civil society (Keane, 1998). According to this definition the civil society represents 

the total of all the voluntary economic and cultural institutions that are concerned with activities outside of 

the state domain, they influence, put pressure on the state, but maintain their autonomy vis-á-vis the state 

itself. 
74 Articles 141, 142, and 163 of the 1982 Constitutions were removed (Çaha 2001, 40-41) 
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1980s, Turkey experienced a revolution in its social and economic expectations. 

(Çarkoğlu and Kalaycioğlu 2009, 19) Consumerism and the possibilities provided by 

market economy raised a new urban middle class. This new urban middle class created a 

new type of civil society which was interested in market economy and liberalism, a new 

openness to the outside world, but deeply rooted in the Islamic traditions. They grew up 

from the rural population that migrated to the urban industrial centres. The 

democratization process resulted in the expansion of political and economic opportunity 

spaces in favour of Islam related forces. “The locus of decision-making shifted from the 

traditional bureaucratic elites to the political elites”. (Burak, 2011, 65)  

 The internal transformation of the Turkish society questioned some of the main 

pillars of the structure created by the Kemalist nation-building programme. This became 

the basic societal change that, parallel, led to the emergence of the new political and 

business elites that already had the power to speak up for their interests and claim their 

own right in governance. The changes in the society, the periphery’s slow but continuous 

move to the centre reached its critical point in the 1980s and continued further in the 

1990s. The “old” Kemalist elite was losing its power, on the other hand a new 

conservative, and religious middle class and elite was on the rise. In Schweller’s 

terminology these changes can be interpreted by the strong weakening of the elite 

cohesion and consensus, and the social cohesion behind the old governing groups and a 

slow rise of a new elite became inevitable. However, owing to the military’s constant 

intervention into domestic politics all of the regime’s vulnerability was high, which acted 

against the military leadership’s will. To see an effective change in Turkish foreign policy 

even this factor had to be changed. The following parts of this dissertation will make an 

analysis of the changes inside the elite and the elite society relationship. This will give an 

opportunity to understand the foreign policy moves of Turkey in the different periods and 

understand the reasons behind the internal claim for a more active foreign policy. 

 

Transformation of the political elite groups 

 

As defined earlier, Schweller’s variables, elite consensus and elite cohesion give 

an answer to how much the elite creates one group and to what extent clashes are expected 

between the decision makers and the others. Major changes and difficult decisions are 

only possible in a state of consensus. This chapter will show, how a new elite group 

emerged, while the cohesion of the old governing political elite loosened. Arguably the 
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major fractures inside the Turkish elite can be observed between the Kemalist versus 

Islamist/Muslim positions. To continue the previous section’s line of thought, firstly this 

chapter will elaborate on the rise of a new Islamist political elite, then on the gradual 

weakening of the Kemalist elite groups. 

 

Emergence of the Islamist political elite 

Islam was and still is a major element defining the identity of the Turkish society. 

In the Ottoman period Islam served as an unavoidable source of legitimacy. Islam was 

the provider of the unity of state and religion, the basis of the state itself and more than 

that, a symbol of the unity of the whole Turkish society. However, Islam was not 

homogeneous and reflected the distinction between the elite and the rural masses. The 

Quran-based well defined and scripted Sunni-Hanafi Islam became the religion of the 

central authorities and population centres, while underdeveloped Anatolia followed an 

oral-culture-based heterodox Islam. As a consequence, religion, which was the main 

unifying symbol inside the society contributed to the elitist structure, which was held up 

after the collapse of the Empire. (Yavuz 2009, 17) This predefined the relationship 

between state and religion for the Republican elite. The reforms of the Tanzimat were not 

against Islam, exclusion of the religion was never a goal of the reformers. The elites of 

the new Turkish Republic brought fundamental change, their modernization was based 

on the antagonism between state and religion, demonizing the role of Islam. (Yavuz 2009, 

23) Yenigün argues that Republican reforms against Islam represented a major rupture 

that would eventually turn Islam into an oppositional identity. (Yenigün 2005) The new 

Republic suppressed the role of Islam, further institutionalizing the relation of religion 

and state. One of the six arrows, secularism (laiklik – laicism) was a leading idea behind 

this process.75 Islam sank to the level of the individuals, therefore ceased to be a source 

of legitimacy for the state.  

Instead, Kemalism became an artificial source of legitimacy promoted by the state 

and a narrow group of the elitist society. The Kemalist elite of Ankara and the Western 

urban population centres claimed the right to exclusively define the new identity of 

                                                           
75 The deep secularizing reforms aimed at both Islamic institutions and Islamic practices. As symbols of 

continuity with the past the institutional elements of Islam were either abolished or recreated for the 

purposes of the Republic. The abolishment of the Caliphate in 1924 transferred its functions on the TBMM, 

and this way became state functions. This reform symbolically cut the edges of the past on a way to a new, 

secular understanding of modernization, in which they emphasized the subservient role of religion to the 

state. The Department of Religious Affairs (DRA) was established by the TBMM in 1924 for the 

coordination of the religious life and institutions connected to Islam. (Yavuz 2009, 22-23) 
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Turkey. However, the extensive attempt of social engineering never truly penetrated the 

masses of Anatolia; the society of the provinces remained relatively untouched by the 

central reforms. The main characteristics of the centre became secularism, elitism, 

modernization and Westernization. The periphery was defined as their antithesis: 

provincial, backward, rural, uneducated, strongly connected to and identified with Islam. 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2008, 46-51; Davison and Parla 2004, 5-7) 

As a result of the democratic opening of 1950s and the fact that the ruling 

Democratic Party (Demokrat Partisi – DP) did not deny connection to Islam meant the 

first opening. The following three decades of the multi-party system brought further 

changes, which resulted in a deeper role of Islam in the society; internal movement of the 

rural population to the industrial urban centres, the growing socialist threat in the Cold 

War period; the intensified interaction between state and society. As a result of the multi-

party system a new opportunity of representation opened up for the unrepresented public. 

After the 1960 military coup, the 1961 liberal constitution allowed for new social 

constructions, political groups, associations, charity organizations and student ensembles. 

However, the centre-right government of Süleyman Demirel76  could not deal with the 

deepening economic crisis and the political instability, and the state sank into chaos with 

universal strikes and growing violence. In this atmosphere Necmettin Erbakan established 

the National Outlook Movement (Millî Görüş – MG)77, which followed a religio-political 

agenda. Connected to the movement, the first openly Islam oriented party, which 

questioned Kemalism, the National Order Party (Mili Nizzam Partisi – MNP) was 

established in 1970. His second party, the National Salvation Party (Milli Selamet Partisi 

– MSP)78 was the first ever Islamist party to participate in coalitional governments in 

1974 and between 1975 and 1977. (Yıldız 2003; Yeşilada 2002, 64-67) Erbakan became 

the defining figure of the Islamic oriented political map in Turkey for the succeeding three 

decades.  

The Kemalist reform agenda never effectively answered the needs of the masses 

of Anatolia. Erbakan built on the growing discontent of the religious Sunni-Muslim 

Anatolian farmers and a conservative Anatolian lower middle class79. Yavuz explains this 

                                                           
76 On the rise of Demirel’s Justice Party (Adalet Partisi – AP) see: (Sherwood 1967) 
77 On the establishment of the MG see: Çınar 2008, 28-30, on the political parties connected to the MG see 

Yıldız 2003) 
78 The MNP was banned after the military coup in 1971 and Erbakan fled to Switzerland. He returned to 

Turkey a year later and reorganized the political movement.  
79 Small businessmen and shopkeepers of the cities in the East 
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phenomenon as a class based rebellion against the secularist-Kemalist state. (Yavuz 2009, 

49) Erbakan provided a new approach to modernization, which did not leave the 

marginalized classes in Anatolia behind. In his views the incorporation of the Islam and 

the Ottoman social and moral values into the value system of the political and economic 

leadership was desirable, in opposition to imported Europeanization. (Hale and Özbudun 

2010, 5-9) 

The crackdown on the socialist and communist movements did not change the 

economic problems, the lack of political representation and the feeling of insecurity in 

the society. After a short period of time and the suspension of martial law the leftist 

movements using their extended networks returned to the streets, student movements and 

trade unions began to revitalize again and a period of political violence flared up. The 

fragmentation of the Turkish society along political (left vs. right), ethnic (Turkish versus 

Kurdish) and religious (Islamist vs. Kemalist) lines reached to the point that worried the 

Turkish military and the 3rd military coup became inevitable in 1980, during which all 

political parties and movements were banned. (Hale 1993, 251-256) 

1980 was a turning point in the history of the Islamic political movements in 

Turkey. The first political calls of the Islamists after the 1950s did not exceed the efforts 

to extend individual rights of religious freedom. The Islamist parties were reluctant to 

speak openly against the Kemalist secular system, hiding their political agenda behind 

symbols and mainly focusing on providing social services to the needy and religious 

communities. (Çetinsaya 1999, 368-369) However, with the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis 

Islamic activism became systematically recognized as part of the anti-Communist 

political centre-right. Islam started to be discussed in the framework of nationalism, and 

Turkish identity became intertwined with Islam. Being Turkish became equal to being 

Muslim (not questioning one’s religiousness or secular affiliation). (Çetinsaya 1999, 374-

375) The personality of Turgut Özal, the first prime minister after the military re-

established the civilian rule in 1983 is already a good example of this change. As a deeply 

religious man, coming from the countryside, he represented the neglected population of 

the East that was regarded as backward. The Turkish elite did not view Özal as fit for the 

Prime Ministry or the Presidency, which in their heart it belonged to a blond, French-

speaking Istanbulite. (Mufti 2009, 58) His neoliberal reforms, the measures that 

introduced new norms in Turkish economy deeply transformed the society. 

After the military coup in 1980 the military led governing body immediately 

started economic reforms. The failed policy of import-substitution was suspended, and 
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already in the period of the interim military rule between 1980 and 1983 the reforms 

aiming market liberalization started. 80 In 1983 in the elections after the military coup 

Özal’s Motherland Party (Anavatan Partisi – ANAP)81 surprisingly received the majority 

in the Turkish National Assembly and was requested to form the government. Özal, as an 

advocate of economic liberalization kick-started the liberalization process and the deep 

structural changes. “The new liberal economic policies of the government and the 

environment of freedom of enterprise contributed to the start of a new era in Turkish 

society.” (Çarkoğlu and Kalayçioğlu 2009, 20) 

In the predominantly Islam countryside the economic role of the small and 

medium enterprises was on the rise, enhanced by the binding force of Islam. Family 

values and religion became sufficient to support the success of these communities, even 

though the compatibility of Islam and business life was seriously questioned. (Tuğal 

2002, 99-101) In parallel with the Islamic society that gradually penetrated the centre of 

the Turkish society, a new business elite82 grew up, originating from Anatolia and the 

originally backward rural provinces of Turkey. Coming from a conservative background, 

they were exposed to Islamic values from a very early age and later on they were 

connected to the social services provided by the local Sunni/Sufi orders (e.g. dormitories 

during university years, etc.) (ESI 25) They came from a marginalized milieu, the 

backward areas of Turkey which were left out from the state led developing efforts. The 

1980s brought the first social groups that were able to challenge the official Kemalist state 

policies. Yavuz (2009, 54) emphasizes the fact that Islamic identity was not a catalyst but 

rather instrument of redefining the power relations in the Turkish politics and economy. 

Applying Mardin’s categorization (Mardin 1973), the periphery slowly penetrated the 

centre and started to claim its own rights. 

The new bourgeoisie became the main supporter of the Islamic movement and 

their support reached their climax in the middle of 1990s. After the military lifted the ban 

on political parties, Erbakan established the Welfare Party (Refah Partisi – RP) in 1987. 

Both the MG and the RP changed their political agenda putting the emphasis from the 

poorest to the claims of the new Muslim economic elite. After the death of Turgut Özal 

                                                           
80 Turgut Özal took up the leadership of the economic reform process as head of the State Planning 

Organization and later undersecretary of the Prime Minister’s office and state minister. (Mufti 2009, 58-

59) 
81 On the history of the ANAP see: (Kalayçioğlu 2002) 
82 The emergence of the new Anatolian bourgeoisie has a wide literature. Here a few examples will be 

mentioned: (Acar, Demir and Toprak, 2004; Çokgezen and Özcan 2003; ESI 2005; Buğra 1998; Keyder 

1994; Rubin 2005) 
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in 1993 a new era began to take shape in Turkey: the ANAP could not be the exclusive 

force of the centre right any more, and Islamists funded and supported by the new elite 

reached a major success in the 1994 municipal elections, receiving almost one-fifth of the 

votes. (Yavuz 2009, 62)  

Other changes strengthened the power of the Islam-oriented movements. The 

1980 military coup hit the socialist organizations hard and created a vacuum in the 

society. Islamic charities and organizations, providing social services started to fill this 

vacuum. This change through the growing Islamic networks enhanced the position of the 

Islamist political parties. A similar effect was conduced by Özal’s neoliberal reforms, and 

the decline of the state’s role in the economy. The drawing back of state institutions and 

the cut in welfare subsidies created a growing social need for a substitute that was filled 

in by Islamic religious groups and the new Anatolian bourgeoisie. The religious 

entrepreneurs became major stakeholders of promoting the Islamic discourse in the 

Turkish society. (Keyder 1994, 64-65) 

The results of this process had become visible by the mid-1990s, first after the 

historic victory in the municipal elections, and soon after that when Erbakan was assigned 

to form a coalition government. The RP reached these political successes using the social 

networks, local associations and social welfare programmes that they had built up in the 

previous periods. (Yavuz, 1997, 73-75) As a result of these processes, the RP received 

21% of the popular votes in the 1995 elections. (Yavuz 1997, 71) After long negotiations 

with different parties, the RP entered the coalition and Erbakan became prime minister. 

The short period of his premiership (June, 1996-June, 1997) proved the difficulties of his 

populist agenda, especially with the instable economy that was hold tight by the IMF and 

the politics monitored closely by the military. The changes in the foreign policy of 

Turkey, looking eastward and the strengthening relations with Muslim countries pleased 

the new bourgeoisie. On the other hand Erbakan did not touch the main patterns of 

Turkish relations with the West. (Yavuz 1997) The customs union with the EU just started 

to operate (Bozdağlioğlu 2003, 81), Turkish-Israeli relations were flourishing (Makovsky 

2000), and connections to the main NATO allies stayed balanced. But Erbakan and the 

radical wing of the RP pushed for an Islamization policy angering the military and the 

secular Kemalist establishment, which resulted in the so-called “soft military coup” 

starting from February 28, 1997.83 (Yeşilada 2002, 68) 

                                                           
83 This is the reason why this coup is commonly referred to as the February 28 process (Yavuz 2009, 64-

66) 
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The dividing lines inside the RP started to reveal after 1994. A younger generation 

of politicians grew up since the start of the MG. This new generation alongside with the 

new and strong Muslim entrepreneurial class claimed less radical, less populist and more 

pragmatic policies from the RP. After forming the government it became evident that 

Erbakan would follow a hardliner approach, implementing populist decisions, which are 

not totally favoured by the middle class entrepreneurs, but rather the poorer strata of the 

society. The MG also went through an internal transformation following the needs of the 

new elites and middle class (Yavuz 69-70) As a result of an evolutionary process the RP 

presented itself as a democratic party losing its strong anti-regime rhetoric, searching for 

the opportunities in the framework provided by the Turkish Republic. (Yavuz 2009, 70) 

After the 1997 military intervention the RP was banned and several of its 

politicians were imprisoned and banned from politics. The new Islamist party, the Virtue 

Party (Fazilet Partisi – FP) was established in 1997, with a systemic, centrist and 

conservative political portfolio, promoting free market and not necessarily opposing the 

West. (Yeşilada 2002) The younger generation of politicians stressed the necessity of a 

pragmatic political path, not forcing their religious views anymore. After the 1997 

“failure”, the reformist generation started to claim its place in the movement’s leadership 

with politicians like Abdullah Gül, or Bülent Arinç. (Yavuz 2009, 75-77) The previously 

mentioned class related differences played a major role in the break inside the MG. The 

Anatolian middle class needed a value-based but liberal political line, stable conditions 

for their business and less confrontation with the Kemalist elite. The older and more 

conservative politicians of the MG were not able to provide this for them, the reformists 

led this time by Abdullah Gül84 represented their interests suitably. The split became 

inevitable by 2000 after the military closed down the FP. Erbakan and the hardliner 

groups established the Felicity Party (Saadet Partisi – SP) and the reformists started a new 

liberal political path with the AKP in 2001. (Yavuz 2009, 75-77; Yıldız 2003, 51) 

 

The transformation of the Kemalist elite 

In the second part of this section the focus will be on a parallel progress, the 

decline of the “old” elite. It might seem that the AKP grew into power only against the 

Kemalists, but the picture is more complex. Until the rise of the Islamist parties the main 

political competition was between centrist parties and some nationalist elements. After 

                                                           
84 Erdoğan was banned from politics after the February 28 process, thus he was not allowed to participate 

at the elections. He joined the government to become the Prime Minister only in 2003. 
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decades in power, these groups (with the same political figures on the top) discredited 

themselves to a certain level, which paved the way for a new political elite. The analysis 

of the military is also unavoidable. Parallel, the political power of the military generated 

growing criticism from different segments of the society, which culminated after the 1997 

“postmodern coup”. These two elements were also important contributors to the paradigm 

change of Turkish foreign policy. 

After 1923 a radical transformation started in the Turkish society and the new elite 

emerged around the political leadership. Only those could keep their higher social status, 

who were able to adapt to the new circumstances. The new Republican elite defined itself 

as a modern, progressive Kemalist intelligentsia (ilerici Atatürkçü aydinlar), and 

excluded all the other social groups from the leadership, especially the pious Muslims 

who held the Ottoman Empire with a sense of nostalgia. The Kemalist elite established 

the new Republic and did not release the leadership until the 1950s, when they declared 

the country ready for the democratic transformation. (Göle 1997: 50) Kemalism is not a 

homogenous political theory, rather a set of values followed by different political groups 

with different political approaches. (Davison-Parla 2004, 1-2)  

The CHP was formulated on the political left by Atatürk himself. It was the 

strongest political party until the 1970s, but started to lose ground in the political chaos. 

The CHP is a symbol of the old Kemalist order, well respected for building up the 

Republic, however, created an autocratic, state centred nationalist structure. (Güneş-

Ayata 2002, 102-104) As a reaction to the social pressures and the international politico-

economic trends in the 1970s, the party managed to adapt to the changes caused by the 

heavy industrialization. (Tachau 1991) The new social democratic stance added the 

worker classes and the small peasantry from the most developed rural areas to the elite-

urban middle class voter basis. (Güneş-Ayata 2002, 104-105) 

The 1980 military coup caused a serious trauma in the Kemalist political groups: 

the Kemalist organizations, along with the Islamist and socialist structures were closed 

down and banned from politics. (Güneş-Ayata 2002: 104-106) The breakdown created a 

fracture inside the leftist Kemalist group and the CHP lost its role as their sole 

representative. The CHP was not re-established for more than a decade, and other secular-

Kemalist parties emerged. The two main ones were the Democratic Left Party 

(Demokratik Sol Parti – DSP) established by the previous leader of the CHP, Prime 

Minister Bülent Ecevit (Kınıkıloğlu 2002) and the Social Democratic Populist Party 
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(Sosyal Demokrat Halkçi Parti – SHP), led by the Erdal Inönü85. The latter later merged 

with the new CHP in 1993. (Güneş-Ayata 2002: 106-109) The disintegration of the leftist-

Kemalist political elite caused a serious blow to the Kemalist political unity. Different 

parties with relatively similar ideologies competed against one another for the same 

voters, causing that none of the main leftist-Kemalist parties could easily gain the 

majority. After the 1980 coup, only the DSP was able to form a coalition government86 

(Çarkoğlu 2000) which collapsed after the 2000-2001 economic crisis. (Çarkoğlu 2002) 

The main problem was the Kemalists’ inability to redefine themselves in the new 

environment. The CHP built its political programme around the heritage of Atatürk and 

took up a hardliner secularist stance against Islamism. However, at the time of radical 

external and internal changes secularism was not satisfying answer anymore. The CHP 

as the heir of the Kemalist principles consolidated secularism and the notion of social 

democracy (Güneş-Ayata 2002, 103-104), but could not provide a new vision after the 

Özal period.  

From 1980, the changes inside the society brought new demands that took shape 

in a conservative turn87 in political representation88. (Çarkoğlu and Kalayçioğlu 2009, 1-

28) The first conservative leaders were not breaking with the Kemalist tradition, but rather 

focused on economic liberalization, and embraced the social demand for culture, 

traditions and most importantly religion. Doing this, they did not question the Kemalist-

secular basis of the Republic or the six arrows, or got into open confrontation with the 

military.89 The emergence of a new pro-systemic right wing party (Ergüder and 

Hofferbert 1987, 37) gave a real chance for party competition on the left-right continuum. 

(Ergüder 1991, 153) 

The decade of the ANAP leadership brought a radical change in economic, 

political and social terms at the same time. The inward-looking country opened up, and 

the Turkish-Islamic-Synthesis paved the way for Islam on the political level. Özal 

                                                           
85 Erdal Inönü was the son of Ismet Inönü, Kemal Atatürk’s close friend, brother in arms and the second 

president of the Turkish Republic 
86 After the 1999 general elections the DSP formed a coalition with the conservative ANAP and the 

nationalist CHP. Bülent Ecevit took the position of the prime minister 
87 The strengthening Islamist movements were also part of this conservative turn. 
88 Çarkoğlu and Kalayçioğlu define Turkish conservativism that combines several strands of irreconcilable 

strands of thought: liberal economics, traditionalism, sociocultural parochialism, primordialism, 

xenophobia, religious activism. (Çarkoğlu and Kalayçioğlu 2009, 27) 
89 Even Turgut Özal did not question the military openly. However important disagreements occurred 

between him and the military leadership. He became the first civilian president against a retired general 

(Hale 1994, 282) and in 1990 Necip Torumtay Chief of Staff handed in his resignation. (Hale 1994, 292) 
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renewed the liberal-traditionalist heritage of the DP90 with the aim of creating a synthesis 

of liberal economic approach and conservative-religious thoughts. (Öniş 2004) After his 

death the party’s power decreased due to a less charismatic leader and the party’s serious 

corruption scandals. 91 (Kalayçioğlu 2002: 47-56) Established on the same political 

platform (Acar 1991) the DYP successfully challenged and hijacked the ANAP’s 

ideological position and took over the leadership (Kalayçioğlu 2002, 47-51) Led by the 

„big political survivor”, Süleyman Demirel the DYP governed Turkey in the middle of 

the 1990s, however, could not handle the external changes, the economic crises and the 

internal identity search of the country.  

Even though nationalists and ultranationalists are not (necessarily) coming from 

Kemalist circles, they can’t be ignored in understanding the changes inside the political 

elite and the political representation. On the Turkish political (far)right the Nationalist 

Action Party (Miliyetçi Hareket Partisi – MHP) monopolized the representation of the 

openly nationalist groups. The originally92 relatively radical party (Arıkan and Çınar 

2002, 26) retuned its programme after the 1971 coup the party in order to widen its 

political voter base and became part of the ruling coalition by the mid-1970s. The party 

introduced the Turkish-Islamic-Synthesis, which was later internalized by the military 

leadership after the 1980 intervention. (Arıkan 1998, 125-126) The party with its radical 

anti-communist call lost its appeal at the end of the Cold War, however, could not redefine 

itself until the end of the 1990s, the death of Türkeş. (Arıkan 1998, 127) The new leader, 

Devlet Bahçeli represented a modern and new face on the far right. He turned against the 

party’s old radicalism and opened towards the voters on the conservative right promoting 

democratic values, traditions, cultural conservativism, and Islam. The new ideology was 

a mixture of idealism, strong nationalism and limited Islamism. (Arıkan and Çınar 2002, 

34-38) The party gained strength again and became part of the 1999 ruling coalition. 

(Çarkoğlu 2000, 151) The MHP was able to show an alternative to the corrupted and 

discredited old leaders of DYP, ANAP or the CHP. However, the 1999-2002 series of 

                                                           
90 There are views that the ANAP was substantially different from any other parties established before 

(Ergüder 1991, 153), but others discover the DP legacy in ANAP’s political programme (Kalayçioğlu 2002, 

45) 
91 After the death of Özal, Mesut Yılmaz took the leadership of the party, which participated in two different 

coalitions between 1997 and 2002, but with much less successes. The corruption scandals against the party 

leadership further weakened the party’s position, which in 2002 failed to enter the Turkish parliament 

(Kalayçioğlu 2002; Çarkoğlu 2002) 
92 The first charismatic leader of the party was Alparslan Türkeş. (Tepe 2000, 62), a strong leader of the 

MHP. He represented the far right of the political spectrum, he was accused of racism and later tried with 

charges of fascist and racist activities.  
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crises wiped out the ruling coalition, so the MHP did not enter the parliament in the 2002 

elections. (Alper and Öniş 2004) Even though new ideology of the MHP does not fall far 

from Islamists, (Arıkan and Çınar 2002, 34-38) Bahçeli’s political programme and its 

popularity was one of the signals of the prospective radical change in Turkish politics.  

Examining the dynamics of the electoral results in Turkey leads to the observation 

that by the end of the 1990s the ruling political elite discredited itself. (Grigoriadis and 

Öniş 2010, 264-265) Their political parties lost voters’ trust, sank into internal debates or 

corruption scandals, but most of all, they failed to reinvent themselves in the new external 

and internal situation. In the middle of internal identity search of Turkey and recalibration 

of its role in the new world order the old Kemalists and conservatives failed to provide a 

new vision for the country. This process coincided with the internal transformation and 

the rise of the Muslim bourgeoisie and their growing demand for political representation. 

The consecutive crises starting from the 1997 military coup until the 1999 earthquake and 

the 2000-2001 twin financial crises (Alper and Öniş 2004) contributed greatly to the 

willingness of the society for a change. After 1997, the military seemed to be open for 

this change as well, and the emergence of further democratization and limiting itself for 

developments in the EU accession process. 

The military itself is an unavoidable segment of the Islamist-Kemalist fraction. 

The military regards itself as the protector of Kemalism and as such the values and 

existence of the Republic. (Sakallioğlu 1997, 154) The military has never been involved 

in the day to day decision-making, however, always kept an eye on the political and social 

developments of the country. (Hale 1994) The leadership has always relied heavily on the 

civilian political elite influencing their decisions and political strategies. The constant fear 

of politicians from military interventions became an important characteristic of the 

evolution of the Turkish republican political sphere. The military’s political role became 

institutionalized after the 1980 coup. The expanding of the institutional autonomy of the 

military became a tool of reducing civil control. Their political autonomy, “which has 

been defined as its ability to go above and beyond the constitutional authority of 

democratically elected governments, can include not only direct but also indirect 

influences on the government.” (Pion-Berlin 1992, 85) The military used its 

institutionally based prerogatives to issue policy suggestions and warnings to the civilian 

leadership93. However, it is important to mention here that the military always returned 

                                                           
93 One of these warnings was issued 28 February, 1997, which led to the resignation of the Prime Minister, 

Necmettin Erbakan. (Çağlar 2012, 28-29) 
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the political rule to the civilian sphere, it accepted the rule of the civilians and the notion 

of democracy. (Sakallioğlu 1997, 153-154) 

After the 1980 coup a set of institutions were established as tools of civilian-

military co-operation, and also helping strengthened military influence in politics. The 

most direct military influence was established through the National Security Council 

(NSC). The 1982 constitution changed the ratio of the members to the advantage of the 

military and gave exclusive rights of making recommendations to the council of ministers 

in a widest range of political issues. (Hale 1994, 256-258) The power of the presidency 

became also a similar element, where the informal assumption was that the president will 

either come from the retired generals, or the civilian president will never override the will 

of the military. Sakallioğlu (1997, 156-162) reviews other areas of the military influence: 

the military budget, which was never subjected to parliamentary debate, or the exclusive 

rights in intelligence gathering or the arms and military production or the economic share. 

94 

The military was the most popular institution based on its role in establishing the 

Turkish Republic and its symbolic value in the society. (Altınay 2004, 13-32) However, 

this popularity started to erode as a result of multiple factors at the second half of the 

1990s (Aydinli, Özcan and Akyaz 2006), resulting from the liberalization process, which 

started in the 1980s. The intensified interactions with Western societies as a 

“demonstration effect” strengthened the need for further democratization from the 

society. This process became visible with the EU accession process and the emergence 

of the Copenhagen Criteria in 1993. One of the main criticisms of Turkey from the EU 

was the lack of civil control over the military, that became manifest after Turkey was not 

nominated EU candidate in 1997.  

Islamist parties were always in the cross-hairs of the military’s suspicion. After 

every military coup the Islamist parties were closed down and most of their members 

imprisoned, or banned from politics. (Hale 1994) The military hampered the political 

representation of Islamic interests, but the claim became stronger by time. The growing 

influence of the Islamists in politics and the economy claimed a new power balance 

against the military. The legitimacy of the infamous February 28 process in 1997, contrary 

to the previous coups in the midst of political chaos was questioned by most segments of 

the society. Namely, in 1997 the military forced the democratically elected, (relatively) 

                                                           
94 On the military’s economic power see (Parla 1998) 
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moderate Islamist government to step down, leaving deep scars in the tissue of the Turkish 

democracy. (Aydinli, Özcan and Akyaz 2006) As a result of these developments, 

although the military remained one of the most trusted state institutions (Aydinli, Özcan 

and Akyaz 2006), the untouchability of it started to be questioned.  

EU accession can be regarded as the ultimate goal of the Kemalist Westernization 

programme, thus it facilitated a military-civilian consensus at the end of the 1990s. The 

disappointment of not becoming an official candidate in 1997 triggered internal review 

processes inside the Turkish society and the military itself. They realized that the EU 

accession process can offer a solution to urgent internal problems, including the Kurdish 

question, economic instability and a promise of Turkish unity. In order to achieve these, 

the military agreed to start the democratization process, limiting the military’s 

prerogatives on the way. (Aydinli, Özcan and Akyaz 2006) This was an important turning 

point in the Turkish political history, since the army, a national symbol agreed to limit 

itself and at the same time as a result of internal and external forces lost its untouchability. 

This opened a way for a radical internal political change in Turkey, which happened in 

2002 when the AKP stepped into power. It is not a coincidence that the AKP’s main 

agenda focused on the EU accession process and the further democratization.95  

 

The role of the business elite 

 

The interests of the business elite heavily influenced Turkish foreign policy 

decisions as well. Kirişci argues that Turkish foreign policy activism is strongly 

interrelated with the interests of the main Turkish business associations and business 

groups. According to Kirişci, the main decisive factor behind the paradigm change in the 

Turkish foreign policy towards the East was motivated and supported by these business 

elite groups, especially the Anatolian bourgeoisie. (Kirişci 2009) 96 To understand the 

transformation inside the business elite and their impact on Turkish foreign policy, a 

thorough analysis is necessary, similar to the previous description on the changes inside 

the political elite groups.  

The newly established Turkish Republic inherited a dysfunctional economy. After 

a devastating decade of wars and losses of territory the Turkish Republic faced the task 

                                                           
95 See on this for example: (Daği 2009, Çınar 2008,120-121, Cizre b141-142) 
96 On the emergence of the Anatolian bourgeoisie see also: (Acar, Demir and Toprak, 2004; Çokgezen and 

Özcan 2003; ESI 2005; Buğra 1998; Keyder 1994; Rubin 2005) 
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to build not only a new state, but also a functional economy from a very poor basis. The 

inherited characteristics showed a ather rural, agriculture based economy, with a very 

narrow non-Turkish entrepreneurial class, and masses of unskilled and agricultural 

workers. In the Ottoman Empire, the most prestigious professions were connected to the 

military or the bureaucracy; most of the skilled workers, merchants, tradesmen were of 

non-Turkish origins. After the wars, most of these groups vanished or left the country due 

to population exchanges, leaving the new Republic with strong bureaucratic and military 

personnel and masses of unskilled labour. (Acar, Demir and Toprak 2004, 166-167) The 

republic lacked the culture of entrepreneurship and the necessary financial institutions to 

build up a sufficient private sector. The necessary infrastructure was either non-existent 

or ruined by the war, and the huge debt inherited from the Ottoman times also made it 

more difficult to kick-start the economy. (Zürcher 2004, 165) 

 

The emergence of the new business elite 

The state stepped in as the main controller of the economy, which necessarily led 

to the emergence of an economic elite, close to the governing political elite. This pattern 

widened the existing gap between the small Kemalist elite groups in Istanbul and Ankara 

and the Anatolian masses even further. The economic elite had to build up a strong 

relationship with the state leaders in order to get state investments and capital for 

businesses, therefore political and economic power melted together. (Acar, Demir and 

Toprak 2004, 167-168) The state strongly controlled the economy and followed the model 

of import-substituting development coupled with heavy industrialization and major 

infrastructural programmes during the Cold war. This caused major distortions in the 

structure of the economy. This, together with the political instability led to the constant 

crisis of the Turkish economy. (Barkey 1990) 

Turkey was characterized by a strongly protected, closed economy in the first six 

decades of the republic. The relatively small amount of trade concentrated on the Western 

partners, while from the East, Turkey imported only oil and natural gas.97 The Kemalist 

bourgeoisie supported the international opening, but fostered trade relations mainly with 

Western partners. The first changes occurred after signing the Ankara Agreement with 

European Economic Community in 1963, but as a result of the internal political situation 

and then the intervention in Cyprus meant a strong setback in the Western relations. The 

                                                           
97 The data regarding Turkish trade was retrieved from the Turkish Statistical Institute: 

http://www.turkstat.gov.tr  

http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/
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Kemalist business elite didn’t initiate business ties with the Arab countries, Turkey’s 

trade was minimal with its closest neighbours.  

The period of PM Özal brought a radical change in the economic structure and 

also in the trade relations of Turkey. With the neoliberal reforms and easing the trade 

related restrictions, the Turkish economy turned to export oriented growth. The total sum 

of less than 11 billion USD Turkish foreign trade reached over 42 billion USD (Laçiner 

2009) by the end of the decade, the export volume grew from 2, 9 billion to 20 billion 

USD. (Laçiner 2009) Özal handled the state debt spiral and made long awaited structural 

reforms, regulating state spending and creating a stable background for the growth in the 

private sector. For the first time of the Turkish Republican history Turkey became a 

regional economic power, which this time started to search for new markets in its 

neighbourhood. Contrary to the Kemalist value set and the “Inönü doctrine”, Turkey’s 

export oriented policies raised consciousness towards the Middle East. Even though Özal 

did not give up Kemalism in his foreign policy, yet relations improved with the region in 

the economic sphere. Laçiner (2009) argues that Turkish trade in the Middle East 

“exploded” in this period; by the middle of the 1980s it reached from less than a billion 

USD to almost 6 billion USD (partially because of the rising petrol prices). A massive 

demand was created in the Middle East for Turkish industrial and manufactured products. 

By 1985, 42% of these products were exported to the Middle East, and the agricultural 

products mainly went to the European markets. Besides, Turkish investors started to show 

interest in the Arab region. In 1978, only 22 Turkish companies were present in at least 

one of the Arab countries, by 1990 this number rose to 300. These companies made 

contracts worth of approximately 18 billion USD. (Laçiner 2009) The government 

supported the exporting and investing companies in the Middle East with cheap credit 

constructions, and Turkey became a major creditor for Iraq and Iran as well. The Iraq-

Iran war disrupted the booming Turkish-Middle East trade relations and caused a major 

setback from 1986. Trade volumes started to grow again at the end of the decade, but 

couldn’t reach the same dynamics as they had had in the first half of the decade.98  

The other major change that occurred in the Turkish socio-economic sphere was 

the emergence of the new bourgeoisie in Anatolia. During the times of state-led economy 

the main capital sources were accumulated in the hands of the secular industrialists, 

connected to the political leadership. The small and medium sized enterprises could 

                                                           
98 Source of data: website of the Turkish Statistical Institute, http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/ 

http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/
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obtain capital from the banking sector, which only financed “reliable” and already 

successful ventures. (Çokgezen and Özcan 2003, 2064-2067) The first tangible idea to 

solve the capital shortage came from the social-democrats, namely the CHP, which 

promoted the programme of using the remittances sent home by the migrant workers as 

investments. (Çokgezen and Özcan 2003, 2067) Several from today’s giant holding 

companies99 were established by the financial support of the European diaspora. 

However, the remittances100 would not have been enough to substitute the credit 

structures offered by the financial intuitions of the country. With regard to the fact that 

the Anatolian new business owners were religious Muslims, they had to follow the 

Islamic rules also in their financial transactions (Tuğal 2002), however, Islamic banking 

was not allowed in Turkey before Özal’s time. The first interest-free banking institutions 

or special finance corporations were established after 1983 and started to operate on the 

savings of religious people and gave interest-free lendings to the entrepreneurs. 

(Çokgezen and Özcan 2003, 2069-2070)  

Özal, being close to the identity of the Anatolian businessmen supported their 

expansion and growth with a favourable taxing system and by activating Turkish foreign 

economic relations. (Laçiner 2009) A new class of businessmen grew out with a totally 

new identity and business needs very much in antagonism to those of the Kemalist old 

economic elite. The “Muslim Calvinists”101 created their own business and social circles. 

They needed political stability inside the country and stable external relations to promote 

their growing export capacities. Their economic approach was conservative right wing 

economic liberalism, not favouring too much state intervention. Coming from the 

experience that the state redistribution of wealth always favoured the Kemalist groups in 

the republic’s history, they favoured lower taxes, quotas and customs. (Keyder 1994, 61-

62) Having their own local interests and realizing the opportunities coming from 

unexplored areas in Turkey’s vicinity, the new Anatolian businessmen became the 

                                                           
99 Such as Kombassan, Büyük Anadolu Holding, Yimpaş, Ittifak, Aksaray Holding, etc.  
100 The savings of Turkish workers in Europe rapidly increased in the 1970s from around 100 million USD 

to 1,5 million USD at the middle of the decade. The Diaspora accounted for two thirds in this amount 

(Çokgezen and Özcan 2003, 2068) 
101 The emergence of a new group of Islamic businessmen brought change in the original understanding of 

Islam as well. The new bourgeoisie, educated and successful social stratum became highly critical not only 

of the Kemalist policies and the Istanbul based business elite, but of the old Muslim mentalities against the 

market relations. The ethics of a new “entrepreneurial Islam” was on the rise (Adas 2006), became an 

important defining element of the politics followed by the AKP. The new concept of “good Muslim” 

emerged, of a hard-working, good entrepreneur, who regards work of an act of worship. Because of these 

features some analyses call this new middle and elite classes of the Turkish society the Islamic Calvinists. 

(ESI 2005) 
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pioneers of the Turkish-Middle Eastern business relations. Companies producing 

relatively cheap and good quality furniture and manufactured products started to build 

their relations in the Middle East and other Muslim regions. (Kirişci 2009, 43) The 

Anatolian entrepreneurs gradually got integrated into the international market and by the 

early 1990s the Anatolian companies were highly competitive in the international 

business environment.  

The Kemalist business community kept its exclusive character and did not 

incorporate the new participants, namely the new Muslim bourgeoisie. During the 1980s, 

the rise of their businesses reached the level of confrontation with the old business elite. 

A particular episode took place in 1990, when a group of Muslim businessmen were 

excluded from a business meeting of Turkish business associations and their Soviet 

counterparts in 1990. As a result the Muslim business community established its own 

representing umbrella organization, the Independent Industrialists’ and Businessmen’s 

Association (Müstakil Sanayici ve İşadamları Derneği – MÜSIAD). (Buğra 1998, 530) 

The MÜSIAD, established in 1990 by young Islamic oriented businessmen became the 

main symbol and contributor of this new economic orientation of Turkey. (Tuğal 2002) 

By representing their common interests, MÜSIAD reached agreements in new markets 

and provided its membership, organized business trips, briefings and business meetings 

European, Asian North African and Middle Eastern business partners. (Gümüsçü 2008, 

4-5) Thus, MÜSIAD became a very strong and important agent of reducing the cost of 

information for the provincial bourgeoisie and helping the opening up of the Turkish 

market. MÜSIAD had an important stake in the reorientation of Turkish external 

economic relations.  

Even though Turkish export and import numbers were gradually growing during 

the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s with the Middle Eastern and the North African 

region, in Turkey’s overall trade relations these two regions started to lose their relative 

weight. The sum total of the exports and imports started to grow again in the mid-1990s, 

reaching above 6 billion USD and until 2002 continued its gradual growth.102 Turkey’s 

main import product from the region was oil and natural gas. Besides Saudi Arabia and 

Libya, slowly Algeria started to grow up and after the 1996 agreement between Iran and 

Turkey, Iranian natural gas import grew suddenly. (Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 135-136, Oktav 

2004) After the start of the Gulf War, Turkey joined the embargo on Iraq that hit very 

                                                           
102 Source of data: website of the Turkish Statistical Institute, http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/ 

http://www.musiad.org.tr/
http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/
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hard the economy of the Eastern Turkish provinces. Hundreds of millions USD worth of 

trade vanished and Iraq ceased to be an important trade partner of Turkey for more than 

a decade. (Laçiner 2009; Barkey 2000) In this period, trade with Syria grew significantly 

owing to the strengthening trade connections with the Eastern Turkish provinces. A 

remarkable growth can be seen in the trade with Israel. However, the growing numbers 

in this respect are not representative, since the bulk of the Turkish-Israeli trade were 

military related equipment. (Eisenstadt 1997) 

The premiership of Erbakan has not changed these trade patterns. Even though he 

opened politically towards the East and emphasized the relations with Muslim 

countries103, his period was not long enough to implement major changes in the economy. 

Important to mark the fact that under the watching eyes of the military and the Kemalist 

elite he did not alter the foundations of Turkey’s foreign and especially trade relations. In 

contradiction to his rhetoric, Erbakan did not touch the Turkish-Israeli agreements 

(moreover, newer deals were signed during his premiership) and did not annul the 

Customs Union with the EU. One big exception was the 23 billion USD agreement with 

Iran on importing Iranian natural gas, which immediately became visible in the trade data. 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2004, 135-136, Oktav 2004) 

The fact that trade relations started to grow again in the Middle East and North 

Africa can be understood through the internal pattern of the Turkish industrialist society. 

The new Anatolian businesses reached their strength by the mid-1990s and started to 

export again to the neighbouring countries and regions. There was a steady growth of 

exports to Algeria, Egypt, Tunisia, Syria and to the Gulf region.104 The same trend can be 

seen in the membership data of the MÜSIAD. The number of the members constantly 

grew and reached almost one thousand by 1996 and two thousand by 2003. (Gümüsçü 

2008, 5) These data clearly indicate that the new Anatolian bourgeoisie reached a very 

strong position by the end of the decade, clearly demanding a liberal, open economy, 

internal and external stability especially with the neighbouring regions where they 

conduct their businesses. The strong potential in further growth in the region was only 

exploited after 2002 by the AKP government. 

 

                                                           
103 On the foreign policy orientation of the RP see: (Bilgin 2008) 
104 Source of data: website of the Turkish Statistical Institute, http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/ 

http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/
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Situating the old business elite 

After examining the emergence of the new economic elite in Turkey, the dynamics 

of the old elite needs to be analysed. Clearly before the emergence of the Anatolian 

bourgeoisie, the Kemalist businessmen were the only economic interest group that were 

influential on or influenced by the political elite. The interrelatedness of these groups was 

very strong. However, before the 1980s the ISI economic model and the limited capacities 

in the economy curbed the possibilities of the private sector. This changed after Özal’s 

liberalization process. The “old business elite” was favoured in the international opening, 

state tenders and privatizations, and developed their wealth remarkably. Their main 

objective became pursuing an environment in which business community has a solid, 

uncontested status. (Buğra 1998, 526)  

The renaissance of the economic entrepreneurship and the venture capitalism 

provided a fertile ground for both the old business bourgeoisie and the new business 

community to grow up. The old business elite, comprised of different big holding 

companies, was able to build up the business relations under the heavy control of the state. 

This elite group, concentrated its businesses in the main population centres. They 

constituted an exclusive elite group of merchants and industrialists who mainly originated 

from the Western parts of Turkey, associated themselves with the Kemalist project of 

Westernization and modernization, and dissociated themselves from the notions of Islam. 

(Buğra 1998, 526)  

On the spearhead of these notions stood the most influential business association 

of the Turkish community, the Turkish Industrialists' and Businessmen's Association’s 

(Turk Sanayicileri ve İşadamları Derneği – TÜSIAD). From the end of the 1980s, 

beginning of the 1990s a new generation became influential inside TÜSIAD, promoting 

further developments on the political front. Even though generational disputes erupted 

inside the association (and the Kemalist business community), the claim of open foreign 

policy and strengthened connections to the West emerged. (Buğra 1998, 528) According 

to their views, Turkey cannot accelerate its growth and competitiveness without 

intensifying its cooperation with countries, more developed than Turkey. In their 

reports105 from the beginning of the 1990s they urge democratization and the de-

militarization of the society in order to enhance the country’s political stability. (Buğra 

1998, 527-528) Their efforts were aimed at the EU accession and strengthened external 

                                                           
105 The first report urging for democratization and de-militarization was published in 1990 with the title 

„Perspectives on Democratization” (Buğra 1998, 527) 
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and trade relations. These businessmen and the TÜSIAD’s administration followed the 

European model of economic and social development. According to their view, “Turkey 

cannot accelerate its economic growth and acquire the competitive potential required for 

the 21st century through more intense co-operation with countries that are more backward 

than herself, but by co-operation with more advanced nations”. (Buğra 1998, 526-527) 

The TÜSIAD’s role was to call for a rule-based, democratic system, where political, 

economic and social rights are guaranteed by law. (Buğra 1998, 534) 

Parallel to the emergence of the new economic elite, the chronic mismanagement 

of the Turkish economy contributed to the political and economic transformation inside 

the Turkish elite groups. The structural deficiencies of the Turkish economy, the fragile 

financial structure, the dire need for capital inflows, the constant budget deficit and the 

high inflation rates required a thorough reorganization. Özal started the economic reforms 

and restructuring, the Turkish economy was not ready for the effects of the financial 

globalization, which were further enhanced by the accession to the EU customs union in 

1995. The Turkish economy was hit by multiple financial crises in 1994, 2000 and 

2001.106 The crises were direct results of the mismanagement in the economy and the 

delayed reforms in the financial sector. These crises were associated with the old elite, 

while the Turkish people and the new economic elite initiated a real change also on the 

political scene. The new elite remained deprived of political representation, even during 

this crisis, which strongly called for a change.  

 By the end of the 1990s the new Muslim bourgeoisie had gained in strength and 

by the support of different political groups started to become more and more influential. 

By definition, these groups gave financial support to the conservative movements and 

political parties that followed Islamic values and promised an economic opening to new 

markets. They were the main supporters behind the success of the ANAP and they helped 

the RP in the 1990s. At the beginning of the 2000s Erbakan107 and his Islamist party’s 

radical views were not enticing anymore, the Muslim entrepreneurs started to line up 

behind the new political figures and their AKP. At the same time the old Kemalist 

economic elite could not relate itself to the parties in power and with the internal crisis of 

the old political elite the influence of the Kemalist businessmen started to decrease. Their 

support could not be united behind one political party or political leadership, thus in the 

different scandals in the 1990s their supported parties failed one after the other. Despite 

                                                           
106 On the crises see: (Alper and Öniş 2004; Öniş 1996; Akyüz and Boratav 2003) 
107 In the aftermath of the February 28 process Erbakan was banned from the politics for 10 years.  
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these changes the Kemalist economic elite remained strong and promoted the EU 

accession process and the further strengthening Turkey’s economic and political ties with 

the West.  

 

Effects of the EU accession process 

 

Since the establishment of the European Economic Community, Turkey has been 

pursuing the accession to it. As a consequence of the Kemalist basis of Turkey, the 

European integration has always been a top priority. The consecutive governments 

returned again and again to the ideal as part of the Westernization process, the ultimate 

goal, which embodies the Kemalist ideal of belonging to the West. The EU accession 

process is a very important indicator of the transformation inside the Turkish political 

elite and their foreign policy intentions. The EU accession necessitated painful reforms 

and external interventions from the EU, thus the reform process had to come from a 

serious internal commitment to democratization and open foreign policy.  

The Turkish efforts to join the European integration played a crucial role in the 

Turkish political transformation both externally and internally. The dissertation examined 

the external factors earlier, the shock of 1997 and the positive feedback in 1999. In this 

section the domestic factors are analysed, how the domestic efforts contributed to the 

transformation and how the political reform programme “crowned” the long-due 

democratization process. The rise of the AKP and the new era of foreign political activism 

are owed to multiple factors. Nevertheless, the reform package after 1999 was a crucial 

tool in the hands of the Islamist government both in the elections campaign and the post 

2002 era to solidify its power. One cannot underestimate the reforms’ value, sith after 

1997 and especially in the run up to the 2002 elections (besides the IMF led economic 

restructuring process) the EU accession and the political reforms occupied the political 

discourse. 

The Association Agreement (or Ankara Agreement) between Turkey and the EEC 

was signed in September 1963. (Erdemli 2003, 4) The agreement did not include any 

commitment from the EEC for final inclusion of Turkey, but put it in prospect in order to 

promote the democratization process. (Szigetvári 1998, 5; Uğur 2003, 166-167) However, 

the internal problems, the political chaos and economic instability prevented such 

developments. The 1971 coup and the 1974 invasion of Northern Cyprus strained Turkish 
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European relations, and in the midst of the political chaos the EU integration process was 

dropped from the political agenda. As a result of the 1980 military intervention, the EEAC 

suspended the Association Agreement with Turkey. (Erdemli 2003, 5) The process 

restarted only in the 1980s as a result of the neoliberal reforms and the foreign policy 

opening. The domestic pressure and the logical pragmatic decisions from the leadership 

led to the official application in 1987, which was denied in 1989.  (Erdemli 2003, 5) 

Entering the customs union was not enough to substitute for the full accession in the 

Turkish perception. 

Öniş argues that the EU possesses an institutionalized framework that transmits 

influences and pressures that affect the democratization. (Öniş 2003, 9) With the 

announcement of the Copenhagen criteria, strict political and economic conditionality 

was set for the Turkish accession that Turkey had to fulfil before starting the accession 

process. Eventually, Turkey became an official candidate at the Helsinki summit in 1999. 

(Öniş 2003, 10-11) The Accession Partnership document highlighted a short- and medium 

term reform agenda. On the political front the document focused on a set of changes 

covering human rights, minority issues and the extension of individual and community 

freedoms. The lacking democratic instruments regarding the separation of power, 

especially in the area of judiciary and the lack of civil control over the military needed to 

be established. The Cyprus issue was also a crucial question to settle before the Turkish 

accession. (Öniş 2003, 10-12; Saatçioğlu 2013, 10) Öniş characterizes the set of political 

reforms as a major challenge to the principles of the “hard-core Republicanism” 

underlying the highly centralized Turkish state. In the economic sphere the task was to 

follow a stabilization course and demolish elements of the populist state in favour of a 

regulatory state. (Öniş 2003, 11) 

The Turkish response was the “Turkish National Programme for the Adoption of 

the Acquis”, which they submitted to the European Commission in 2001. (Saatçioğlu 

2013, 11) The document drew up a schedule for the reform process, however, due to anti-

EU and nationalistic domestic pressures, it minimized some of these efforts. The response 

was positive from the EC, but showed some dissatisfaction about the scale of the reforms, 

especially on the implementation side. Nevertheless, a deep reform process started under 

the leadership of the leftist-conservative-nationalist government with several 

constitutional amendments and new “harmonization laws’. (Saatçioğlu 2013, 11) 

The domestic support of the EU accession process enabled the government not 

only to adopt, but also to implement such reforms. The changes had to touch upon very 
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sensitive areas, such as the rights of the Kurdish population, or the constitutional 

amendments that reduced the power of the NSC. In strengthening the rule of law, the 

successive governments were able to abolish national security courts and death penalty 

until 2004. In the areas of human rights and individual freedoms, a long set of changes 

were implemented. These important decisions could only take place with a strong internal 

support from the political elite and the whole of the society.  

In the second half of the 1990s, as an internal reaction to the Luxembourg decision 

that left Turkey out from the list of the EU candidates, the February 28 process and the 

serious economic problems the pro-EU and pro-democratization stance of the society 

became much stronger. According to public opinion surveys, the overwhelming majority 

of the Turkish society was unhappy with the level of democracy in Turkey and demanded 

serious reforms.(Öniş 2003, 19; Carkoğlu 2003) This sentiment also became vocal in the 

political leadership. Most of the major political forces took up either a pro-EU stance, or 

tried not to speak up against the EU accession, only against the way how the reforms were 

implemented. Interestingly the conservative parties and the Islamists became the main 

supporters of the EU integration. It was an interesting development that the CHP made a 

nationalistic turn and opposed the reform process, thus got excluded from the pro-EU 

coalition. This is another proof that the Kemalist elite failed to transform itself according 

to the requirements of the new domestic and international environment.  

The commitment of the old and new business elite and the civil society is a striking 

feature. This dissertation already elaborated on the Kemalist business elite’s stance on the 

democratization process and the further opening of Turkey’s foreign relations. The 

TÜSIAD started a wide-spread media campaign that showed their efforts to influence the 

political decision-makers. (Öniş 2003, 17; Sugden 2004, 254) The new Anatolian 

bourgeoisie’s stance was different from the Kemalist elite’s, but after all it was similarly 

pro-democratization and pro-EU. (Daği 2009, 56) Other segments of the civil society 

were also active using the media and social forums to pressure the political reforms 

leading Turkey towards the EU-accession. (Öniş 2003, 17) Public opinion polls show that 

an overwhelming majority of the Turkish society regardless of age, social status or 

geographical location supported the EU accession process. (Carkoğlu 2003; Carkoğlu 

2004) 

Avci stresses that neither the left nor the right were “true believers” in the EU, 

most of the parties left the light Euro scepticism open in case it would be sensible to take 

a radical turn. (Avci 2003, 154) However, due to the social transformation and the 
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domestic support, the EU-card became pivotal before the 2002 elections. All the major 

political forces had to show their commitment to the EU accession in their political 

campaign as did successfully the AKP and also the previously nationalistic CHP that 

returned to the pro-EU social coalition. (Öniş 2003, 25) 

It has to be stressed here that the EU as a solid anchor played and is playing a 

crucial role pushing the democratization and liberalization process forward.108 The 

society, the business elite and the political forces, which were able to redefine themselves 

(especially the Islamists and some of the Conservative forces) found the EU-anchor as a 

means of consolidating a new internal economic and political outset conducive to their 

long term interests. On the other hand, the old Kemalist establishment including the 

military was reluctant to pursue reforms, letting them behind in the political competition. 

From this perspective the victory of the new political interests connected to further 

reforms and a more active foreign policy has become imminent as well.  

The democratization and the effects of the Western influences generated changes 

inside the Islamic groups. The Islamic elite started to see the Westernization process 

differently (Daği 2005) and took political advantage of it. They realized gradually that it 

is possible to continue the Westernization and keep the Muslim identity, moreover the 

democratization process makes it possible to curb the prerogatives of the old elite. (Daği 

2009, 45-46) Fulfilling the Copenhagen Criteria involved such reforms that frees the 

Islamic movements from the “bully” of the Kemalist elite and especially the military. 

(Daği 2006, 99) The effect of 9/11 and the civilization argument enhanced the changes 

even further. An Islamist party that embraced and spearheaded the EU accession could 

create a new role for Turkey as secular model in the Middle East based on the notion of 

“Muslim Democracy”. (Daği 2009, 46)This process went along with a philosophical 

rethinking process in 1990s and culminated after the February 28 process, the desperate 

need for protection against the Kemalist establishment.  

After the election victory, the AKP continued the EU accession process and the 

serious reforms, successfully curbing the power of the military and decreasing their 

political influence. By 2004, the continued reforms established measurable civil control 

and gave international legitimacy and credibility to the new Turkish government. 

Interesting though, that after the start of the EU accession negotiations the Turkish 

government slowed down the reform process which questioned the commitment and the 

                                                           
108 On the anchor dilemma: (Uğur 1999) 
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real motif behind it. The 2006 progress report dismissed the Turkish developments and 

following it, several chapters were frozen. (Turkey 2006 Progress Report) 

The EU accession played a crucial role in the internal transformation process as a 

solid anchor of reforms, an important symbol of modernization and opening in foreign 

policy. The demand from the society had become strong by the end of the 1990s and only 

those political groups could stay in the front which adapted to these changes. Some parts 

of the old Kemalist elite failed to do so, but the biggest winner of this process was the 

new Islamist elite. They “made their peace” with the Westernization process and were 

able to use it as a tool to gain external and internal credibility and decrease the power of 

their main opponent the Kemalist elite. The start of the accession negotiations was an 

important sign of a new and powerful Turkey, which is important for its Western partners.  

 

Implications of the Kurdish issue 

 

The Kurdish question is one of the unavoidable issues that clearly formed Turkish 

foreign policy in the last decades of the 20th century and has remained one of the most 

important elements until today. The Kemalist social engineering project only framed the 

Turkish nation as unity and the Turkish nation state did not take account of the minorities. 

This created the idea in the majority of the Turkish society that the people of Turkey are 

one homogeneous nation, and they perceive the denial of unity as a vital threat to the 

state. (Heper 2007, 3) The new republic treated the ethno-religious differences as a threat 

to its very project of establishing a new state, based on national characteristics. (Yavuz 

1998, 3) Historically, the Kurds were not differentiated in the Ottoman Empire; they were 

part of the Muslim community and played an integral part of the society. As Muslims, 

they were equals, thus the new Turkish nationalistic ambitions to assimilate them were 

striking and triggered antagonism, resistance and eventually military conflict. The 

Kemalist leadership was determined to assimilate the Kurdish groups in the body of the 

Turkish nation using education and even force (Barkey and Fuller 1998, 17) The first 

violent clashes occurred in the 1920s and the 1930s, when Kurdish tribes started 

occasional attacks in the Southeast of Turkey. Effectively, the Kurdish resistance started 

the moment Ankara’s governing power reached their areas. The continuous rebellion was 

suppressed shortly after the death of Atatürk, due to the lack of unity and leadership in 

the Kurdish rebel groups.  
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The multiparty politics of the 1950s further eased the Kurdish problems providing 

less state control and promising more freedom. Thanks to the liberalization of the 

economy, most of the Kurdish entrepreneurs had the chance to invest in the developed 

areas of Turkey, thus became more connected to the central government. (Barkey and 

Fuller 1998, 13-14) The turbulent times of the 1960s brought a new phenomenon; the 

emergence of the socialist parties opened an opportunity space for the Kurdish leaders to 

claim their national rights under the umbrella of an internationally backed and recognized 

movement.109 The internal fractures of the Kurdish groups and the discrepancies between 

the Kurdish nationalistic and socialist ideologies decreased their effectiveness 

substantively. However, this period allowed for the emergence of the predecessors of the 

rebel ideologies and the education of the leaders of the main parties of the resistance, such 

as the PKK. (Barkey and Fuller 1998, 15) 

 The aftermath of the military coup in 1980 brought the renewal of the violent 

resistance. The military junta was determined to abolish every activity and political 

behaviour that could be used against the state and the main Kemalist principles. The harsh 

and oppressing policies of the 1930s returned: the socialist and Kurdish parties were 

banned, along with the freedom of speech and the free usage of the national Kurdish 

dialects. The strict military control did not suppress, but, on the contrary, ignited the 

Kurdish nationalistic feelings that strengthened the Kurdish separatists. (Egeresi 2012, 

97-98) Several Kurdish movements that had appeared in the 1970s were banned in 1980 

and their members got imprisoned. The most radical leaders moved to Lebanon, where 

they received military training under Syrian tutelage. (Egeresi 2012, 98) After the 

necessary training and preparations in 1984, the PKK had enough strength to start a 

military operation in the South-eastern areas of Turkey. Between 1984 and 1999 110 tens 

of thousands of people died in the intensive military operations, the majority of them 

Kurdish rebels and Turkish soldiers, but Turkish and Kurdish civilians were also heavily 

affected by the continuous terror attacks and the military actions.  

 The connection between the external pressures and the domestic variable is highly 

visible in the Kurdish question and the insurgency of the PKK. The Kurdish question 

became a tool of foreign and security policy in the hand of the Turkey’s Eastern 

neighbours. As Barkey and Fuller states, the Kurdish question casted a long shadow on 

                                                           
109 The socialist ideology gave the umbrella for the Kurds to start their political activities and create their 

own political parties, which rather followed Kurdish nationalist or in some cases separatist agenda. 
110 The date of capturing the PKK’s leader, Abdullah Öcalan.  
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all of Ankara’s foreign policy concerns, ranging from relations with the US and Europe 

until the Middle East and even Russia. (Barkey and Fuller 1998, 157) Turkey’s answer 

for the international pressure was the simplification of the question: Ankara did not 

acknowledge the existence of the non-violent resistance and the Kurdish claims, and with 

this, the PKK became the sole representative of the Kurdish rebellion in Ankara’s eyes. 

The Turkish leadership identified the PKK with terrorism and immediately responded 

with military actions. At the same time, under the international pressure against the 

oppression of the Kurdish minorities, Ankara transformed the Kurdish issue into Turkey’s 

greatest vulnerability. (Barkey and Fuller 1998, 157) The Turkish leadership discovered 

that the Kurdish problem had rendered the country vulnerable to those neighbours with 

which it had had long-standing disputes by providing them with an opportunity to 

embarrass or even harass Ankara. (Olson 1995) It has to be mentioned as well that the 

Kurds eagerly accepted the regional assistance. 

 The most obvious connection between the external security threats related to the 

Kurds and Turkish foreign policy can be found in the case of Syria: The Syrian president, 

Hafez al-Assad always openly supported the PKK with arms, training and money, and 

provided shelter for its leader, Abdullah Öcalan. The Turkish-Syrian divide was heavily 

damaging to Turkey’s role in the Middle East, though it had a very strong impact on 

turning Turkey’s attention towards the region and making Turkish foreign policy more 

active there. The Turkish-Syrian relations look back to strong tensions that rooted in the 

territorial claims of Syria over Alexandretta (the Turkish province of Hatay). (Knudsen 

2003, 209) The antagonism, fuelled by the Cold War and the “Inönü-doctrine”, reached 

its peak in the 1980s and 1990s. The conflict manifested between Syria and Turkey over 

the division of the runoff of the Euphrates. Until the 1980s the previous French and British 

colonial agreements provided a good basis for the question on water division  (Araş, 

Bülent 2004, 92), however, in the 1980s Turkey launched the Southeast Anatolia Project 

(Güneydoğu Anadolu Projesi – GAP) (GAP 2005) and Syria started an extensive 

agricultural development programme. The GAP included vast irrigation systems, 

hydroelectric power plants that required huge amount of water in the catch-basin of the 

Euphrates. 

Turgut Özal managed to prevent a military and a political conflict, but the 

problems re-emerged in the 1990s. In the mid-1990s the tensions grew remarkably again 

and the Turkish leadership tried to handle the Kurdish issue through military means. The 

military campaign against the Kurds coincided with the growing tensions between Syria 
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and Turkey again. In Turkey, the rise of the Islamists was stopped temporarily with a 

coup in 1997, however, the old elites tried to do everything to stop the threats possibly 

connected to them. The fears of the society and the Kemalists triggered the mobilization 

on the Syrian borders and a few-days long military stand-off. The Assad regime ousted 

the PKK leader Öcalan and stopped supporting the PKK openly. Syria and Turkey signed 

an agreement and started to stabilize their relations. (Sezgin 2002: 50-63) In 1998 the 

Syrian-Turkish conflict111 almost led to conventional war between the two countries, 

however, the definite and immediate steps of the Turkish foreign policy and military elite 

proved to be effective. The fact that Syria stopped providing shelter for the PKK and its 

leaders meant an effective loss of power for the organization. In 1999 the Turkish Special 

Forces detained Öcalan in Kenya and brought him back to Turkey. (Sezgin 2002, 50-63) 

From 1998-1999 a more co-operative period started between Ankara and Damascus with 

the development of the political, economic and cultural relations. The foreign policy 

opening went hand in hand with the success in curbing the Kurdish resistance.  

With regard to Iraq President Özal showed growing activity in its foreign policy 

and joined the international military campaign of the Gulf War, not following the “Inönü-

doctrine” and the Kemalist military leaders’ will. The power-vacuum in Iraq and later the 

American no-fly zone over the Kurdish areas in the Northern-Iraq provided a perfect safe-

haven for the PKK insurgents. The Turkish-Iraqi relationship deteriorated due to multiple 

causes: After the Iraq-Iran war, Iraq became insolvent and could not pay back its debts; 

in retaliation Özal shut down the pipelines carrying Iraqi oil to the Mediterranean 

following the sanctions ordered by the UN Security Council. On the other hand, Baghdad 

became concerned about the ongoing construction of the GAP. During this period, the 

Turkish troops conducted regular cross-border operations to Iraqi territories – with the 

approval of Saddam Hussein. However, in the 1990s Baghdad started to reject the Turkish 

requests (Barkey and Fuller 1998, 170-172), which affected the Turkish security needs 

negatively. After the Gulf War, under the umbrella of the Operation Provide Comfort the 

Turkish military interventions continued in Northern Iraq, which led to growing 

international pressures. Özal changed his strategy and started negotiations with the Iraqi 

Kurdish leaders Masud Barzani and Jalal Talabani. As a result, the PKK announced a 

temporary ceasefire. (Barkey 2000) After Özal’s death in 1990, the PKK restarted its 

                                                           
111 More on the Syrian-Turkish conflict in 1998 see: (Makovsky 1999) 
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insurgency due to the collapse of the talks and the renewed Turkish military operations 

in Iraq. 

 From Turkey’s point of view, the most sensitive issue regarding Iraq was the 

eventual disintegration of the country and the emergence of an independent Kurdistan 

calling for the unification of all Kurds in the region. In the beginning, Özal favoured the 

KDP (Kurdistan Democratic Party) of Masud Barzani and started to cooperate with them 

against the Talabani-led PUK (Patriotic Union Kurdistan) in their internal conflict. (Hale 

2000, 309-310) The continuous operations in Iraq and the growing autonomy of the 

Northern Kurdish areas against the central government were against Turkish interest. 

However, the relative stability of the country and the positive economic effects of joining 

the UN operations were still much more favourable than the unpredictable situation after 

a possible disintegration of the country. As much as in the case of Syria, the Turkish 

foreign and security policy slowly had to become active towards the Middle East, the 

“Inönü-doctrine” became insufficient after the eruption of the Kurdish insurgency. 

Fighting the Kurds in the region needed military, diplomatic and financial means at the 

same time.  

 Iran also tried to use the Kurdish minorities to regularly remind Turkey of its own 

vulnerabilities. (Barkey and Fuller 1998, 171) Iran had serious problems with the growing 

uncertainties in Northern Iraq and the expanding Turkish influence there. The Iranian 

leaders were concerned by the Turkish support to Azerbaijan and possibly of the support 

of Azeris of Northern Iran. (Koknar 2006) Iran provided support to Talabani’s PUK and 

not the Barzani-led KDP, which had close ties with Turkey. (Gündoğan 2003) Iran’s 

growing influence in Iraq could also be connected to the fact that the Turkish-Israeli 

relations grew much stronger, the strategic rapprochement covered the fields of military, 

politics and economy. After the mid-1990s, parallel with Erbakan’s foreign policy turn 

towards the Muslim world Iran became stronger in the Kurdish areas of Iraq that already 

disturbed the Turkish and the Western interests. (Makovsky 1999b) it became clear 

already in the 1990s that the growing strategic threat from Iraq and Iran will necessitate 

continuous diplomatic and military activity towards the East.  

 The Kurdish question has always been a neuralgic point of Turkey’s threat 

perception. That is why the neighbouring countries have always been able to play the 

Kurdish card in their conflict with Turkey effectively. The different Turkish governments 

made different decisions in their foreign policy, however, their answer to the PKK’s threat 

and the Kurdish question was rather similar. Military actions, repressive and restrictive 
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policies became the standard, no matter if the Kemalists, or the Conservatives governed 

Turkey. The Kurdish issue s could be handled mainly in the domestic realm until the 

1990, but slowly the Kurds penetrated the Iraqi, Lebanese, Syrian areas and the conflict 

became regional. The 1998 crisis between Syria and Turkey proved that the question of 

the Kurds needs continuous focus of the Turkish foreign policy towards is neighbours, 

the times of the “Inönü-doctrine” is over. Diplomacy, political (and economic) 

cooperation proved to be the most efficient solution to handling the Kurdish question. 

  

Summarizing the results 

 

 The primary goals of the new elite after the establishment of the Turkish Republic 

were to create a functioning nation state and to build up a long term structure of 

institutions based on Western notions of democracy. The external environment was futile 

and hectic, with constant security challenges that threatened the mere existence of the 

new state. The growing Soviet threat and claims for the Turkish Straits, later WW II and 

the security threats of the Cold War environment all influenced the first decision-makers 

and the successive governments to be more cautious in their foreign policy decisions. 

This is why Atatürk created the notion of “peace at home, peace in the world”, which 

later became identified with the desired foreign policy behaviour of the Turkish republic.  

 Until the 1990s Turkey’s external environment was characterized by a constant, 

but predictable threat, both on the global and the regional scale. The threats generated by 

the Cold War and the constant proxy conflicts in the Middle East made the Turkish elite 

cautious, and – except for a few occasions – the Turkish governments did not deviate 

from the original foreign policy path of Atatürk until the mid-1980s. The foreign policy 

answer of Turkey for the external threats was an inward and Western-looking approach 

and seclusion from the immediate neighbours in the Middle East defined by the “Inönü-

doctrine”.  

 As defined in Schweller’s theoretical framework (Schweller 2004) the external 

influences are filtered through the internal factors. Social cohesion and the regime’s 

vulnerability show until what extent the society and the main interest groups accept the 

incumbent political power, and how much the government is influenced by the interests 

of the different groups. After 1923 the whole Turkish society had to be reinvented. A 

strong gap emerged between the political-economic elite of the main cities and the 

“backward” Anatolian masses. The Kemalist elite concentrated mainly on the nation-
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building processes, and followed an inward-looking and exclusionist foreign policy 

approach. The Cold War environment and the threats coming from the Soviet proxies 

triggered a unified reaction: The Turkish elite tried to tilt towards the West, but stayed 

inactive in terms of foreign policy at the same time. This was especially true in the 

immediate neighbourhood of Turkey. The unstable relations with the Arab countries and 

the emergence of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict were a new elements that defined 

Turkey’s regional environment. The political elite groups – Including the military – tried 

to answer these threats with the tools provided by Inönü’s foreign policy strategy. 

Following the “Inönü-doctrine” Turkey effectively blockaded itself from the 

neighbouring region until the mid-1980s.  

 Owing to the wide social gap between the Anatolian masses and the political elite, 

the interests of these social groups were not articulated for a long period of time, the 

society did not question the legitimacy of the political elite, and thus it recreated itself 

through democratic elections. Even though different parties were opened and closed, the 

successive parliamentary elections brought newer and newer coalitions, the main 

personalities behind the political parties remained the same. The society accepted the 

legitimacy of their leaders, and only started to question the foreign policy orientation 

relatively late in the 1980s.  

 As a reaction to the heavy losses of Turkey and the external economic shocks on 

the Turkish economy in the interwar period and during WW II the leadership decided to 

protect the Turkish economy more vehemently and to give an internal impetus for the 

growth. The creation of the ISI was also influenced by external security threats. The 

accession to the NATO in 1952 brought the obligation for further industrialization and 

infrastructural developments. The masses in the countryside that had previously been 

occupied in agriculture started to move to provincial population centres and bigger cities. 

As Mardin coined this process, the Turkish periphery slowly took over the centre. (Mardin 

1973) With the internal migration of the uneducated and skilled workers, a different set 

of values emerged in big cities. These groups of conservative and Muslim newcomers 

started to claim new services in the cities, which opened the way (first for the socialist 

political organizations and later) for the Islamic charities and Islamic oriented political 

groups. Parallel to this process the MG started to gain strength in Turkey promising new 

representation, new economic goals and living standards.  

 With the slow transformation of the power groups in the society, the 

transformation of the foreign policy of Turkey was also inevitable. The new political 
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groups were more open to active foreign policy and trade towards the East, based on 

ideological, religious (Islamic solidarity) and economic interests (the Eastern Anatolian 

SME’s were rather connected to the neighbouring countries and not to the West). In the 

1980s the tensions decreased with the Soviet allies in the Middle East, which made a more 

open foreign policy orientation possible. The transformation of the society became visible 

with the election of Turgut Özal in 1983, who started to pursue a new foreign policy 

approach and started a global opening. The Turkish entrepreneurs gradually emerged in 

the Middle East, however, after a few years, the new external challenges in the beginning 

of the 1990s washed away these developments. Under these new circumstances, the 

society’s claim for a change became more visible in the growing strength of Erbakan’s 

Islamist oriented party, the RP.  

 The end of the Cold War and the different security threats in Turkey’s immediate 

vicinity strengthened the demand for a more active foreign policy. The growing 

nationalistic sentiments inside the society and the nationalistic oriented parties claimed 

influence in the Turkic areas and the Muslim conservative groups demanded intervention 

in Bosnia. Enhanced activity became also necessary towards Iraq to handle the Kurdish 

question and reclaim the Turkish interests. The external challenges and opportunities that 

emerged in the reshaping regional and world order was “filtered through” the Turkish 

society. The external and internal influences were slowly pointing at the transformation 

of Turkish foreign policy. 

 During the examination of the regimes’ vulnerability, the role of the military 

cannot be avoided. The military elite always played a stabilizing role in Turkish politics, 

it has always been the most respected public institution in Turkey. However, the military 

has traditionally been a guardian of the Kemalist notions, and this way the protector of 

Turkey’s independence, and inward-looking foreign policy. But their role is ambiguous, 

the military has a decisive part in the regime’s vulnerability. The four military coups in 

the Turkish republic’s history proved the fact that if an incumbent government deviates 

too much from the Kemalist track, the army would not hesitate to intervene. This fact left 

the political regimes vulnerable, thus fast changes became extremely risky for any 

political group. Stepping up against the socialist movements, the military supported the 

Turkish-Islamic Synthesis, thus let the Islam oriented parties to gain strength. The radical 

changes that PM Erbakan tried to introduce in Turkey’s domestic and political policies 

triggered the February 28 process. However, the last military coup left the military 

vulnerable as well, which opened the way for meaningful changes. Despite the fact that 
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the military remained one of the most trusted state institutions (Aydinli, Özcan and Akyaz 

2006), its untouchability started to be questioned. This meant that the window of 

opportunity for a change opened up. 

 The Kurdish issue had also an important role in Turkey’s foreign policy 

transformation as both an external and an internal threat. The Kurdish question has always 

been a neuralgic point of Turkish foreign policy. Since the very beginning, the decision-

makers aimed at creating a unified Turkish nation and feared the possible separatist 

objectives of any minorities. The Kurdish groups became the most organized minority in 

Turkey and in 1984 started armed conflict in the Eastern areas of Anatolia. They 

questioned the legitimacy and the policies of the regime in Ankara and initiated an armed 

insurgency. The Turkish political and military elite answered this threat with military 

means, both inside and outside the country and penetrating mainly inside the country. The 

connection between the external pressures and the domestic variable became the most 

visible in the insurgency of the PKK. The Kurdish question became a foreign and security 

policy tool for Iraq and Syria that made Turkish leaders vulnerable. These neighbouring 

countries got an effective instrument in their hands to harass and blackmail Ankara. The 

1998 incident with Syria, which almost led to war (Sezgin 2002) and the growing 

problems in Iraq proved that Turkey needed a proactive approach and a comprehensive 

cooperation with its regional partners in order decrease its vulnerability. The American 

invasion of Iraq in 2003 brought a new warning of the Kurdistan region; namely that the 

Kurdistan region can influence the Turkish domestic arena, Turkish politicians are only 

able to offset it with active foreign policy approach. The growing tensions with the Kurds 

and the cross border features of the conflict triggered also a need for a more active foreign 

policy. Since the Kurdish problem constitutes the most important threat in the public’s 

perceptions as well, the active counteractions against the insurgency has always received 

wide support in the society. 

After having built up an analysis on the first two factors, the second two variables 

have to be examined. Elite consensus and elite cohesion give an answer to how much the 

elite creates one group and to what extent clashes inside the elite group and the different 

decision makers influence the foreign policy outcome. One of the major fractures inside 

the Turkish elite at the moment can be observed in the Kemalist versus Islamist/devout 

Muslim angle. The once leading secularist Kemalist political groups, represented mainly 

by the CHP, lost their power during the 1980s and 1990s and failed to redefine 

themselves. The military is an unavoidable segment of the Islamist-Kemalist fraction. The 
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military regards itself the protector of Kemalism, and as such, the protector of the values 

and the existence of the Republic. (Sakallioğlu 1997, 154) On this basis, the military 

intervened several times in politics, the army heavily pressured the civilian political elite, 

so that they changed their decisions and political strategies. This role started to erode from 

the second half of the 1990s. One of the major objectives of the AKP was to decrease the 

military’s power on politics. Fulfilling the Copenhagen Criteria, the AKP started to 

establish civilian control over the military. The military’s role in the different coups, 

especially in the so-called postmodern coup in 1997, taught the lesson for the AKP’s 

leadership. (Daği 2009) 

By the end of the 1990s, a relatively cohesive elite group was in the making. The 

new political elite of the Muslim conservative (in some understanding Islamist) 

politicians grew stronger and stronger. The Islamist movements slowly penetrated the 

whole society and gained their support in the cities of Anatolia and the wider countryside, 

and eventually in the main Kemalist strongholds of Istanbul and Ankara as well. The 

developments, such as Erdoğan was elected mayor of Istanbul and later Erbakan, the head 

of the openly Islamist RP signalled an irreversible shift in power towards a new political 

elite. This elite had different political ideals and different foreign policy orientation.  

Parallel to the strengthening of the new political elite, the new Muslim 

conservative business elite gained power as well, mainly from the cities and regional 

centres of Anatolia. Besides the original Kemalist elite that was concentrated in Istanbul 

and the main cities, from the end of the 1970s a new group of businessmen started to 

emerge, different in its character. The Muslim entrepreneurs from Anatolian cities and 

towns started to become influential factors and used their informal networks of Islamic 

solidarity for their interests. Islamic solidarity was a strong motif behind securing a 

growing market share in Muslim regions. In contrast to the old business elite, the 

Anatolian Tigers projected an Eastward-looking strategy; they have built up strong 

relations with the neighbouring Middle Eastern region and searched opportunities in the 

Muslim countries of the fast growing Southeast Asia. Parallel with their emergence, the 

patterns of Turkish external economic relations were transformed. New trading partners 

from the East gained importance and previously neglected regions, such as the Middle 

East and North Africa became (re)discovered. Numerous small and medium sized 

companies grew strong and diversified their trade relations. Their main interest was a 

stable environment for economic growth and government support for expansion abroad. 

The AKP provided the necessary background for the emergence of Turkish companies 



103 
 

outside Turkey. It became apparent that the interests of the business elite heavily 

influenced Turkish foreign policy decisions as well. Kirişci argues that Turkish foreign 

policy activism is strongly interrelated with the interests of the main Turkish business 

associations and business groups. According to Kirişci, the main factor that was behind 

the paradigm change in the Turkish foreign policy towards the East was motivated and 

supported by these business elites, especially the new economic elite of Anatolia. (Kirişci 

2009)  

The interests of the old economic elite, the Kemalist businessmen lie rather in the 

Western economic orientation, for them, political stability and liberal economic policies 

are the most important factors. Similar to the Anatolian business elite, their claims aimed 

at a more active foreign policy, however, they concentrated on an opening towards the 

EU and pushing for a rapid accession process. Their claim was more and more included 

in the new policies of the Turkish governments in the 1990s; and in the beginning of the 

AKP’s first governmental cycle from 2002 the EU accession became the most important 

foreign policy priority for Turkey. The TÜSIAD emphasized the importance of the EU 

track. According to their views, Turkey cannot accelerate its growth and competitiveness 

without intensifying its cooperation with countries more developed than Turkey itself. 

(Buğra 1998, 528) 

The EU became an active element of the transformation of the political elite, 

through its anchor role in Turkish politics. The efforts to achieve the accession had wide 

support inside all political elite groups and the majority of the society. Interestingly, the 

old elite groups started to become more and more Eurosceptic, based on their internal 

disputes reacting to the criticism of the EU in the Kurdish question, on the pressure of the 

IMF on the Turkish economy and on their own failure the redefine themselves. On the 

other hand, the new elite together with the old economic elite made efforts to step forward 

in the EU accession process. The Muslim conservative political elite embraced the EU 

accession and strengthened their domestic support. There was also a side effect of 

supporting the EU accession and to make difficult reforms. With these reforms and an 

active EU approach the military’s power over the politics and the risk of a next coup could 

have been reduced. The AKP put the EU accession to the top of its foreign policy agenda 

in 2001.  

 Having analysed the external security and political influences on Turkey and the 

internal transformations, the results verify the first hypothesis of this dissertation. By the 

beginning of 2000s an elemental change in the foreign policy orientation of Turkey 
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became inevitable. The external pressures and the new internal political claims 

predestined the outline of the new foreign policy system, though, the question remained 

open, when and how the transformation will occur? During the course of the 2000s the 

AKP, which was elected in 2002 started the negotiation with the EU, but at the same time, 

built up a strong regional influence of Turkey.  
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III. Turkey as a rising regional power  

 

 By the 2000s, both the external and the internal factors anticipated that Turkey 

would gradually pay more attention to its neighbouring regions, and the traditionally 

passive foreign policy would become an active one. The signs of this transformation had 

become unmistakable by the end of the 1990s. After a long struggle, the EU provided 

Turkey with a candidate status, which strengthened the European line in Turkish foreign 

policy. Not surprisingly, the party which had a strong pro-EU reform agenda could obtain 

the victory at the 2002 parliamentary elections. Internally, the consecutive economic 

crises, the 1997 postmodern military coup, the fast changing governments turned the 

attention away from the needs of the strengthening new elite and middle classes that had 

different claims in the political, economic, and cultural realms. In the beginning of the 

2000s, a new and energetic Turkey was in the making, yet it was not exactly sure, which 

party and which politicians would take up the leading role. 

 The AKP, which was established in 2001 by the popular young and reformist 

politicians of the RP, was born in the midst of a political power vacuum in Turkey. After 

the death of Turgut Özal in 1993 the turbulence of the Turkish domestic politics returned 

once again. One decade of hectic domestic politics, changing coalitions and political 

stagnation was not tolerable for the population anymore. Seizing this moment the AKP 

could step in, providing answers for both the pro-European and both the Islam-oriented, 

conservative societies. Most importantly, with the support of the Anatolian bourgeoisie 

they had the financial means to conduct a successful campaign. As a result, the AKP won 

the 2002 elections with an overwhelming majority and could start a one-party government 

with only one party, the CHP in opposition. (Carrol 2004)  

The 2002 elections clearly opened a new page in Turkey’s foreign policy and its 

stance in its own region. In the first years, the AKP government had to prove itself for the 

domestic constituencies and the military in order to politically survive. The pro-European 

policies, the strict reform agenda and the close cooperation with the EU kept up their 

popularity both internationally and internally. The military and the Kemalist elite did not 

have the legitimacy and the power to initiate a coup against this party with such a level 

of support, that had been building up a religious-conservative and democratic agenda at 

the same time. The AKP balanced its policies between the domestic and external 

pressures in a pedantic way. As a result, in 2005 Turkey was celebrating the start of the 
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accession talks. However, by 2005, the whole environment of Turkey was in a state of 

transformation. The US invasion of Iraq generated security threats from the East, which 

the new government had to give an answer to. Also, owing to the growing Anatolian 

businesses Turkey became more and more interconnected with its neighbourhood to the 

East. Based on the external environment and the internal incentives the need emerged for 

a comprehensive and consequent foreign policy strategy towards in this direction. The 

two main factors that triggered this rapid change were the Iraqi and the EU factors, 

however, other elements, such as Syria or Iran also played a role in it. 

 

Overview of Turkish foreign policy and the influencing external factors  

 

The AKP had a clear and articulated agenda for the EU accession, however, did 

not dispose of a similar strategy in other fields of foreign policy in the beginning. 

Nevertheless, the external environment was changing rapidly around Turkey. At the end 

of the 1990s two main strategic lines became visible: strengthening ties with the Western 

partners and pressing the issue of the EU accession and, on the other side, there could be 

an “Eastern opening”. However, the security environment of Turkey changed fast. The 

events in the beginning of the new decade created new problems and security threats for 

Turkey that had to be tackled. By the time the AKP effectively stepped into power at the 

end of 2002, the terrorist attacks of 9/11, the US-led intervention in Afghanistan and the 

forthcoming invasion of Iraq had presented strong challenges in the immediate 

neighbourhood of Turkey. (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 119) Besides the EU accession 

efforts, the imminent invasion of Iraq was the most urgent foreign policy question the 

AKP had to face. (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 128) 

 “Before November 2002, the AKP leaders had devoted relatively limited attention 

to defining their foreign policy, but for their determination to press ahead with their bid 

for EU membership.” (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 119) In 1999 the road to the EU accession 

seemed much easier, than it became in reality. After the positive decision of the EU in 

1999, there was a remarkable growth in the support for the EU accession both in the 

Turkish population and the Turkish elite. (Çarkoğlu 2003) It was obvious prior to the 

beginning of the new century that this would become the first foreign policy priority of 

any government in Turkey, no matter which political parties would constitute the 

governing coalition. Already before the parliamentary elections in 2002, the AKP started 

to support the political reforms in favour of the accession to the European Union, which 



107 
 

paved the way for an image of a reform-oriented party. After the AKP had stepped into 

power, it became clear, that in parallel with creating a reform agenda, the Turkish 

leadership had to keep an eye on the hesitating European leaders constantly. The 

leadership of the AKP was welcomed during their visits in the US or in several European 

destinations, but Germany and France were not overenthusiastic. (Hale and Özbudun 

2009, 120) 

 During the course of the first years in government, the AKP followed a pro-EU 

reform agenda, which was confirmed by the EU and most of the EU member states. 

However, the need for a critical decision on the Turkish accession process made some 

politicians and European governments raise their objections against the very principle of 

the Turkish accession. The strongest opposition came from Austria, Germany and France. 

Angela Merkel German Chancellor proposed the idea of a special or a privileged 

partnership for Turkey instead of the promise of a full accession. The French political 

parties were divided on the Turkish issue, President Chirac supported the Turkish 

government, the main opposition party and its leader (later President) Sarkozy firmly 

opposed the very fact of it. (Lagro 2008) As a general pattern, the conservative, Christian-

democratic parties opposed the Turkish accession, on a cultural-religious basis, simply 

questioning the fact whether Turkey belongs to Europe. 

 Despite these strained relations between the EU and Turkey, the support in the 

Turkish society was still high for the accession and the AKP continued the reform agenda 

for domestic political purposes.112 (Rada and Rada 2007, 10-11) However, the unresolved 

issue of the status of Cyprus threatened with serious troubles in the EU-Turkish relations. 

The urgent need emerged for at least a timeline of negotiations before May 2004, the 

accession of the Greek half of the island to the EU. It was already obvious, prior to 2003, 

that the Greek-Cypriots’ accession would further complicate the bilateral ties between the 

EU and Turkey. After their accession, all the EU-Turkish agreements and protocols would 

have to be extended on Cyprus with active legal ratification from Ankara. This meant 

according to the Ankara Protocol of the agreement on the Customs Union 113 that Turkey 

needed to open its ports for ships operating under the flag of Cyprus. Knowing the serious 

                                                           
112 The reform agenda and the pro-EU stance kept up the AKP’s popularity, and at the same time it served 

as a „shield” against the accusations of being Islamist party that is against the Kemalist foundations of the 

Turkish state. The reforms kept the government safe form a possible military coup and also gradually 

contributed to the stronger and stronger civil control of the military. 
113 The document is available on the website of the European Union: 

http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/customs/customs_duties/rules_origin/customs_unions/article_414_e

n.htm  

http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/customs/customs_duties/rules_origin/customs_unions/article_414_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/customs/customs_duties/rules_origin/customs_unions/article_414_en.htm
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repercussions of such a scenario, the Turkish government supported all local and 

international efforts, finding a long-lasting solution for the conflict. The AKP supported 

the peace negotiations of the Greek and Turkish sides, and the meditation of the UN 

Secretary General, Kofi Annan. (Çelenk, 2007, 351-352) Following the UN’s active 

contribution to the settlement of the conflict along the “Annan-plan” the two sides 

prepared for a referendum on April 2004, just a few days before the date of the Greek 

Cypriots’ accession to the EU. The majority of the Turkish Cypriots, backed up by the 

Turkish politicians supported the Annan plan, because this would have meant the 

accession of their fellows to the EU and at the same time a solution of a problem, which 

threatened the Turkish accession the most. However, there was no such a pressure on the 

Greek side and the Greek Cypriots rejected the referendum on the unification of the 

island. (Sachs 2004) 

 The failure of the Annan plan caused serious disappointment in Turkey, especially 

the fact that the Turkish side of the island did not receive any compensation for their 

supportive stance in the negotiations, while the Greeks joined the EU. (Hale and Özbudun 

2009, 122-123) At the European Council meeting at the end of 2004 the Greek Cypriot 

leader, PM Papadopoulos wanted to use its leverage in the negotiations against Turkey in 

order to receive further advantages inside the EU. However, the majority of the EU Heads 

of State and Prime Ministers were strictly in favour of a positive decision. The European 

Council agreed that the Turkish accession negotiations could start on 3rd October 2005. 

In return, the Turkish government agreed to sign an additional protocol to extend the 

effect of the Customs Union on the new member states, including Cyprus. The 

‘Negotiating Framework for Turkey” a document created by the European Commission 

included further conditionalities, from which the most important (and for Turkey 

disappointing) clause was the one, which stated that the negotiations are “open-ended”, 

the outcome of which cannot be guaranteed.114 

 Even though the starting date of the negotiations was set, the general opinion in 

the EU started to change on the accession of Turkey. The growing tensions with the 

Muslim communities inside the European societies turned the positive atmosphere into a 

slightly negative one. (Rada and Rada 2007, 22) The difficulties of integrating the 10 new 

member states did not help the issue of the Turkish accession either. The conservative 

                                                           
114 The document is available:  Negotiating Framework (Luxembourg, 3 October 2005) URL: 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/turkey/st20002_05_tr_framedoc_en.pdf  

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/turkey/st20002_05_tr_framedoc_en.pdf
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turn became visible in 2005 with the elections’ success of Angela Merkel in Germany. 

The French and the Austrian governments raised their concerns as well. Turkey signed 

the additional protocol, however made a provision that this act would not amount to the 

recognition of the Republic of Cyprus. (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 123-124) 

 After October 3, 2005 the negotiations started, but almost immediately stopped. 

The initial target date for the Turkish accession was 2014, until which the negotiations 

would have had to agree on 35 different chapters. Negotiations started on 6 chapters, and 

closed one chapter on science in less than a year. However, without a resolution of the 

conflict in Cyprus the continuation of the negotiations became hopeless. The Turkish 

government showed willingness to effectively extend the customs union on the Republic 

of Cyprus in return for easing the isolation of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus. 

The initiative failed due to the opposition of the Greek Cypriot president, Papadopoulos. 

(Çelenk 2007) 

These events toned down the euphoria and Europe – instead of embracing Turkey 

– started to search for excuses how to slow down any advancements in the accession 

process. Negotiations started in only about a third of the chapters (fourteen)115 and only 

one has been concluded so far116. Furthermore, in 2006 the EU Council blocked the 

opening of eight chapters 117 (because Turkey did not accept the Amendment of the 

Ankara Agreement in its relations with Cyprus and did not open the Turkish ports and 

airports for ships and planes under the Cypriot flag). The year of 2007 brought even 

further tensions in the Turkish-EU relations. The election of President Nicolas Sarkozy 

in France strengthened the group of European leaders who were not favouring the Turkish 

accession. President Sarkozy announced that France blocks five more chapters118. 

Sarkozy also initiated the creation of the panel of the wise men, who would have made a 

decision on the borders of Europe. Even though, the European Council did not approve 

the French president’s idea, it further burdened the relationship. (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 

127) 

                                                           
115 These chapters are: Free Movement of Capital, Company Law, Intellectual Property Law, Information 

Society & Media, Food Safety, Veterinary & Phytosanitary Policy, Taxation, Statistics, Enterprise & 

Industrial Policy, Trans-European Networks, Regional Policy & Coordination of Structural Instruments, 

Science & Research, Environment and Climate Change, Consumer & Health Protection, Financial Control.  
116 Science & Research 
117 Free Movement of Goods, Right of Establishment For Companies & Freedom To Provide Services, 

Financial Services, Agriculture & Rural Development, Fisheries, Transport Policy, Customs Union, 

External Relations 
118 Economic & Monetary Policy, Regional Policy & Coordination of Structural Instruments, Financial & 

Budgetary Provisions, Institutions and put their reservation on the already blocked chapter on Agriculture 

& Rural Development.  
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Obviously, this triggered domestic repercussions inside Turkey, and the Turkish 

government slowed down the reform agenda remarkably. As an encouragement and 

confidence building measure the EU proposed to open negotiations in a few more 

chapters, however, the Turkish government seemed less eager to react positively to the 

warnings and requests. The European Commission called on Turkey for the continuation 

of the reform agenda, however, the Turkish government started to work more and more 

on its “Eastern” foreign policy initiatives and reacted less to the signals coming from 

Europe. After an unsuccessful trial to settle the Cyprus conflict under UN auspices, the 

Republic of Cyprus announced in 2009 the freezing of the negotiations in six additional 

chapters119. This caused a serious disappointment for Turkey and a push for building a 

new foreign policy course that Turkey had already started a few years earlier. 

However, at the end of the decade a contrapositive process emerged. After the 

AKP’s second victory in 2007 Turkey not only had the potential and capabilities of being 

an influential actor, but started to behave like one and started to articulate its regional 

claims. The growing self-esteem of the Turkish leadership and the diversification of 

foreign relations caused political repercussions in the EU. (Evin et al 2010, 7) This 

coincided with the realization from the European side that Turkey became a clear 

economic and political factor in its neighbourhood that can serve as an important asset 

for the EU’s foreign policy and economic purposes; Turkey could be a credible 

intermediary of the European interest to its neighbouring regions. (Kirişci, Tocci and 

Walker 2010, 24-28) “Turkey may represent an asset to the Western alliance precisely 

because its policies in the neighbourhood are distinct and not simply a replica of 

American and EU policies in the region.” (Evin, et al 2010, 29) Turkey’s real potential 

lied in helping the region to integrate deeper in the global system, thus conduce to the 

realization of Western interests in the neighbouring areas.  

“The future of Turkey-EU relations is really about what the EU will decide it 

wants to be, a decision, which Germany and France will be key to determine.” (Çağaptay 

2013a, 16) The negative attitude of France and Germany changed after 2009 – President 

Sarkozy ceased to openly speak about the privileged partnership. In the environment of a 

formulating worldwide financial crisis, the strong Turkish economy proved to be an 

important and strategic partner. The EU started to anticipate a positive agenda in its 

Turkish relations.  

                                                           
119 Freedom of Movement For Workers, Energy, Judiciary & Fundamental Rights, Justice, Freedom & 

Security, Education & Culture, Foreign, Security & Defence Policy 
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Turkey’s Western relations were only one side of the coin, after 2002, the AKP 

had to handle the changes on its Eastern borders. Following the terror attacks on 11th 

September 2001 the Turkish leadership showed the greatest sympathy towards the US 

and PM Bülent Ecevit sent his personal condolences to President Bush. 120 The Turkish 

forces joined the international coalition in Afghanistan and remained supportive in the 

international stabilizing efforts as well. However, Iraq was a totally different case. Turkey 

feared that the effects of the Gulf Wars will be repeated and the negative spill over effects 

of the instabilities in Iraq will seriously affect the stability and the economic interest of 

Turkey. In the midst of the PKK insurgency the general fear was that after the collapse of 

the Saddam regime, the Kurdish leaders will seize the opportunity to create their own 

state. In this case Kurdish areas could have given a backup support for the Kurdish 

insurgency in Eastern Turkey and a safe haven for the PKK fighters. Bülent Ecevit – and 

from 2002 – PM Abdullah Gül were against the invasion of Iraq. However, it became 

obvious soon, that President Bush was determined about his military plans and the 

Turkish politicians could not influence him. It was not in Turkey’s interest to antagonize 

the US with not providing sufficient support. The best solution seemed to be letting the 

American troops on Turkish soil and in return the Turkish forces were ready to enter 

Northern Iraq watching the Kurds from a closer distance. (Çağaptay 2004) 

Nevertheless, the AKP’s leadership attempted to reach results in the disarmament 

of Iraq. Abdullah Gül – as a foreign minister – held consultations in Middle Eastern 

capitals, the foreign ministers of Turkey, Jordan, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Iran and Egypt met 

in Istanbul, even a Turkish minister travelled to Baghdad to head off the prospective 

invasion of Iraq. (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 131) After seeing that the diplomatic efforts 

could not avert Washington from its Iraqi plans, the Turkish government demanded 92 

billion USD aid to cover the future losses, caused by the war. Washington was ready to 

provide financial support, but much less, than Turkey demanded. 121 Despite the 

pragmatic interests behind joining the invasion and providing access to Turkish soil for 

the American military, eventually the Turkish parliament did not support the military 

intervention in 2003, due to the revulsion of most of the society and the main elite groups. 

Because of this decision the American military and political leaders became furious, 

                                                           
120 Hürriyet Daily News January 6, 2002. 
121 The US government agreed to provide 6 billion USD aid in grants and further 24 billion USD in loan 

guarantees (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 132) 
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however, this did not hinder the invasion, which started 20th March 2003. (Çağaptay 

2004) 

The lack of Turkish foreign policy strategy on Iraq and the lack of foreign policy 

experience became apparent in this case. Soon after the rejection, the Turkish parliament 

voted for a resolution that allowed the NATO forces to use Turkish airspace and later 

reaffirmed the American troops’ access to the Incirlik airbase in Eastern Turkey. The 

Turkish political leadership tried to make sure that the military would be part of the 

stabilization efforts in Iraq, especially in the Kurdish areas. Turkish troops, however, were 

not invited by the Provincial Governing Council eventually. (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 

132) This way Turkey did not become part of the imbroglio of the Iraqi war, at the same 

time lost its leverage to influence on the Kurdish areas.  

The invasion of Iraq and the fall of the Saddam Hussein regime had two important 

consequences for the whole region, thus influenced significantly the Turkish foreign 

policy as well. As mentioned earlier, the AKP had not had a consequent foreign policy 

strategy on Iraq and the Middle East before the American troops started the invasion. 

However, with the fall of an important political actor in the region, a new situation 

emerged. The fact that Iraq meant a serious security threat was not new, but the fact that 

a power vacuum emerged predicted a regional resettlement. This situation called for 

influencing and stabilizing the whole region and a chance for stronger regional role of 

Turkey. The AKP government tried to live up to this opportunity and turned its attention 

to the East, especially after the virtual halt of the EU accession process in 2006. 

Most importantly, the Turkish governments had to be ready to handle the Kurdish 

question, the situation in Northern Iraq. After the Turkish parliament failed to provide its 

support for the American invasion, Washington put Turkey aside and the Kurdish 

Regional Government filled in the space. The American leadership could not afford to 

lose their support, thus did not let Turkey into Iraq as the Turkish military leadership 

planned. They feared that President Barzani would initiate the break-away of the Kurdish 

territories. Even though the US government proclaimed the support for the territorial 

integrity of Iraq and the goal of creating an inclusive new government, Turkey stayed 

uneasy about the possible scenarios of the future of Kurdistan. The conflict became 

deeper because of the issue of Kirkuk, a city with mixed population and a huge amount 

of oil reserves. Turkey opposed President Barzani’s claim for the city, because with 

Kirkuk the Kurds could have financed the creation of a state. (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 

134) 
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According to the agreement between Syria and Turkey that was signed in 1998, 

the PKK was forced to leave Syria. (Sezgin 2002) The main forces moved to Iraq, from 

where they planned their attacks against Turkey. In the autumn of 2003, the PKK 

unilaterally ended the ceasefire, that they proclaimed in 1999, and renewed its attacks in 

Eastern Turkey. (Larrabee 2008, 8) Turkey pushed for an agreement with the US, 

however, they did not manage to reach one. The strenuous situation was further 

intensified by the Turkish military leadership that suggested unilateral actions in Iraqi 

territories, in the form of cross-border military operations. The idea was dropped, but it 

burdened the already tense US-Turkish relations further. (Larrabee 2008, 8-9) With the 

US inaction the PKK gained strength and continued its armed resistance in Anatolia. 

Erdoğan visited Washington and convinced President Bush about the need of a security 

cooperation. The Iraqi-American Turkish cooperation included sharing intelligence 

information and allowed for targeted Turkish operations limited only against PKK bases. 

This became very important step forward towards settling the bilateral ties with the US 

and also creating the atmosphere for cooperation with Iraq. (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 

135) 

Erdoğan paid a historic visit to Baghdad in 2008, which was the first high level 

political visit to Iraq from the Turkish side in 20 years. Erdoğan aimed to improve the ties 

with Baghdad and at the same time to find an ally in its fight against the PKK. Owing to 

the continuous military operations, the relations between the leaders of Iraqi Kurdistan 

and Turkey deteriorated. However, both the Iraqi central government and the Kurdistan 

Regional Government were interested in bringing Turkey closer and to develop an interest 

based cooperation. In 2009 the Turkish government was open to settle the long dispute 

over the distribution of the water of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. Most importantly, by 

2009 the Iraqi leadership started to support the Turkish efforts against the PKK and even 

Barzani spoke sympathetically about the military operations. (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 

135-136) 

The American invasion of Iraq changed the power-balance of the Middle East and 

reshaped the whole region. In this new environment Turkey had to create a new approach 

towards the most important partners, Iran, Israel and Syria. These countries posed the 

most important external influences on Turkey that generated the activation of its foreign 

policy towards the region. Apparently with Iran and Syria the most important issues to 

tackle were related to the demise of Iraq and the PKK’s activity. The Turkish decision, 

not to participate in the invasion of Iraq put Tehran and Ankara on the same side, and 
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allowed for a positive atmosphere. The Iranian-Turkish cooperation was necessary 

against the Kurdish separatists that fought in Iranian territories as well.122 Iran’s efforts 

to fight against the Free Life Party of Kurdistan (Partiya Jiyana Azad a Kurdistanê – 

PJAK), which had bases close to the PKK in the Northern Iraqi territory, brought the two 

countries closer together. Their cooperation did not exceed sharing military intelligence, 

however it was an important breakthrough in their common efforts.  

The economic cooperation became an important element with Syria that moved 

the relations from conflicted to cooperative. Syria became the showcase of the new 

Turkish foreign policy approach from the second half of the 2000s. The “zero problems 

with the neighbours” policy123 became operational in the relationship between Turkey 

and Syria. After the warming up period between them, Ankara ambitioned to mediate in 

the historic conflict of Israel and Syria. (Taşpinar 2012, 137) 

After the standoff on the Turkish-Syrian borders in 1998 brought a fundamental 

change in the bilateral relations. As mentioned earlier, the crisis that almost ended in a 

military conflict created an atmosphere of cooperation. Syria expelled the PKK and its 

leaders and in return Turkey let more water to Syria through the Euphrates. Two years 

later, Turkey was represented at the funeral of Hafez Al-Assad on the highest level. The 

rapprochement of the two countries was strongly motivated by the war in Iraq, which 

disrupted the Turkish-Iraqi trade relations. After the loss of the Iraqi market there was a 

need to find a strong trade partner in the immediate neighbourhood. As a result of the 

rapprochement, the trade volume jumped significantly only in a few years’ time. Syria 

had a crucial role in Turkey’s efforts to diversify the sources for natural gas and crude oil. 

According to the original plans, the Egyptian and Syrian natural gas could have reached 

Turkey, which started to elaborate on the plans of regional distribution of electricity. 

(Araş and Aydin 2005, 33-34) 

From 2003 a positive atmosphere characterized the bilateral Turkish-Syrian 

relations. The flourishing cooperation between Damascus and Ankara slowly made it 

possible for Turkey to develop a strong influence inside Syria and at the same time to 

become the “gate” for Assad’s international opening. The changes inside Syria 

predestined this scenario. After the death of Hafez al-Assad, his son Bashar stepped into 

                                                           
122 During Erdoğan’s visit to Tehran in 2004 an agreement was signed on the cooperation against the 

Kurdish separatist organizations. (Larrabee 2008, 9) 
123 The new foreign policy approach that was initiated in the second half of the 2000s will be elaborated on 

in details in the forthcoming sections of this chapter.  
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power in 2000. However, the young president of the country was deemed to be a leader 

with soft hands. Syria, which had been struck by an economic crisis had to face a political 

and foreign policy crisis as well in 2005, when following the Hariri assassination the 

Syrian army was forced to leave Lebanon. (Zisser 2006) The Turkish influence gradually 

grew in Syria, which had positive effects on regional stability. Turkey tried to play a 

mediating role between Syria and Israel in 2006 and 2007. The secret negotiations almost 

reached an agreement in 2008, however, they collapsed after Israel’s military operation 

in Gaza at the end of 2008. (Taşpinar 2012, 137) The Turkish-Syrian relations reached 

their peak in 2007 with the signing a free trade agreement. Their bilateral relations were 

strong from the beginning of the AKP rule, but improved even further by the second half 

of the decade. The Assad regime became one of the most important regional partner of 

Turkey. The threat, which was the most important characteristic of their relations in the 

1990s was changed in the 2000s to cooperation and Turkey’s growing influence. 

Turkey – against the will of the US – strengthened the economic cooperation with 

Iran as well, especially by buying natural gas. (Coşkun 2010; Flanagan 2013, 170) 

According to the agreement that was made by the Erbakan government, Turkey started to 

import natural gas from 2001. (Gürzel 2012, 144) In order to decrease the vulnerability 

based on importing natural gas only from Russia, Turkey started to search for other 

options. Besides the Nabucco project – which would have transported Azeri natural gas 

to Turkey – Ankara initiated stronger cooperation with Tehran. (Flanagan 2013, 171) In 

2007 the Turkish and the Iranian ministers signed a memorandum of understanding on 

building a new pipeline to have the capacity of re-exporting Iranian natural gas to Europe. 

(Gürzel 2012, 144) 

In May 2010, the US and most of the EU members were concentrating on 

declaring further sanctions on Iran because of its nuclear programme. However, Turkey 

did not line up with its Western allies, instead, – together with Brazil – announced a 

nuclear swap programme for Iran. 124 Even though the swap deal had been designed 

according to the demands of the US, it did not address every aspects, thus did not become 

approved by the US.125 (Gürzel 2012, 141; Csicsmann and N. Rózsa 2013, 72) The 

development of eventual military nuclear capacities in Iran was a threatening scenario for 

                                                           
124 The Tehran Declaration stipulated that 20-percent –enriched nuclear fuel had to be provided to Iran to 

be used in its research reactor, in exchange for the removal of a big amount of low-enriched uranium to 

Turkey (Gürzel 2012, 141) 
125 On Turkey’s mediating role between Iran and the US see also. (Balogh 2009) 
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Turkey as well. Turkey as member of the NATO is protected by its “nuclear umbrella” 

against any possible aggressor countries, including a nuclear Iran. Thus, Turkey has 

always supported regional non-proliferation, which could have provided more regional 

security. According to Gürzel, Turkey has always disposed of a small amount of US 

tactical nuclear weapons deployed in Incirlik airbase, which could gave Turkey self-

confidence in its non-proliferation policies. (Gürzel 2012, 143) This fact lowered the 

threat perception created by the Iranian nuclear programme, however, it never vanished. 

The Iranian nuclear ambitions generated concerns not only in the political groups inside 

Turkey, but in the AKP as well. Most of the Turkish politicians believed that aligning 

themselves with the Western policies and imposing newer sanctions would only delay the 

Iranian nuclear capacities and would not be able to curb them. (Gürzel 2012, 144) 

The AKP governments’ “zero problems policy with the neighbours” implicated a 

gradual intensification of Turkish-Iranian relations. Based on the mutual sympathy of the 

religious elites, this could have been a possible option, however, Turkey could not 

become a reliable partner for Iran. Iran has perceived Turkey as a competitor. (Gürzel 

2012, 145) On the other hand, Iran’s challenge towards Turkey was further complicated 

by the strengthening bilateral trade ties. Starting with the signed deal of gas (and oil) 

supply to Turkey, the two countries became strongly interdependent, contributing to the 

complexity of their relations based on cooperation and threat.  

With the announcement of the “zero problems with the neighbours” policy, 

Turkey ambitioned a mediating role in global conflicts. One of these examples was PM’s 

foreign policy advisor, Ahmet Davutoğlu’s mediation effort in the Iranian-US relations 

and Iran’s nuclear agenda, which was announced by Prime Minister Erdoğan. (Sözen 

2010, 110; Balogh 2009) With a possible step forward in the Turkish mediating ambitions 

the threat level posed by Iran as an important regional factor could have been reduced 

significantly for Turkey. Not to mention the fact that these nuclear developments in Iran 

posed a greater threat to Israel in the region. The Turkish ambitions for a stable 

neighbourhood included the idea of decreasing the possibility of an Israeli pre-emptive 

attack on Iran’s nuclear facilities, which could lead to a regional armed conflict.  

As a heritage of the 1990s, in the first periods of the AKP government’s rule Israel 

was regarded as a strategic partner and a regional ally. The mutually beneficial 

cooperation was based on Turkey’s request for advanced Israeli military technology and 

Israel’s need of easing regional isolation. The bilateral relations between Turkey and 

Israel in this period can be characterized by the coexistence of politically critical 
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approaches and strong economic, military and political cooperation. However, the start 

of the second intifada triggered the criticism of the Ecevit government in 2001, but these 

new accents of the Turkish foreign policy started to reveal from 2003. PM Erdoğan 

became openly critical about Israel’s policies in the Palestinian territories, and even called 

them a state terror in 2004. (Çağaptay 2005) The relations were further strained after the 

success of Hamas in the Palestinian elections and the official visit of the Hamas 

delegation to Turkey in 2006. The second Israel-Lebanon war in the same year added to 

the disagreements and made these relations even tenser, which triggered Turkey-wide 

demonstrations against Israel. (Larrabee 2009, 19) However, the strategic relationship 

remained in place, the weapon purchases and the military field exercises 126 were 

generally accepted areas of their bilateral cooperation.  

Despite the fruitful cooperation, it became obvious already in 2008 that the 

Turkish-Israeli bilateral relations were about to change; parallel to Turkey’s engagement 

in the Iranian nuclear negotiation, which bothered Israel seriously, growing criticism 

towards Israel’s Gaza policies emerged. After the 2007 inter-Palestinian split, Israel and 

Egypt decided to impose a blockade around the Gaza Strip. Turkey has been criticizing 

Israel for violating human rights in Gaza. This went even further with the Israeli 

Operation Cast Lead, which left at least 1300 dead in Gaza and hundreds more injured. 

The Turkish Prime Minister swiftly condemned the Israeli actions, however did not 

condemn the rocket attacks of Hamas. The Turkish Prime Minister further escalated the 

tensions at the World Economic Forum in Davos, when harshly criticized the Israeli 

President, Shimon Peres. (Eligür 2013, 439) The Operation Cast Lead was especially 

painful for the Turkish leadership because it coincided with the mediation efforts between 

Israel and Syria. Turkey felt betrayed by the Israeli counterpart when they were not 

informed on the military intervention under preparations. The turning point of the 

bilateral relations was the flotilla incident in 2010, 127 which eventually lead to the 

deterioration of the Turkish-Israeli political relations and even to lowering the level of 

diplomatic representations.  

                                                           
126 Turkey, the US and Israel conducted the latest annual exercise of their air forces, the Anatolian Eagle in 

2008 (Eligür 2013, 433) and that of their navies, the Reliant Mermaid in 2009 (Eligür 2013, 440) 
127 The Turkish Islamist civil society association, the IHH organized a flotilla in May, 2010, which was 

sailing towards the Gaza Strip with allegedly humanitarian aid on board. Their aim was to break the Israeli 

blockade of Gaza. The Israeli commandos boarded the leading ship, Mavi Marmara and were attacked by 

the activisits. In response they used live ammunition and the action killed 9 Turkish citizens. (Eligür 2013, 

440) 
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By the beginning of the Arab Spring in 2011 Turkey’s relations with its long-time 

allies, the US, the EU and Israel had deteriorated, a new foreign policy line became 

visible, and those countries who used to be foes in previous historical periods became 

closer allies. Turkey reacting to the external environment, which generated strong 

security concerns and foreign policy opportunities at the same time, answered with a new 

active approach, and a systematic initiative to influence the whole region. Especially, 

starting from 2009, the appointment of Ahmet Davutoğlu to the post of Foreign Minister, 

Turkish foreign policy could be termed as a quest for regional soft power. 

 

Transformation inside Turkey – the internal factors 

 

After analysing the main external influences, the general pattern of the Turkish 

foreign policy until 2011 and the soft power ambitions of Turkey, this dissertation tries 

to give a thorough analysis and an explanation of the Turkish foreign policy changes 

through the internal framework that was specified earlier, Schweller’s four variables. 

(Schweller 2004, 170-181) The task of this chapter is to link the soft power ambitions and 

opportunities with the realities created by the external and internal environment of 

Turkey. Through Schweller’s four variables this dissertation explains how the foreign 

policy of the 2000s and the growing will of the society are connected and how the desires 

of the old elite groups and strong social groups fall back. The separation of the sections 

follows the logic in the different issues and connects the four variables to them. 

The first section – following the logic of the previous main chapter of the 

dissertation – examines the questions of social cohesion and the government’s 

vulnerability, how much the internal changes gave a proper basis to the total 

transformation of the country’s foreign policy. The society’s support to the institutions 

and the policies built up by the AKP government and the legitimacy remained to be 

questionable for quite a long time, not to mention the vulnerability of the government.  

The AKP’s emergence and rise to power was based on the retrogradation of the 

secularist elite and the banning of the old Islamist elite. Thus those threats and social 

ambiguities coming from both the antagonist, secular elite groups and the social groups 

that clearly echoed their dissatisfaction with the rise of an Islamist party to power 

remained. The first task of the AKP was to assure its legitimacy towards the society and 

then try to handle the questions of reaching a consensus, if not a stable, majority among 
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the obviously not cohesive elite. The second section analyses, how much the Turkish elite 

transformation continued in the 2000s. The continuation of the processes that started 

inside the Turkish elite from the 1980s and the slow demise of the secular, exclusive 

groups in politics all lead up to two parallel results: the growing division of the Turkish 

society and the desperate clashes of the two antagonistic elite groups. Breaking the pattern 

of the analysis set up in the previous chapter, the regime vulnerability must be examined 

in this section as well, namely because the AKP governments legitimacy was questioned 

and threatened on the elite level both by the military and the old political elite several 

times. As part of the elite coherence, the chapter sheds light on the leadership factor and 

the consequences of the strong leadership pattern in the Turkish political culture, namely 

the “Erdoğan factor”. Also, the external ally of the AKP government, the Hizmet 

movement will receive its own section. Since the EU accession process played a crucial 

role in the elite transformation, the dissertation will include it as an internal factor within 

the second section. Following the logic of the previous chapter, the Kurdish question and 

the influence of the mixture of violence and reconciliation with the Kurds will be analysed 

in the third part. 

The last section overviews the relationship of the external influences and these 

domestic factors before translated into certain decisions of the foreign policy executive. 

This section gives an explanation, how much the domestic changes and the internal 

processes affected the foreign policy of Turkey and how much the new ambitions can be 

understood through the framework of this dissertation. This section reveals the 

contradictions of the foreign policy ambitions and their barriers decoded inside the 

Turkish society. The Turkish soft power ambitions had their barriers inside the cleavages 

of the Turkish domestic environment. This section will provide for a connection to the 

subsequent chapter that explains the Turkish soft power ambitions and the new foreign 

policy line of Turkey along the concept of Ahmet Davutoğlu. 

 

Power relations and political affiliations inside the Turkish society 

 

The shift inside the Turkish society towards the conservative right did not stop 

during the 2000s, it continued after AKP’s rise to power. The classification of Turkish 

domestic politics along the lines of the centre-periphery argument by Mardin (Mardin 

1973; Mardin 2005) remained still valid after 2000, however, some supplements must be 

added to cover the last period of the Turkish society’s internal adjustments. According to 
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Hale and Özbudun “the superimposition of the class, centre-periphery and the secularist-

religious cleavages has led to a particularly deep and potentially explosive division, a real 

dichotomy, in Turkish politics.” They underline that multiple and parallel divisions inside 

a society, especially if they are possibly reinforcing one another, pose a serious challenge 

to democratic stability. (Hale and Özbudun 2010, 34) 

In the centre-periphery cleavage it is important to underline that both the centre 

and the periphery had changed by the 2000s, the latter one substantially. After the 

elections in 2002, the only two political groups that stayed in the parliament were the 

AKP and the CHP.128 According to some assessments the latter remained the strongest 

opposition party and for years the only group in the parliament that signed up to defend 

the centrist values. On the other hand, the AKP seemed to be the representative of the 

peripheral forces. Both of these allegations are oversimplifications and exaggerations, 

especially the one referring to the AKP. As explained earlier, during the previous decades 

the periphery of the Turkish society penetrated the centre both on the lower and the elite 

levels. However, the periphery still existed in 2002 and still exists today that provides for 

the unique social pattern of the AKP’s voters. (Hale and Özbudun 2010, 33-39; Çarkoğlu 

2007) 

The AKP accounts for a multilevel voter base, which changed the whole structure 

of the Turkish political power balance and the “political game field”. There is no direct 

lineage with the older Islamist political parties and the leadership has never claimed to. 

The AKP emerged as the downstream of MG movement, however it was not the 

descendant of Erbakan’s parties.129 The AKP allured only about half of the voters from 

Erbakan’s party, the rest were coming from the conservative religious but not necessarily 

the Islamist part of the political spectrum. Polls showed that the rest of the voters came 

from the supporters of the centre-right ANAP and DYP parties and the far right MHP. 

The AKP managed to recreate a pool of political support, similar to the one Turgut Özal 

created in 1983, a wide social basis, mainly form the rightist and conservative sections of 

the society, with some segments from the centre left, winning the not strictly secular 

groups from the CHP. (Hale and Özbudun 2010, 37; Çarkoğlu 2006, 164, 171) 

                                                           
128 The AKP received 34, 28% of the votes, which awarded the party 363 seats in the 550 seats Grand 

National Assembly of Turkey. The CHP received 19,39%, that was worth for 178 seats. Other parties did 

not manage to cross the 10% election threshold. (Çarkoğlu 2002; Çarkoğlu and Kalaycioğlu 2007, 24-31) 
129 Partially as a self-defending strategy against the military and its attempts to categorize the party as 

Islamist, this way to initiate the closure of it following the 1982 Constitution. 
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The AKP created a basis of supporters, which is not only interesting from the 

perspective of their political affiliation, but also from a sociological point of view. As the 

previous chapter discussed, the rise of the AKP was parallel to and interdependent from 

the emergence of a new Muslim bourgeoisie, the new devout Muslim conservative 

business generation. Yavuz underlines the driving force of this new business elite group 

behind the “cross-class” coalition supporting the new political party’s power. The 

composition of this social alliance embrace the rural population, the working classes from 

the cities, the small tradesman, the urban-slum dwellers and the new well-offs: 

businessmen, emerging academia and intellectual, religious Muslim middle classes. 

(Yavuz 2006a, 4-7) The equation includes both the losers and the winners of globalization 

and the different crises of the last few decades. This means that the AKP had the pool of 

the big masses among its supporters, thus the populist political rhetoric worked well. On 

the other hand, the political agenda was not empty populism, thus a strong and wide group 

of politically and economically influential supporters aligned with the new policy lines 

of the AKP.  

The cross-class feature of the AKP’s voter basis had another important 

consequence on the political development of the AKP and the Muslim and Islamist 

groups. The strong power of the business elite and the growing middle classes curbed the 

influence of the poor and the marginalized, thus did not allow for the radicalization. (Öniş 

2006, 212) It would be a big mistake to neglect this element, since the moderate direction 

in the development of the AKP and its policies, the West, EU conform reforms and the 

government’s policy lines compatible with Kemalist/secular military and political 

institutions were among the most important reasons, why the AKP could strengthen its 

power. 

There were two parallel developments in the society: a growing support and 

participation form the marginalized groups besides the new Muslim elite, which widened 

the pool of support for the AKP; and a strong polarization of the society along religious 

and cultural lines. Even though, the AKP showed a rather moderate political stance and 

acceptance towards the claims of the seculars, the main cleavage of the society, the 

original faultline between Islam and secularism remained the main the divisive force 

inside the social structures. (Hale and Özbudun 2010 38) 
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The parliamentary elections in July 2007 brought a landslide victory for the AKP, 

which received 46, 58% of the popular votes. 130 This was second time a record in Turkish 

political history, when a government managed to increase its votes in its second term. 

After the DP in 1954, the AKP reached this record in 2007 with a higher percentage of 

the votes than in 2002. This success was due to the AKP’s successful reform policies, the 

stabilized economy that started skyrocketing and the successes in foreign policy, 

including the start of negotiations with the EU.131 The coalition of the secular powers, the 

CHP and the DSP received 20.88%, and the far-right MHP 14.27%. The AKP 

strengthened its power and the opposition became fragmented, which helped the AKP to 

reach deals with the MHP on certain Islam related issues. (Bahar 2007) 

 The AKP realised that through the export oriented policies, the Anatolian Tigers 

have the chance to grow faster and further and in a proof of that the newly developing 

cities of Anatolia (such as Kayseri, Gaziantep, Aksaray, Bursa, Konya or Malatya) started 

to develop as well. The growing business opportunities and the increasing workplaces 

generated a growth in the popularity of the government in these constituencies. The 

strengthening of the businesses abroad slowly started to take effect in the domestic 

political environment of Turkey as well. (Kaptanoğlu and Kirişçi 2011, 714-715) 

Hale and Üzbudun underlines that the 2007 elections show growing polarization 

inside the Turkish society, which was further strengthened by the constitutional crisis of 

2007. 132 (Hale and Üzbudun 2010, 41) The seclusion of the voting groups grew further 

and the gap between the secular and the conservative-religious groups extended. Studies 

showed that the AKP voters – in general – were more religious, more rural, less educated 

and coming from lower strata of the society. The CHP and the AKP voters differed in 

education, income and occupation; however, they constituted the majority of the Turkish 

society. Nevertheless, this fact did not change the cross-class character of the AKP, since 

the Anatolian businesses and the middle classes remained loyal. With these voting 

patterns, the Turkish political construction started to move from its elitist features to a 

stronger representation of the poorer majority. These changes revealed in geographical 

patterns too. The AKP voters came from the majority of the areas in Anatolia, at the same 

                                                           
130 For an overall analysis of the 2007 general elections in Turkey see: (Çarkoğlu 2007; Yavuz 2009, 239-

266) 
131 The launching of the negotiations with EU in 2005 counted as an important success, regardless of the 

fact that months later the negotiation process halted in the major chapters.  
132 The constitutional crisis, which was caused by the political dispute of the secular elite and the AKP on 

the election process of the new president will be further elaborated on in the next section of this dissertation.  



123 
 

time the CHP and the secular forces were victorious in the Aegean and the Marmara 

regions, which are historically more developed and home of strong industry and tourism. 

(Hale and Özbudun 2010, 42) 

 

Transformation of the elites’ role and the empowerment of the AKP regime 

 

The AKP forms a relatively cohesive political elite group with strong political and 

economic support from the Muslim bourgeoisie. There have been interest-clashes inside 

the governing political party that remained or were solved inside the AKP, they only 

became visible around the end of the examination period of this dissertation. Turkey is a 

decentralized polity, in which state actors often constraint the primary decision-maker, in 

this case the prime minister. This dates back to the Ottoman period, when a strong and 

autonomous state was created in order to extract the necessary resources and provide the 

capacities to wage war. (Sasley 2012, 554-555) 

Hale underlines that “foreign-policy making is one of the least well-studied 

aspects of Turkish foreign policy”. (Hale 2000, 205) To understand the radical changes 

in the foreign policy of Turkey in the 2000s and to understand the elite consensus in the 

Turkish society, a short explanation is necessary for the positioning of the stakeholders 

in the decision-making.  

During the period of the AKP governments and especially from the second half of 

the 2000s the domestic political changes of Turkey continued. New power centres were 

created inside the government that shaped the foreign policy ambitions of the country. 

The positions and stakeholders, influencing the Turkish foreign policy are built up in a 

triangle. (Makovsky-Sayari 2000) Certainly, the two main institutions of this sort were 

the Prime Minister’s Office and the Foreign Ministry. PM Erdoğan has always been the 

most influential actor inside his governments, thus he held his hand on the strategic 

decisions of the country’s foreign policy. It is not a wonder that the new foreign policy 

ambitions of Turkey were created by his advisor, Ahmet Davutoğlu, who became foreign 

minister only years later in 2009.133 With regard to the traditionally strong position of the 

army and their institutionalised influence since the 1980 coup predestined the military’s 

and the ministry of defence’s strong power in creating foreign policy in Turkey. The 1982 

Constitution made the military an indispensable decisions-maker in strategic policy 

                                                           
133 On the power relations and the leadership of the AKP see: (Yavuz 2009, 99-108, 118-143) 
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decisions. Their power could be exercised both indirectly, by putting political pressure 

on the government, or directly through the National Security Council. (Egeresi 2013a, 3) 

There are less influential, however, occasionally emerging players in the “foreign policy 

game” of Turkey. Depending on the personality, the president could make changes in 

political decisions and the parliament as well. However, their influence remains in the 

shadow of the first three. With the EU reforms and the AKP’s systematic changes in 

domestic politics, the power of these institutions decreased and became more and more 

subject to the decisions coming from the civilian-political power centres.  

With the growing influence of the business circles and the strengthening role of 

the business interests in foreign policy agenda of Turkey a set of new actor emerged. 

According to Kirisçi and Kanptanoğlu the trade and investment related ministries, such 

as Ministry of Energy, Trade or Transportation and even the Ministry of Interior started 

to widen their role in foreign policy making. (Kirisçi and Kanptanoğlu 2011, 711-714) 

The Undersecretariate for Foreign Trade inside the Prime Minister’s Office became 

especially influential.  The latter served as direct link between the business lobby groups 

and the government. The weakening of the visa regimes against third countries and the 

termination of the visa requirements against several Middle Eastern countries were good 

proofs of their power. Turkey’s economic and state level penetration to Africa is also 

connected to this direct link. Ismail Cem, during his term as foreign minister initiated an 

“African opening”, however, his own bureaucracy stopped him in his efforts. The AKP 

government made the decision to develop its relations with Africa later. In the first round 

15 embassies were opened and Turkey applied to be an observer in the African Union. 

(Kirisçi and Kanptanoğlu 2011, 713-714) 

Returning to Mardin’s (Mardin 1973; Mardin 2005) argument on the centre-

periphery relations, the centre stopped to exist the way it had existed during the two 

decades after Özal stepped into power. The internal fights and the changes in the old 

secular elite consumed the unity and the possible cohesion of the old elite groups. 

Moreover, by the 2000s the compact and coherent elite groups ceased to exist that would 

have represented and defended the interests of the society of the centre. By the rise of the 

new bourgeoisie, the centre was not any more the old and secular elite. The new Islamist 

elements entered it from the periphery and with the support of the majority of the 

periphery they managed to take them over. This meant the political step forward of a new 

strata of the society and the further demise of the old centre of the Turkish society. The 
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centre in the centre-periphery system of axes moved towards the periphery, thus its values 

and the interests changed as well.  

It became obvious that those political groups that claimed to represent the old elite 

were not able to do so anymore, since the composition of the centre had transformed. The 

old equation of representation, namely that the CHP represented the secular, exclusive 

and old elite, the centre of the society partially lost its validity. The AKP became the 

representative of the marginalized, the new middle class and the new business and the 

political elite. And this created new cleavages; the centre was occupied by two 

antagonistic groups based on religious, political and cultural differences.  

Even though, the AKP based its power on a strong and wide political and social 

platform, it did not change the fact that it had to face a de facto alliance of the old elite 

forces. The AKP after its rise to power, was in a dire situation facing the unintended, 

however, possible cohesive alliance of the political, judicial, military elite groups. During 

the first decade of its power the AKP had to face the strongly secularist factions teamed 

up against a possible Islamist threat to the country posed by the AKP itself. (Çınar 2008; 

Cizre 2008a; Yavuz 2009, 144-170) From the political front the CHP, which received 

almost 20% of the votes in 2002, making it the only opposition party that managed to step 

over the 10% parliamentary threshold and the incumbent, strict secularist president 

Ahmet Necdet Sezer (until 2007) were the representatives of the secular elite. Even 

though the demise of the old elite made the secularist groups weaker during the decades 

that passed, their position was still strong in different state institutions that could interrupt 

with the AKP governments will and political moves. During this period the Constitutional 

Court, majority of the judicial bodies, the academia, the universities and higher 

educational administration including the Council of Higher Education were counted as 

secularist strongholds. (Cizre 2008a, 135-136; Çınar 2008, 118) The biggest threat to the 

government’s stability and the one that mostly questioned the government’s legitimacy 

was the military.  

From both the old and the new political elite’s point of view this could have been 

described as a “zero sum game”. Consequently, the AKP had to produce proper foreign 

and domestic policy responses or defensive strategies to these internal threats. The 

analysis of the classification of these strategies is not the task of this dissertation, 

nevertheless the line of the clashes has to be drawn up to understand the changes inside 

the elite. The threat perception of the old elite was based not exactly on the actual policy 

steps of the AKP, but rather on cultural-religious and identity related assumptions. Also 
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on the other side of the society and the elite, the threat perception of the AKP and its 

political halo strengthened the identity based communization that led to the accelerating 

spiral of threat perception and antagonism. Hale and Özbudun (Hale and Özbudun 2010, 

34) point out that at the end of this spiral, the secularist state elites had strengthened their 

tutelary attitudes that led them to actions aiming at questioning the legitimacy and the 

power of the incumbent AKP governments not neglecting possible undemocratic tools 

either.  

 

The AKP as a Muslim-Democratic party and the EU accession process from a 

domestic point of view 

 The fact that the AKP, an Islamist oriented party took up the accession to the EU 

as one of the most important policy goals seems a genuine act in foreign policy. However, 

it stems from a set of reasons in the background that were both results of organic 

development inside the Islamist movement and the pragmatic calculation of the AKP 

leadership. To understand the internal changes inside the elite of the Turkish society, thus 

the elite consensus and the regime’s vulnerability, this section examines the domestic 

aspects of the start of the EU accession process and the AKP’s strategy to use it as a tool 

to decrease its vulnerability. 

 The MG movement had long regarded Europe and the West as the main source of 

problems in all Muslim states, until the pragmatic changes occurred in 1990. In their view, 

the Kemalist elite only followed the European development and became the puppets of 

the West, thus more Europeanization would have led to the loss in independence. The 

MG regarded the EU as a block of Christian countries that wanted to colonize Turkey that 

did not handle it as an equal partner. As a result of this line of thought, the EU accession 

of Turkey would have meant the assimilation of Muslim Turkey to the Christian majority 

in Europe. (Daği 2009, 47-49) 

 However, the MG reviewed its thoughts on the West and especially Europe. After 

the 1995 general elections, when the RP stepped into power, Erbakan toned down his 

Eurosceptic rhetoric. Eventually, the February 28 process that forced the Erbakan 

government’s resignation resulted in a general change of view inside the MG. The EU 

became the protector of human and religious rights, and showed a way of defending 

Turkish democracy and the Islamist groups against the abuses of the secular elite and the 

military in general. (Daği 2009, 49)  This coincided with the fact that Turkey was left out 

of the 1997 list of candidates to the EU and a set of reforms were necessitated in order to 
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start the accession negotiations. These reforms aimed at the demilitarization of the 

government and the strengthening of the civil control, which in effect meant the 

weakening of the military leadership at the same time. (Daği 2009, 50-51; Çayir 2008, 

74; Duran 2008, 87-88) 

 The 1999 Helsinki decisions of the EU that included Turkey as a possible 

candidate for EU membership, was welcomed by all segments of the Turkish society 

including the Islamist and conservative Muslim circles. (Daği 2009, 49; Duran 2008, 87-

88) The political leadership in the MG, both  Erbakan’s and the Erdoğan-led reform sides 

saw the potential in the EU to create possibility for a more democratic political system, 

thus a possibility for a party coming from an Islamist background to stay in power, 

withstanding the pressure of the military. (Yavuz 2009, 1-4; Usul 2008, 179-184) It is 

equally important that the business elite of the MG circles, especially the Anatolian 

businessmen were in favour of the new and strengthening relations with the EU. The 

Customs Union that came in to effect in 1996 proved to be profitable for their businesses, 

creating interdependencies that they were reluctant to give up. They demanded a new 

wave of liberal democratic reforms in Turkey and as part of it, stronger emphasis on the 

economic relations of Turkey mainly with the East, but also with the West. The EU 

accession, or at least the accession process strengthened their position in the Eastern 

markets and provided better access to European services, technologies and ideas that 

made it favourable for them to start the EU negotiations. Since they provided the financial 

background of the movement, their will was to be considered in the new phase creating 

the path of the MG. (Daği 2009, 56-58) 

 The decisive moment in the MG history was the court decision in 2001, when the 

Islamist FP was banned. It is symbolic that Erbakan turned to the European Court of 

Human Rights to overrule the decision of the Turkish courts. (Daği 2009, 49) The freshly 

formed AKP moved from anti-Western attitude towards a pro-EU approach; the EU 

emerged as the source of the ultimate development that is favourable both in political and 

economic aspects. Despite this fact, wide circles of the Turkish society, mainly the secular 

elite, journalists, civil society members and businessmen voiced their suspicion that the 

party, which rooted in the MG is still incorporating the MG’s Islamist mentality, the new 

line is just a disguise. (Hale and Üzbudun 2010, 34) 

 After the 9/11 attacks and parallel to the AKP’s ascendance to power the narrative 

of civilizations became strong in the world politics. The EU accession process could 

provide for a new understanding of Turkish politics and the lost geostrategic position for 
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Turkey. Through this approach Turkey evolved from the secular model of the East to the 

Muslim democratic country that embraces both civilizations, thus it can be a bridge 

between the Muslim world and Europe. (Hale and Üzbudun 2010 20-29; Yavuz 2009, 93-

99) In order to play this role the secular character was not enough, a Turkish Islamic 

identity was required that was deeply rooted in the history of the region. This was the 

basis of the redefinition of the Turkish model that Ahmet Davutoğlu further refined134. 

For the Arab countries it became an appealing option to follow a new model of a Muslim 

government, rather than the hypocritical secular model of Turkey. The Muslim leadership 

did not seem a puppet of the West regardless of its eagerness to accede to the EU. The 

Muslim world seemed receptive of the AKP’s new identity based on human rights and 

democracy. (Yavuz 2009, 93-99) 

 The AKP started the rhetoric of being a Muslim democratic party (Ahmadov 2008, 

26-27; Yavuz 2009; Duran 2008; Tepe 2005; Nasr 2005; Hale 2005; Carroll 2004) on the 

basis of Christian democrats for two reasons. On the one hand, it was a defensive 

argument against the military leadership proving that the party was not Islamist, thus it 

did not threaten the Kemalist basic principles and the existence of the republic. On the 

other hand, the comparison to the Western European Christian parties made it possible to 

create and argument acceptable for the EU that the a religious party could be democratic 

at the same time and its religious character will not hinder the EU accession process. 

 It was not only the new identity character of the AKP that helped the steps 

forward, but the parallel modernization rhetoric as well, which slowly convinced the 

secular business circles that favoured the new reform agenda. The EU served as a tool for 

the AKP to prove its new policy line and its commitment to democracy instead of 

establishing an Islamist state. The EU reform packages and the ultimate goal of the 

accession could partially convince many strong actors in the Turkish society and business 

life that the AKP is not a mere continuation of the FP. It seemed evident that it was not 

possible to establish a devout Islamist state inside the EU. On the other hand, the 

strengthened EU anchor provided the promise of stability on two fronts: strengthened 

civil control could provide for the political stability of the AKP government after a 

turbulent decade; while closer economic cooperation with the West promised more 

stability on the markets, which had been an absolute necessity after the twin crises at the 

                                                           
134 Ahmet Davutoğlu’s concept on the new foreign policy line of Turkey and its soft power will be 

elaborated on in the upcoming sections of this dissertation.  
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beginning of the decade. Both of these incentives were convincing for the business elite 

regardless of their religious beliefs and cultural background (Usul 2008, 180) 

 The AKP had an inherently ambiguous approach towards the military, which 

derives from its own past and the party’s birth. The possibility of a new and strong 

military intervention and a court decision on closure was still strong. This experience and 

the fear of the military, thus the desire and the political will to curb the military’s power 

became a strong motivation in the AKP governments’ democratization reforms. The AKP 

leadership realized that the EU demands for democratization and human rights coincide 

with its own attempt to protect itself against the Kemalist, especially the military 

establishment. (Daği 2006) This realization came from the fact that, the more Turkey 

distanced itself from the West, the more the Kemalist regime and the military could play 

a tutelary role, thus intervene in politics. The fact is that the Kemalist state ideology in 

this respect became trapped by its own logic: the more Turkey became European, the less 

the Kemalist elite could control the country. (Daği 2009, 51) Following the logic of the 

approach to the West the military agreed on the gradual decrease of its political power in 

order to facilitate Turkey’s future in the EU. 

 The question of civil control already became an important political issue during 

the leadership of Turgut Özal as a tool of preparing for possible EU membership. 135 The 

military leadership (although not unanimously) supported the idea of the accession to the 

EU and to this end they accepted some cut-back on their power.  

 The AKP as part of the EU reform processes, continued the policies aimed at 

restricting the military’s power in politics. In 2003, a new law abolished the regulation 

that had put the military leadership in the chairs of the NSC and raised the number of its 

civilian members. The next important step was to initiate the control of the army’s budget, 

which had long been an untouchable and undisputable element (Kurt and Toktas 2010, 

392). The Chief of the General Staff, General Hilmi Özkök cooperated with the 

government but several time raised his reservations on some decisions, however always 

let the reforms through for the sake of the EU accession process. (Egeresi 2013a, 5) 

However, at the end of 2005, just after the official start of the accession negotiations the 

clash between the army and the government seemed closer and closer. With the halt on 

the EU negotiations in 2006, the EU accession did not provide an anchor as strong as 

before for the AKP.  

                                                           
135 President Özal managed to abolish the ban of several politicians to enter politics and made decision on 

reducing military trainings close to Greek areas. (Egeresi 2013a, 5) 
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Challenges to the new power and the AKP’s political responses 

The events leading up to the early parliamentary elections in 2007 demonstrate 

that even though the AKP government emphasized its conservative over the Islamist 

identity, the polarization became unavoidable both in the society and the Turkish politics. 

The cleavage between the secular and the Islamist elites did not decrease, thus a breaking-

point was imminent. The AKP and its secular opposition reached the crisis point around 

the election of the new president in 2007, after President Sezer left his office. The AKP 

appointed its own candidate for the presidency, the core member of the party, previous 

prime minister and the incumbent foreign minister, Abdullah Gül. 136 

At a first glimpse, the AKP had an easy task to push its will through, since the 

Turkish rules of election allowed for such a step. Under the Constitution, the presidential 

elections needed a two-third majority of the members’ votes in the parliament in the first 

two rounds; in case of an unsuccessful voting, an absolute majority in the third and the 

fourth rounds was enough. Since the AKP did not have a twothird majority, it was likely 

to succeed in the last two rounds. However, the CHP and several secular lawyers claimed 

that it was not only the decision that required the qualified majority of the members, but 

the opening of the session in the case of presidential elections.The CHP boycotted the 

voting, thus this requirement could not be fulfilled. The AKP took the case to the 

Constitutional Court in return, which still had the majority of members with secularist 

affiliation. (Yavuz 2009, 240-243) In parallel the Chief of Staff of the Turkish Armed 

Forces, General Yaşar Büyükanıt issued a warning on the website of the military implying 

that the army is ready to intervene in any case necessary to defend the Turkish state’s 

basic principles. Eventually the Constitutional Court endorsed the claim of 

unconstitutionality. The only possibility to resolve the deadlock of the presidential 

elections was to call for early parliamentary elections. (Egeresi 2013a, 6) As mentioned 

earlier the new elections ended with the landslide victory of the AKP, where they obtained 

two-thirds of the seats.  

The main reason behind the constitutional crisis was the fear of the secular 

political circles to lose an important position. The office of the President was the symbol 

of the secular republic, which could not be given up to the devout Muslim political 

powers. At the same time, the president had the discretionary rights to appoint judges and 

                                                           
136 On the 2007 Constitutional crisis see: (Egeresi 2013a 5-6; Yavuz 2009, 239-267; Hale and Özbudun 

2010, 89-92; Cizre 2008b 149-153) 
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university leaders, thus through obtaining the office of the President the AKP could open 

a new door to other “citadels” of the secular opposition. (Hale and Özbudun 2010, 65; 

Shankland 2007, 358-359) However, after the elections, in the course of which the MHP 

also entered the parliament and the AKP received the qualified majority, it was not 

possible any more for the CHP to block the successful election. (Yavuz 2009, 254-258) 

Consequently, in August 2007 Abdullah Gül was elected to be President of the Republic 

of Turkey. (Hale and Özbudun 2010, 65) 

The crisis – again – revealed the deep gap between the military and the AKP. 

Although, the civil control under the EU reforms brought the weakening of the military’s 

power, with the appointment of the new Chief of Staff, Gen. Yaşar Büyükanıt in 2006, 

the clash became unavoidable. After the constitutional crisis, in which Gen. Büyükanıt 

had voiced his strong opinion and deepened the crisis, the military called for a retreat and 

stopped the political attacks against the government. This was also in connection with the 

strengthening conflict in the East against the PKK, which hitched the attention of the 

Turkish army. (Yavuz 2009, 246-250; Egeresi 2013a, 6) 

 Shortly after this double political defeat the secular forces had to face a third one 

on the headscarf issue. Namely, a new amendment of the constitution lifted the ban on 

wearing headscarf at the universities. The AKP approved the new law on headscarves in 

the beginning of 2008 with the support of the MHP. As a result, Prosecutor General 

Abdulrahman Yalcınkaya filed charges against the AKP on the basis of violation of 

secularism and demanded the closure of the party. The case triggered the attention and 

the indignation of the international community. The closure of the AKP would have 

meant a new quasi-coup, the undemocratic turn of the Turkish political history and the 

immediate end of the EU accession process. Eventually, the Constitutional Court did not 

approve of the closure of the party, only the confiscation of the party’s assets, thus the 

AKP remained in power. (Hale and Özbudun 2010, 89-92; Arat 2010) 

 In retaliation, the biggest show trial of the Turkish political history started with 

the winding up of an alleged clandestine organization, the Ergenekon137. The case was 

initiated to demolish the so-called “deep state”, a conspiratory organization with close 

links to the secular elite and the military leadership. (Jenkins 2009, 14-23) The theory of 

the “deep state” had emerged decades earlier, however it manifested as a result of the 

clash alongside the religious-cultural gap. According to this theory, there is a group of 

                                                           
137 The name Ergenekon refers to the myth of the ancient Turks. (Jenkins 2009, 43) 
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people that penetrated the state bureaucracy, the government and the state institutions and 

tried to manipulate the governmental decisions and the elite by force. (Egeresi 2013a, 6-

7; Aydinli 2011, 230; Economist 02/02/2013) The Ergenekon is allegedly a part of the 

“deep state” and its purpose was to weaken and eventually overthrow the AKP 

government. 

 After 2008 a series of arrests was conducted against retired generals, journalists, 

university professors. As a result of the scandal including the mass arrests, the critical 

approaches against the government decreased significantly and Turkey became more 

occupied with the freshly erupted international financial crisis, though, the Ergenekon 

case proceeded in the background. The momentary “silence” was interrupted by the 

emergence of a new scandal, the Balyoz (Sledgehammer), which was very similar to the 

Ergenekon. In this case, General Çetin Doğan allegedly organized a group of retired 

generals with the aim of forcing the government to resign following different terrorist 

attacks on Turkish soil. (Jenkins 2014; Egeresi 2013a, 7) The weakened and threatened 

military also changed. The last few Chiefs of Staff Ilker Başbuğ and Işık Koşaner 

followed a less critical rhetoric towards the AKP and the government. They remained 

silent after the eruption of the Ergenekon and the Balyoz scandals and the arrests of the 

generals and journalists, critical towards the government. (Egeresi 2013a, 7) 

 However, the process of building civil control and at the same time weakening the 

power of the secular, military elite continued. A referendum was organized in 2010 

(exactly on the day of the 30th anniversary of the 1980 military coup), in order to curb the 

rights of the military courts that have been long used to persecute civilians for charges 

related to threatening the republic (e.g. for Islamist affiliation). As a result of the 

referendum, these military courts were only allowed to hear and try the members of the 

armed forces. (Dobrovits 2010, 8-9) 

 Parallel to the slow process of strengthening the civil control, taking the leadership 

of the Higher Education Council took place. It is a legitimate aim of a government to have 

a sound possibility of showing directions for the country’s academia, however to gain 

strict control is questionable. The AKP’s aim to gain the steering wheel through the 

Council of Higher Education could be regarded as legitimate, since its main goal had been 

since 1982 to monitor the universities, whether they abide by their main goal: to ensure 

that universities produce good, law-abiding citizens who act within the confines of the 

military-drafted 1982 constitution. (Dobrovits 2010, 10-11) The AKP took steps to 

diminish the military control over the Board and appointed a new chairman, as well as 
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started to fund new scientific projects raising the level of R&D in the Turkish university 

system. (Yildirim 2014) There were still some infringements on academic freedoms, but 

there was improvement and slowly the old secular elite became played down.  

 

A strong ally of the AKP – the Hizmet  

As part of discussing the ruling elite and different influential segments of it, the 

Gülen movement or the Hizmet (“The Service”) cannot be disregarded. This transnational 

movement is based on religious Islamic credentials and provides social and educational 

support to the poor families all around the world. The Hizmet was established by the 

Turkish Islamic scholar, Fetullah Gülen. The movement became active in interfaith 

dialogue and through its investments became a strong economic and influential 

intellectual player in many countries in the world. By the 2000s the Hizmet became 

Turkey’s largest Islamic oriented movement. Gülen served as a preacher and Islamic 

scholar until the end of the 1990s in Turkey, however, he had to flee Turkey over charges 

of planning to topple the secular government. He was sentenced in absentia in 2001.  

(Bülent and Ömer 2000) 

 The Gülen movement and its controversial activities have been both welcomed 

and criticized by scholars and politicians around the world, the judgement has always 

been dependent on the political stance of the ones making the assessment. During the 

2000s the movement became a strong ally of the AKP and provided help for its internal 

social agenda, its domestic and foreign policy goals. The AKP and the Hizmet are both 

from Islamist origins, however, the two traditions differ slightly. The AKP is the reform 

wing of the Islamist MG, a political party, which redefined itself as Muslim democratic. 

The Gülen movement’s roots go back to an Islamic tradition that some scholars call “civil 

Islam.” In this “civil Islamic” concept, Islam is not concerned with politics per se but it 

is focused on the spiritual development of individual Muslims and the promotion of 

human development (Park 2008, Tol 2014) The Hizmet is not a political movement, rather 

an altruistic organization, however, its growing influence always generated suspicions in 

the governing regimes.  

Despite the differences, the AKP found it useful to have a strong ally in the civil 

sphere that is strongly influential among the masses and the Islamic elite to build a 

coalition against the tutelary secular elite. The fast successes of the AKP in curbing the 

military’s role in politics was only partly due to the EU accession process, the Hizmet 

played a critical role in it. The wide group of Gülen supporters in the state bureaucracy, 
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namely the judiciary and the members in the police force provided their support for the 

ambitions of the AKP. Hence, the AKP disposed of not only the party’s support but the 

policemen, judges and bureaucrats. Some important circles of the Anatolian bourgeoisie 

emerged from the Gülen movement as well, and became genuine supporters of the AKP 

for their foreign policy attitude and the integration of Turkey in the world market and its 

opening towards the East. (Tol 2014, Park 2008) 

 The Gülen movement, through its international network of schools, civil altruistic 

and philanthropic institutions, the interconnected and cooperating chain of businessmen, 

intellectuals, educators, journalists made a strong footprint inside Turkey and abroad. The 

movement made a great contribution to changing Turkey’s image worldwide and to the 

creation of the new Muslim democracy model. (Balci 2014) Internally, the Hizmet and 

Gülen threw in their support and protection to help the AKP survive the 2007-2008 

constitutional crisis and initiate the counter-measures, namely the Ergenekon and the 

Balyoz trials. The Hizmet – in cooperation with the AKP – established a firm position for 

itself within the Turkish bureaucracy and the world as an archetype of “passive” and 

“liberal” Islam. (Tol 2014) 

 The Gülen movement became interconnected and interdependent from the AKP 

government for a certain period, thus also had the possibility to have a say in the policy 

decisions. There was a general agreement in the main lines of the foreign policy between 

the influential circles of the Hizmet and the leadership of the AKP until 2011, thus this 

cooperation strengthened the elite consensus.  

 

The leaders of the AKP and the Erdoğan factor  

 One of the most important elements in the development of the AKP is the power 

of its leader and the contradictions in his leadership. What makes the party remarkably 

strong, makes it at the same time vulnerable and questions the original purposes of the 

party itself. The AKP’s leadership that aimed at transforming the party’s original identity 

from Islamism to Muslim Democracy is not capable of fulfilling this aim138. The 

personality of the charismatic leader, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan contributed greatly to the 

popularity and the power of the AKP, on the other hand it prevents the AKP and thus 

Turkey from achieving the original goal of more democracy. Inside the party and the 

parliamentary faction, the main ruling element is the loyalty to the leadership, namely the 

                                                           
138 It is important to note that there are authors that question the Muslim democratic character of the AKP, 

eg.: Göl speaks about a hidden agenda of Islamizing the state institutions. (Göl 2009, 805-807) 
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loyalty to Erdoğan himself. This generated serious hard feelings and disappointments 

within the party, however, it did not change the general pattern of Erdoğan’s power. 

(Yavuz 2009, 100-101) 

 The Turkish political culture by tradition is strongly personality and leader centric. 

(Yavuz 2009, 118) Turkey’s elitist culture and the political socialization has always led 

to the creation of strong leaders and politicians in Turkey. The possibility of new and 

strong political leadership was naturally decoded in the Turkish political system. The 

elitist political culture of Turkey made it obvious that the AKP, which was established by 

a core group of reformist Islamists would put the limelight on the new generation of 

political leaders.  

According to Yavuz (Yavuz 2009, 120), any discussions on Turkish contemporary 

politics must start with PM Erdoğan, since all important policy decisions are made or at 

least influenced by him. Consequently, despite the fact that the AKP is part of the Turkish 

multi-party system, the prime minister commands a high percentage of the important 

policy decisions, which make some of the other leaders in the party and thus the governing 

elite irrelevant. This leads up to three different conclusions of the political sphere of 

Turkey. Firstly, as Yavuz suggests, Erdoğan fails to realize that the AKP is no longer an 

opposition group that has to fight the secular regime or the old elite. It became a ruling 

party of the democratic Turkey, which means, some anti-democratic steps, or show trials 

rather undermine, than strengthen his power. (Yavuz 2009, 121) On the other hand the 

AKP is struggling with Erdoğan’s torn political identity and diverse loyalties. He is loyal 

to the original constituency of the AKP, the Islamist and devout core group from Anatolia 

and the poorer districts of the major cities, on the other hand he believes in the power of 

the liberal market economy and the Western-style economic development. He came from 

the countryside and was raised in a conservative Muslim and poor neighbourhood of 

Istanbul. He came from the excluded, marginalized groups of the elite-based Turkey. He 

had to climb up the social ladder and on his way he became a protégé of Erbakan and the 

Islamist movement. His class background predestined the feeling of exclusion and strong 

insecurities, which were strengthened by the February 28 process and his arrest in 2001. 

The strict backlashes and the systematic weakening of the military can be accounted for 

this factor as well. However, the prime minister’s personality led to undemocratic 

domestic incidents and the abuse of power, which will be discussed in the last chapter of 

the dissertation. (Yavuz 2009, 123-130; Shankland 2007, 361-362) 
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The second element of the prime minister’s personality that has to be taken into 

account is his strict control of power not only in the government but inside the party. After 

his arrest as a result of the closure of the FP in 2001, he was banned from public activities 

for 10 years. After the AKP won the elections, the first AKP government was formed by 

Abdullah Gül. It took months to overrule the decision and make it possible for Erdoğan 

to take over the position of the Prime Minister. (Hale and Özbudun 2010, 18-19; Cizre 

2008a, 5; Shankland 2007, 361-362) During this interim period, the main decisions and 

strategies were formed by him and his close political circles. What is most important from 

this aspect is the fact that the new foreign policy line of Turkey was also designed by the 

prime minister’s close advisor, Ahmet Davutoğlu. 

The third element that must be mentioned, which is important in the foreign policy 

of Turkey is that the double loyalties of Erdoğan became visible in his foreign policy. It 

was a centrally made decision to turn the country’s foreign policy priorities to the East 

and toward Muslim countries, and at the same time to threaten the West, while keeping 

the commitment of EU accession intact. In another example, Turkish policies towards 

Israel showed the same pattern. In the first years Erdoğan followed a close cooperation 

with Jerusalem. It was only after the Gaza war in 2009 that the relations worsened with 

Israel to initiate closer relations with Hamas and began the alienation of Israel in order to 

gain sympathy in the Arab World.139  

To understand the dynamics inside the governing elite group, the personality of 

the “second in line” has to be analysed as well. Abdullah Gül was the main character 

behind the reformist group’s break up with the original Erbakan-led political movement. 

(Yavuz 2009, 135-136) Since Erdoğan was banned from politics by court, after 2002 Gül 

became temporarily the prime minister. His background differs significantly from 

Erdoğan’s, Gül is a politician that received his educated in Europe. Consequently, he 

developed a difference in his view on the outside world and a different civilizational 

outlook. Gül comes from the Anatolian city of Kayseri, one of the main centres of the rise 

of the new Anatolian bourgeoisie, thus he not only had a connection to and the trust of 

the new elite, but he is one of them. His lead and his decision to split with Erbakan and 

to create a new political party was strongly backed up by the MÜSIAD. (Yavuz 2009, 

142). As opposed to Erdoğan, who represented the marginalised, Gül was a representative 

of the new winners of the neoliberal economy in Turkey.  

                                                           
139 On the Dynamics of the Turkish-Israeli relations see: (TPQ 2013; Kosebalaban 2010; Eligür 2012) 
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After Erdoğan’s return to politics in 2003, Gül became foreign minister and 

deviated slightly from the main and original foreign policy line. Gül became a proponent 

of the West inside the AKP, a strong supporter of Turkey’s accession to the EU, and less 

supportive of the new Turkish opening to the East. (Yavuz 2009, 136) His candidature to 

the presidency leads to two conclusions. On the one hand, as one of the founders of the 

AKP, a credible ally of Erdoğan was appointed to be the president. On the other hand he 

was moved away from the leadership of Turkish diplomacy to make the space for the 

changes that lead to the rise of Ahmet Davutoğlu’s new concept in foreign policy. 

Ahmet Davutoğlu was a university professor in Turkey and an intellectual coming 

from the small southern Anatolian town of Taşkent. He is coming from a religious 

background, but received the best education in Turkey. Coming from Anatolia, he was 

also influenced by the changes of the Anatolian provinces and the new demands for a new 

foreign policy that favours Muslim partners. He started to work out his new foreign policy 

concept during the 1990s and became the foreign policy advisor of PM Erdoğan between 

2003 and 2009. After the departure of Gül he received a relatively free hand to accomplish 

his foreign policy plans that were already started to be put in practice.140 

 

Implications of the Kurdish issue during the 2000s 

 

 The problematic relationship between the state and the Kurds did not change after 

2002, it remained undefined and in a sense, avoided. Consequently, the relationship 

between the majority of the Turkish society and the minority, the Kurds themselves 

remained also problematic. 

 During the first decade of the AKP in power, the government could not establish 

a coherent policy to tackle the Kurdish question, though it needed redefinition. By the 

2000s, the polarization of the Turkish society continued not only in the political sphere, 

but along ethnic lines as well. (Yavuz 2009, 173) The confrontation moved from the state 

sphere to be a conflict into the society. The several-decades long antagonism with the 

Kurds and the military confrontation with the PKK since 1984 transformed the views of 

the Turkish society of the Kurds, creating a negative general view of them. The fast 

changing governments and the ongoing military campaign during the 1990s did not help 

                                                           
140 Source of the information: Website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Turkey 

(http://www.mfa.gov.tr/ahmet-davutoglu.en.mfa)  (accessed: 02 January 2016) 

http://www.mfa.gov.tr/ahmet-davutoglu.en.mfa
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to find solution to this problem. Eventually, the PKK became interchangeable with the 

Kurds and the Kurdish society in general discussions. (Yavuz 2009, 173-174) 

 The AKP’s successful economic stabilization program and the strong reforms 

created an expectation towards the government to tackle the Kurdish question fast, and 

find solutions that the Kemalist elite had not been able to do so. The AKP and PM 

Erdoğan himself tried to use the Kurdish question to weaken the Kemalist political elite 

and to gain more votes from the Kurds and the Islamist oriented voters. The AKP 

portrayed the situation as the fault of the secular state and the Kemalist elite that created 

the division inside the society on purpose. (Yavuz 2009, 174) According to this view, the 

Kurdish question was not and has never been handled with the proper approach, namely 

the problem was not rooted in nationalism, but in forced secularism and Kemalism. This 

way a new dialogue with the Kurdish society, based on the Islamic and cultural common 

ties and similarities would have the potential to end the conflict.  

 The AKP’s rhetoric had some valid points, however, the Kurdish society was also 

far from being united and coherent. (Bacik 2011) A significant ratio of the resistance 

movement and some legal Kurdish opposition parties based their identity rather on secular 

and leftist oriented ideologies, than on the Kurdish traditions or Islam. These groups were 

hardly receptive to the government’s faith-based rhetoric, since their ideological 

background was rather based in the socialist international movement. The main social 

background was the urbanized intellectuals and workers of the Kurdish society, not the 

traditional, tribal and religious groups. (Yavuz 2009, 176) The PKK went through a 

remarkable transformation during the two decades of armed fight against the state. The 

serious losses in manpower and the limited results that they gained from the fight led 

them to the creation of new aims and strategies. Their aim changed from being 

unequivocally separatist to fight for their rights inside the Turkish state as well (e.g. claim 

for a bi-national state through a new constitution) in the 2000s.  The main goal of the 

ethnic and secular Kurds was to use the democratization process and the reforms to widen 

their legal possibilities for self-determination. (Egeresi 2012) 

 It is important to mention that a large group of Kurds had already got assimilated 

in the Turkish society, which process was enhanced by the rise of the new Anatolian elite. 

These Kurds live in major cities and became important elements of the majority society. 

For them the Kurdish question is perceived from a different angle, thus they are not 

satisfied by the AKP’s policy choice either. (Yavuz 2009, 176-177) 



139 
 

 The majority of the Kurds belong to the religious Muslim society of Turkey, 

however, for them the decision to identify with religion was the possibility to create an 

“oppositional identity” against the Ottoman state and especially the Kemalist secular 

reforms. The conflict of the state and the Muslim Kurds strengthened after Özal’s reforms, 

when the neo-liberal turn and the market economy pauperized most of these people. Most 

of them found it easy to identify with radical Islam movements, thus lot of them joined 

Sufi orders in Turkey. (Yavuz 2009, 177-179) In their case the call for more Islam could 

have been a possible strategy, however, the AKP formed government and thus their role 

was inseparable from the state and the Turkish identity. The Muslim Kurds, similarly to 

other Kurdish groups strongly cleaved to their Kurdishness, when confronted with the 

Turkish identity. Despite these facts, it became obvious that most of the Kurds that voted 

for the AKP were coming from the religious Muslim communities. (Yavuz 2009, 186) 

 The AKP, before it came to power, had voiced its stance against state ideology 

and the military interventions in Kurdish areas. In their views the Kurdish question was 

partially a problem that was held on the surface by the Kemalists and the military, in order 

to justify certain policy steps and the military’s exclusionism and spendings. (Yavuz 

2009, 174) However, with the resurgence of the PKK attacks in Eastern Anatolia in 2005 

the AKP government had no choice but to give up the disregard of the Kurdish issue. 

Erdoğan followed a two-track policy line, both involving foreign and domestic political 

set of tools. On the one hand the PKK, using the general state of turmoil in Iraq started to 

build out new bases on the territory of Iraq. The Turkish government and the military had 

to try their utmost to step up against the separatists through cross-border operations and 

diplomatic channels to convince the US and the local Kurdish leaders to neutralize the 

PKK’s activities. (Hale and Özbudun 2009, 132) 

 On the other hand, the demilitarization inside Turkey and the new democratic 

reforms brought certain measures that gave more rights to the minorities, thus the Kurds 

as well. The extension of rights were rather spectacular and did not bring deep changes 

in the lives of the Kurdish communities. Such measures were the launching of Kurdish 

language radio broadcasting, Kurdish programmes on the Turkish state television and the 

right to use the language in certain school, or the opening of the first Kurdish television 

in 2009. (Flesch 2004, 60; Rada and Rada 2007, 23; Yavuz 2009, 198-199) The economic 

development of the South-eastern regions of Anatolia became a tool to gain popularity 

among the Kurds and tackle the situation. The finishing of the South-Eastern Anatolia 
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project, the huge system of water dams brought employment opportunities and 

remarkable development to the region. (Rada and Rada 2007, 28) 

 Nevertheless, Erdoğan failed to realize that in this environment the original 

approach that was coming from the AKP might not be successful in the long run. The 

“single flag, single state, single nation” policy was not satisfying for the Kurdish 

separatist and anti-state groups, the problems could not be solved through the denial of 

the existence of ethnic groups and the dealing only with citizenship. (Yavuz 2009, 177-

181) Separatism could not be handled by substituting the Kurdish identity with the 

religious Islamic one, especially since most of the PKK fighters or supporters rather 

belonged to the secular movements. This approach changed in 2009, when Erdoğan 

openly acknowledged the Turkish state’s mistakes and crimes in the past against the 

Kurdish minorities in Turkey and made further promises and crimes in the past against 

the Kurdish. The AKP started the process of the “Kurdish opening” and besides the 

domestic measures to provide the Kurdish community with rights the Turkish secret 

services started a dialogue with the PKK. However, the process did not end well. As 

confidence-building measures, the Turkish authorities gave amnesty to the first groups of 

PKK fighters, who were received in the Kurdish regions as heroes. The event ruined the 

credibility and the support of the “Kurdish opening” policy of the AKP and slowly made 

it obsolete. The main problem was that Abdullah Öcalan, the leader of the PKK, who had 

been in prison for more than a decade by 2010-2011 did not approve of the cooperation 

with the Turkish state, and the Turkish authorities rejected any compromise and dialogue 

with him. (Egeresi 2012, 104-106) By 2011, it became apparent that the AKP could not 

resolve the Kurdish problems, the Turkish state had to return to military tools. The new 

faith-based approach did not reach success, and the change of the external situation in 

Iraq led to the restart of the intense armed conflict.  

 

Summarizing the results 

 

The Millennium brought a significant change in the regional environment of 

Turkey, and a new external influencing factor emerged from the Western allies, namely 

the EU responded positively to Turkey’s request for accession. After the 9/11 attacks in 

New York the Middle Eastern neighbourhood started to receive new features and with 

this change Turkey’s traditional patterns of foreign responses became obsolete. Although, 
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the international coalition’s military operations in Afghanistan in 2002 influenced the 

region only partially, the American intervention in Iraq one year later happened in a 

country, which shared a common border with Turkey. The region has always held 

instabilities, and regular conflicts, however, the fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime created 

an entirely new situation. A regional powerhouse ceased to exist, creating a power 

vacuum. This situation called for the regional reorganization of powers and a serious 

security gap that all countries of the region had to find for a response to.  

 The power gap created a new challenge for Turkey that included an opportunity 

of power projection and a security concern that needed a definite response. The regional 

resettlement and the unavoidable spill over effects that the Iraqi invasion brought with 

itself all pointed at a revised Turkish role in the Middle East, where the Turkish 

government longed for a more predictable and stabilizing factor, extending its power. 

Iran, Israel, Syria and Lebanon were the targets of the Turkish regional influence beyond 

Iraq. With Iran and Syria the most important issues were the questions of stable economic 

relations and the strengthening the stabilization processes to compensate for the loss that 

the intervention in Iraq generated. The second most important issue was security related, 

and referred to the present state of the Kurdish question; how could Turkey co-operate 

with these countries in order to ease the fight against the PKK and to ease their resistance. 

 The EU also played a remarkable role as an influencing factor on Turkish foreign 

policy behaviour. In the first half of the 2000s the successive Turkish governments 

followed a track that aimed at the earliest possible accession to the European Union. To 

achieve this aim several difficult domestic reform packages went through and Turkey 

fulfilled more and more from the accession criteria. As a result, the Turkish domestic 

power relations changed and the military – alongside with the old elite – lost from its 

power and a more democratic Turkey had emerged by the middle of the decade, when the 

accession negotiations were finally launched.  

 However, shortly after the launching of the negotiations the internal dynamics of 

the EU, the rather xenophobic political turns in European public opinion and the Turkish 

inability to compromise with Cyprus led to a disappointment and a halt in the Turkish 

accession process. In 2005 Turkey set 2014 as the target date of accession, but less than 

a year later it became obvious that this date was overambitious. The partial collapse of 

the negotiations and the EU’s negative attitude towards Turkey contributed to the already 

forming new foreign policy strategy that started to prioritize the Eastern relations and 

toning down the Western contacts, however, not entirely giving them up. 
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 The Turkish policy change was perceived in the EU only a few years later, 

especially when the economic crisis hit Europe, which did not shake Turkey to the same 

extent. By that time the Turkish economy and the political influence had grown 

remarkably in its neighbouring region and on the global scale as well. By the end of the 

decade Turkey reached the level of a rising middle power that ambitioned to enter the 

elite club of the ten strongest economies in the world. The EU, under the circumstances 

of the financial crisis and on the verge of the collapse of the Eurozone, started to change 

its views on Turkey and its policies. The civilizational argument, which was rather a post-

9/11 feature and a reaction to the domestic problems with Muslim immigrants in certain 

EU member states, had started to fade away and Turkey’s prestige was on the rise again. 

Turkey became a positive role player in its region pursuing a neoliberal approach: 

development, more cooperation and stabilization. In this atmosphere the EU toned down 

its voice calling for urgent reforms in Turkey. 

 In order to analyse Turkey’s foreign policy choices and the vast transformation of 

Turkish foreign policy in the 2000s the domestic political environment must be examined 

as well. Returning to Schweller’s theoretical framework on the four internal variables 

(Schweller 2004) it must be examined how the above mentioned external influences are 

filtered through the internal realities and how they create foreign policy responses. Firstly, 

it is a sensible decision to analyse the social cohesion and the regime’s vulnerability in 

light of the changes inside the Turkish society. The political and social processes of the 

previous decades did not stop inside the Turkish society during the 2000s. The emergence 

of the periphery as against the centre went hand in hand with the growing political 

consciousness of the marginalized groups in the countryside and especially in provincial 

centres. The mainly rural population demanded a stronger representation in politics and 

changed the voting patterns in Turkey. After the decade-long political crisis in the 1990s 

and the twin financial crises, a new power was needed on the political map of Turkey that 

represented the majority of the population and not the old elite that was blamed for the 

demise of the country. The majority of the population in the countryside was looking for 

the representation of their devout religious value system and their interest in development. 

The AKP, with an Islamist past and representing a new and energetic elite provided this 

new image that attracted the most votes in the 2002 general elections. 

 The 2000s accounted for two parallel developments within the Turkish society 

that defined the social and the political patterns. On the one hand, throughout the 

examined period, the support and the popularity of the AKP were constantly growing 
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both in relative and in absolute terms, which was partially the result of the AKP’s 

successes in political mobilization of the previously inactive marginalized groups. The 

AKP thus became the second party after the DP that was able to increase its votes in 

government between the general elections in 2002 and 2007. The strength of the AKP 

and the new elite was based not only on its growing number of supporters but the already 

solid position and the further possibilities of increase in the capacities of the new 

Anatolian bourgeoisie and the middle classes who remained the strong supporters of the 

conservative right and the Muslim identity of the AKP. 

 The second pattern that strongly emerged during this period was the continuing 

polarization of the society along religious and cultural cleavages. The AKP tried to 

downplay and ease this fault line with moderate policies, but it was reinforced by the 

mobilisation of the marginalised religious and Islamist constituencies. The supporters of 

the new and the old elites differed remarkably along educational and religious lines and 

according to their position in society. With the growing number of active voters from the 

rural population the secular elite and the middle classes were losing their relative position 

and power. 

 It became obvious by 2007 that the AKP is not losing, but gaining more popularity 

and the social embeddedness of the party allowed for a growing self-esteem of the new 

elite and the AKP. This meant that the regime enjoyed a growing support, including its 

foreign policy actions and an increasing majority of the society showed sympathy. At the 

same time, the 2007 and the 2011 general elections underlined that the society could not 

and did not want to question the government’s legitimacy. On the other hand, the growing 

cleavage inside the society warned that without proper domestic responses, a 

strengthening antagonism and a strong democratic deficit would emerge. 

The growing popularity of the government was mainly due to its successes in its 

foreign policy and economic growth. The long neglected countryside produced a 

remarkable economic development that created more jobs and better living conditions. 

The increasingly stronger business relations with the neighbourhood and the Eastern 

partners contributed to these changes and thus it was strongly supported by the majority 

of the Turkish voters. The foreign policy successes, especially after the 2007 elections all 

added up to a growing popularity. The picture of a strong Turkey and the concept of the 

Turkish regional leadership or soft power became attractive to also some voters who were 

previously supporting the secular elite. As a result of the dissatisfaction with the EU 

negotiations in 2006, the majority of the population articulated a negative opinion about 
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Turkey’s belonging to the West and started to support a turn towards the East, a foreign 

policy move that the AKP had already initiated on different grounds. The instabilities of 

the neighbourhood and the possibilities created by the power vacuum induced the Turkish 

government to act along the interest of its new elite and business sector and establish 

strong relations in the East. First, in the Middle Eastern immediate neighbourhood; on the 

other hand, the foreign policy efforts were welcomed by the rural population and after the 

success, the majority of the society that favoured the idea of the re-established greatness 

of the Ottoman Empire. By the second half of the 2000s the majority of the society was 

backing a new and active foreign policy of Turkey in directions other than the West.  

The Kurdish question remained both an internal and an external factor in Turkey’s 

case. Even though the AKP tried to follow a different approach in tackling the Kurdish 

issue, the question remained rather neuralgic and caused further cleavages inside the 

Turkish society. The AKP during its first government did not consider the interethnic 

differences and tensions a serious concern, thus the leadership did not establish a proper 

Kurdish policy. The leadership of the AKP (especially PM Erdoğan) tried to define the 

problem on a religious basis. However, the ethnic conflict could not be appeased by 

simply stating that all Turkish citizens and Muslims are equal, i.e. by moving the 

antagonism from ethnic lines to religious-cultural differences. Even though most of the 

Kurds were religious, their identity also included ‘Kurdishness’. On the other hand, most 

of the PKK fighters and the insurgents were rather secular and leftists. Consequently the 

fact that the AKP neglected the Kurdish question on a religious-cultural basis did not 

solve the conflict but rather contributed to it.  

As an external factor, the Kurdish question did not cease to exist, however for a 

few years it calmed down abroad. Externally, the US invasion of Iraq and the new Kurdish 

policy of Bashar al-Assad downgraded the PKK’s insurgency against Turkey, however, 

the second half of the 2000s brought renewed fights both in Iraq and on the Turkish 

boarders. Turkey needed stability; to reach that military response, cross-border diplomatic 

influence and regional responses were needed.  

 Analysing Turkish foreign policy from the angle of the elite cohesion and elite 

consensus highlights the huge transformation in decision making and the antagonism of 

the old and new elite groups that almost led to the collapse of the AKP government in 

2007. This happened despite the strong support of the majority of the society and 

underlined that the government still had vulnerabilities.  
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 The cleavage of the elite groups and the demise of the old elite continued during 

the 2000s. With the strengthening of the AKP, not only the marginalized groups, but the 

Anatolian well-offs received more political leverage. The old secular elite still disposed 

of political and economic power, however their exclusivity slowly faded away. The 

society’s “centre” became the stage for the clash of two elite groups, which differed along 

religious, cultural and political features. The antagonism of these elite groups mostly 

materialized as a “zero sum game”. 

 Even though the political representation of the secular old elite slivered, they had 

been holding onto their key positions in the state structure, such as the presidency, the 

academia, the judiciary and of course, the leadership of the military. The first years of the 

AKP’s power was spent in a constant struggle against the secularist institutions trying to 

delegitimize the government. The biggest threat to the government’s legitimacy was the 

military. The AKP had to create the proper answers to these internal threats both in its 

domestic and foreign policy. However, the government did not have an easy task, since 

the threat perception of the old elite was not based on pragmatic policy related issues, but 

rather cultural religious lines. In order to secure its power the AKP had to both weaken 

the old elite and convince the majority of them that their threat perception was 

overexaggerated.  

 The way leading to the EU accession process became an excellent tool for the 

government to counterbalance the Kemalist intentions of delegitimizing their power. The 

view of the Islamists slowly changed during the 1990s, and especially the February 28 

process created a strong influence. The democratization, required by the EU accession 

was an advantageous external influencing factor for the AKP and the new elite to 

strengthen their power and create the democratic checks and balances that can result in 

the government’s stability. The other tool that the AKP used was the redefinition of their 

own identity from being an Islamist party to Muslim Democratic credentials. Following 

the ideological pattern of the European Christian democratic parties the AKP tried to 

convince the secular elite that they did not follow the path of their predecessors. On the 

other hand, this new identity allowed for the cooperation of the secular business 

communities aiming at the EU integration. Embracing and leading the EU reform 

processes in Turkey the AKP allured some segments of the old business elite and could 

efface the military for a short while. The pre-negotiation reform packages were strongly 

built upon the democratization of Turkey, including curbing the power of the military. 
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The AKP, with the EU reform packages slowly acquired control of the privileges of the 

army and strengthened the civil control over it.  

 However, with the suspension of the EU negotiations in 2006, the AKP could not 

hold the foreign policy successes in the EU as a protective shield against the Kemalist 

elite and the military itself. Appointing the Abdullah Gül to the presidency ended in a 

constitutional crisis, which did not stop with the landslide victory of the AKP in the 2007 

general elections. The “headscarf issue” almost resulted in the closure of the governing 

party that would have left the country in a state of general political and economic chaos. 

The political crises of 2007 underlined that the AKP government’s vulnerability did not 

decrease and the only way of creating a strong and legitimate government was to continue 

decreasing the prerogatives of the old elite. The years after 2007 seemed suitable, since 

the military’s focus shifted from domestic politics towards the Eastern borders and the 

fight against the PKK on the Iraqi borders. The AKP started the retaliation for the 2007 

military “coup attempt” and the biggest show trials of Turkish history started against 

secular generals, journalists and leaders of the academia, the Ergenekon and the Balyoz 

cases. The government slowly played down the role of the secular elite in controlling the 

education as well. By 2010 the military lost control of the Higher Education Council, one 

of the last citadels of the old elite. 

By the end of the second term of the AKP, the regime’s vulnerability decreased 

remarkably, this made it possible to follow a unique and non-interrupted foreign policy 

line. The elite consensus was created in a unique way in the AKP’s case. Based on the 

strong cohesion inside the new elite and the social support (materialized in the 2007 

elections) the AKP became able to grow over the old elite and endorse its political will. 

The division inside the old elite and their continuing demise made it possible that using 

their political popularity, economic and foreign policy successes slowly overcome the 

military and push out the seculars from key positions. By 2010 the AKP held the 

presidency and had majority positions in the academia, the Higher Education Council, the 

National Security Council and curbed the power of the military leadership. 

Turning to the cohesion of the leadership, the governing elite group it must be 

noted that in the 2000s the strengthening of the Muslim bourgeoisie continued and the 

devout elite and middle class widened. The business elite was committed to the 

government and supported their foreign policy opening. During the first few years the 

Turkish EU accession process was very much favourable, since it went hand in hand with 

two phenomena: the reforms positively affected Turkey’s business environment and the 



147 
 

EU as an anchor pulled the Turkish economy out of the financial crisis. On the other hand, 

the EU-Turkish rapprochement enhanced the “value” and the position of the country and 

of its economy in the Middle East and among third world counties, thus the Turkish 

political and economic aspirations could be better secured. It is not a surprise that after 

the slow-down in the EU negotiations, the business elite played an important role of 

turning the political leaders’ attention towards the East. The new foreign policy approach 

of a more positive and active role of Turkey in its region was welcomed by the new 

bourgeoisie and they took advantage of it. Not only the business elite supported the 

Turkish policies but most of the civil organizations and influential political and civil 

oriented groups. The strongest of these was notably the Hizmet Movement that played a 

crucial role in weakening the military’s role and as well as became critical in helping the 

AKP in its ambitions to play the role of a regional leader. The umbrella of the Hizmet 

Movement spread the positive image of Turkey, played a source of attraction and 

influence and helped the Turkish businesses to emerge in new markets. 

 In the examination of the elite consensus the structure of the AKP’s political 

leadership has to be taken into consideration. The Turkish political culture is by definition 

elitist and centred around strong personalities. This is not different in the case of the AKP 

itself, the political leadership has been built around the main leader, the prime minister 

and his closest circles. During the 2000s, after the AKP’s rise to government, the political 

power of the prime minister also grew and the main strategic lines of the foreign policy 

was defined by him and his advisors. Even though in the beginning, Abdullah Gül played 

a really strong role in the party, his role as a foreign minister did not create a strong 

different line, he basically followed the route that was declared by the prime minister. On 

the other hand, a new personality, the foreign policy advisor, Professor Ahmet Davutoğlu 

became very influential and developed the new foreign policy of Turkey, based on the 

interests of the new political and economic elite. The new active and ambitious foreign 

policy of Turkey was launched already in the middle of the 2000s and was inaugurated 

as a main foreign policy strategy after the victorious 2007 general elections. Davutoğlu 

became foreign minister only a few years later, when Turkey’s foreign policy spread its 

influence all over the region along the strategic lines that were defined by him.  
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IV. The new Turkish foreign policy concept and Turkish 

“soft power” 

 

 The new regional environment around Turkey and the external influences on the 

Turkish foreign policy together pointed into the direction of a more active foreign policy 

of Turkey coming. The regional opening started with the new power vacuum in the 

Middle East: a security threat and an opportunity, where the Turkish government must 

have stepped up. The growing chaos in the close neighbourhood meant a strong security 

threat, not only through the spill-over effects, but the relaunched military activities of the 

PKK, which found a safe haven in the bordering region of Iraq. At the same time, Syria 

became more open to the Turkish political and business interests. The death of Hafez al-

Assad in 2000 and the inauguration of Bashar al-Assad brought a turning point for the 

Turkish-Syrian elations. After 1998 Syria ceased to support the Kurdish militants and 

opened it market for more Turkish goods and investments. Similarly the Turks became 

stronger and stronger in Lebanon as well. 

 The changes that started in the region affected Turkey. The vacuum called for a 

power that improved the region’s security and conveyed the message of stability. In order 

to fulfil its economic, security and political interests, Turkey must have stepped up as a 

stabilizing power in the region and played a role of a moderator in different conflicts. To 

achieve this goal the new foreign policy of Turkey must have focused on gaining 

credibility and “winning the hearts and minds” in the region. Davutoğlu built up his 

concept in order to initiate the soft power of Turkey in the whole Middle East and later 

extend it further to its wide neighbourhood. 

 After the EU accession had been downgraded in the Turkish foreign policy 

agenda, the “Eastern opening” started to focus on gaining the attraction of the countries 

in the neighbourhood based on economic, political and cultural attraction. In this context 

the negative change in the relationship between Turkey and Israel became explainable. In 

order to gain the confidence of the Arab countries, the Turkish government loosened its 

relationship with Israel. Its successive foreign policy mistakes came in handy and Turkey 

could blame the Israeli leadership for the worsening ties, moreover, Turkey could step up 

as the saviour of the Muslim countries. The 2006 Lebanon war did not pull the trigger, 

however, the 2008-2009 Gaza bombings resulted in a severe diplomatic breakdown 

between the two countries. The deteriorated relations reached their deepest point after the 
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Mavi Marmara incident, when the Turkish flotilla was held up by the Israeli coast guards 

and during the incident several Turkish citizens died. The incident allowed Turkey for 

setting up for a saviour of the Palestinians and a strong leader of the region. 

 Between 2007 and 2011 Turkey developed into a strong and ambitious power in 

its region, the “Ankara Moment” arrived. Turkey’s foreign policy became active and 

successful, the country acquired not only regional but global influence. Turkey became a 

regional economic hub and influential actor in its region. (Balogh et al. 2013) Davutoğlu, 

as the Prime Minister’s advisor and as foreign minister created a new foreign policy 

strategy that the next sections will elaborate on. 

 

New conduct of foreign policy – the concept of the strategic depth 

 

Turkish foreign policy changed after 2002, not only in its means, but the level of 

activity as well. Traditionally it relied on the assumptions that it inherited from the 

Ottoman times and the early periods of the Republican era; the tradition of the balance of 

power and the experiences of the Kemalist revolution all led to a degree of isolationism 

combined with artificial modernization and Europeanization. This also included a 

suspicion with foreign powers (Sévres Syndrome) and based on the Inönü doctrine, a self-

distancing practice from other Middle Eastern states and especially the Arab leaders.  

The slow transformation of the foreign policy started already during the Özal era. 

After the victory of the AKP and later Erdoğan’s rise to power in 2003 he initiated a 

strong transformation in the foreign policy making. The foreign ministry still remained 

one of the most important places for foreign policy making, however, at the same time 

the Prime Minister’s office pulled in some critical elements of foreign policy portfolio. 

Erdoğan strengthened the office of his chief foreign policy advisor, Ahmet Davutoğlu, 

this way the previously relatively powerless advisor’s office became an important 

policymaking powerhouse. Davutoğlu, based on his earlier strategic studies used the 

influence of his office to finalize his concept of Turkish foreign policy activity, and to 

underpin the Islamic oriented vision of the AKP. In the first few years Davutoğlu did not 

expose himself to the media, he coordinated the policies of Turkey from the background 

slowly accomplishing his concept of the strategic depth. Even though Ahmet Davutoğlu 

became minister of foreign affairs only in 2009, his foreign policy vision was decisive in 

his previous position as an advisor to the prime minister. In his work, the Stratejik 

Derinlik (Strategic Depth) he laid down the basis of a new Turkish foreign policy reaching 
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beyond Özal’s activity. (Davutoğlu 2001) According to Murinson (2006, 947) the origins 

of Davutoğlu’s doctrine can be traced back to multiple layers and attempts of foreign 

policy conducts. First, Özal’s Neo-Ottomanist approach can be seen in its ambitions to 

extend the Turkish influence in the areas of the former Ottoman Empire. Second, the 

multi-dimensional and Islam oriented foreign policy approach of Erbakan in the 1990s 

has been mixed with Davutoğlu’s own innovative approach.  

In Davutoğlu’s vision Turkish foreign policy would have to live up to its potential 

and become a regional political power, as well as a role-player in global politics. It is an 

articulated element of the Davutoğlu concept to transform Turkey into a strong regional 

and global actor through the exercise of soft power141. In his book (Davutoğlu 2001) and 

his articles142 he defined the position of Turkey in the international community based on 

the thought that Turkey is surrounded by different regions towards which Turkey must 

pursue different foreign policy approaches. The main defining factors are the distance and 

the location of these regions and partner countries, this way the geostrategic and the 

traditional, geocultural location. Tukey, as a result of its historical legacy of the Ottoman 

Empire possesses a great geographical depth, which places Tukey at the centre of many 

geopolitical areas of influence. According to his thesis, the geostrategic location of 

Turkey and its regional cultural connections, its economic and military capabilities, the 

region’s common history with the Ottoman Empire and the similarities in their identity 

all mount up to the fact that Turkey has to ambition the role of regional leadership. 

Davutoğlu in fact made a new distinction of the spheres of influence in the areas around 

Turkey. In this new set up the Middle East became one of the most important zones of 

Turkish ambition for influence. (Hursoy 2011, 150-152; Murinson 2012; 7-16) 

According to this assessment Turkey must not drift with the global political 

currents defined by the will of main global powers, but it must live up to its possibilities 

and capacities in its actions. Even though Turkey disposes of significant military 

capabilities, with regard to the region’s particularities Turkey should rather rely on its soft 

power possibilities.  

                                                           
141 The dissertation defined the concept of soft power in the chapter that clarifies the theoretical background. 

The applicability of the soft power concept in the Turkish environment will be further elaborated on. 
142 Davutoğlu created and articulated his concept through different articles and speeches, beside his book 

the Strategic Depth. A few examples of his works: (Davutoğlu 1994; Davutoğlu 2008; Davutoğlu 2009; 

Davutoğlu 2010a; Davutoğlu 2010b; Davutoğlu 2010c; Davutoğlu 2011; Davutoğlu 2012a; Davutoğlu 

2012b; Davutoğlu 2012c; Davutoğlu 2013a) 
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Davutoğlu’s concept on foreign policy laid down the following main pillars (Davutoğlu 

2008; 79-84; Hursoy 2011, 151; Murinson 2006, 951-952):  

 

 multidimensional foreign policy in accordance with the interests of global powers; 

 “zero problems with the neighbours” policy; 

 promotion of the most important values and norms through foreign policy in the 

region, and through the increase of influence. To this end Turkish diplomacy must 

reconcile the concepts of liberalism and democracy with the notion of security; 

 rhythmic diplomacy, a never seen activity to be established towards abroad, with 

the tools of classical diplomacy and introducing other, new tools as well; 

 Turkish foreign policy must rely on the interdependence in the economies of the 

region’s countries.  

 

In the centre of Davutoğlu’s concept the pursuit for international security and peace, 

regional stability through multilateral cooperation can all be found. He emphasizes – 

following neoliberal assumptions – that the countries of the region will eventually 

cooperate based on economic and political interdependencies. (Hursoy 2011, 156-158; 

Fidan 2013, 92-93) However, seeing the historical legacy in the region, the conflicts and 

political stand offs are unavoidable, which eventually lead to war. According to this 

concept the resolution of these conflicts must be found through political dialogue and 

cooperation. Turkey must find its role and activity defined by this framework. (Davutoğlu 

2013b) Davutoğlu’s concept correlates definitely with the original Kemalist idea of 

“peace at home, peace in the world”. However, there is a significant difference regarding 

the level of activity. In this new concept the activity and the regional leadership of Turkey 

can contribute to its security. The interdependencies and the continuous cooperation can 

guarantee the security of the region. (Hursoy 2011, 156-158; Fidan 2013, 92-93) 

Davutoğlu’s concept of the strategic depth was built on new geographical 

imagination, which had been supported by the changing external and internal conditions. 

Turkey which had become one of the important actors in the regional order and the global 

system experienced this transformation in tandem with its unique conditions. (Kalin 2011, 

6) This is a new non-Euro-centric perspective, in which Turkey had become one of the 

important actors in the regional order and the global system. A new Turkey emerged in 
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the 2000s as a result of a new geopolitical imagination on the one hand and Turkey’s 

economic and security-based priorities on the other. 143 

 

Aims and tools of Davutoğlu’s new foreign policy 

 

 At this point it is worth recalling the facts that have been defined in the chapters 

that elaborated on the theoretical background of soft power definition. Power is relational 

(Barnett and Duvall 2005, 9-11), it depends on the interaction of different actors in their 

international relations. A country needs not only to have assets for influencing other 

countries, but it has to be using these capacities on purpose and the other actors have to 

realize and recognize that power. (Oğuzlu 2007, 82-83) 

It is clear that Turkey explicitly pursued soft power ambitions primarily in its 

regional vicinity, but at the same time it disposes of global power ambitions. The 

assessment of Turkey and the Turkish soft power in the Middle East changed significantly 

in the last decade and a half. While Turkey had been considered as problematic ally, with 

an unstable economy and regular coup d’etats, the 2000s changed this image. The 

proactive diplomacy of the AKP, the regional stabilizing and mediating efforts, the 

democracy promotion and cultural projection, the increasing economic and development 

outreach programme all induced a positive return from the region.  

According to Nye’s theory of soft power there are three ways to achieve a 

country’s goals: first, by using coercion or threat (eventually also by using war as a 

foreign policy tool); second, economic pressure, financial incentives can be useful tools 

as well; third, by the use of the country’s soft power.  

 In general, military capacities are associated with power, thus the bigger and more 

developed the army of a country is, the more threat it projects and the more security it can 

create for itself. Although military power and power projection still remained necessary, 

in the information age the emphasis has shifted to the soft power means. Out of the four 

options Nye defined as to how the military can be used, two, fighting and coercive 

                                                           
143 We might accept the evaluation of Tarik Oğuzlu that Turkey is in a broader sense not a classic soft 

power, but rather a civilian power, that he defines with economic instruments. He believes that Turkey, 

however not exclusively, but as a main feature of its foreign policy tries to shape the behaviour of other 

countries with its economy. Turkey has been showing a tendency of persuasion for more than a decade. 

However, this does not mean that Turkey uses its hard power capacities for persuasion, or economic 

coercion. Rather through its economic expansion it reaches these results. (Oğuzlu 2007) 



153 
 

diplomacy are hard power modalities, but alliance building, peacekeeping and military 

aid  are in the co-optive range of the power definition.  (Nye 2011, 39-48) 

In Nye’s framework economic power holds an intermediary position. A well 

working economy and credible development can create soft power as well. (Nye 2011, 

52) Turkey’s successful development model attracted and influenced more countries than 

its military potential. Economic power is undeniably basis of both soft and hard power. 

The Turkish economy with its growing export and investments raised the regional 

perception of Turkey remarkably. Slowly the Turkish economic power was used to set or 

at least influence the regional agenda for economic cooperation, free trade zones. 

(Kaptanoğlu and Kirişci 2011; 709-710) At the same time Turkey started to use its 

economic power to project soft power through their aid projects and financial support. 

(Demirtepe and Özkan 2012) Turkish companies became the representatives of the 

Turkish image all around the world and thus contributed to Turkish soft power. (Keneş 

2013)  

Nye argues that the combination of soft power and hard power adds up to the so-

called smart power capabilities of a country. (Nye 2011, 23) The mixture of both soft and 

hard power elements can create the optimal foreign policy behaviour for a country in 

order to reach certain goals. It is obvious that Turkey has had strong hard power 

capabilities at its disposal, through its strong military capabilities and the strong economic 

basis for a long time.  

Soft power explains areas of influence and attraction, which are not directly 

connected to the hard power capacities of a country. There are multiple sources of soft 

power, or sources of attraction. Nye puts them into three categories: a country’s culture, 

its political values and the conduct of foreign policy. It is hard to deny the effect of the 

Turkish culture and the its embeddedness in its region. Even though the Ottoman history 

has negative connotations and collective memory in the region, it still provides for the 

cultural commonalities, where the Turkish cultural products still fall on a fertile ground. 

Speaking about the political values, Turkey’s democratic traditions and history are 

undebatable, even though there have been important discrepancies in the history of 

Turkish development. A political system that prioritizes freedom and liberty, fundamental 

rights and provides the citizens with the right of political choice is much more attractive 

for external viewers than any autarchic versions. Based on this, one of the main pillar of 

Turkey’s soft power is its democratic experience.  (Kalin 2011, 9) 
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The following sections will have an analysis of Turkey’s capacities and the 

background of its active regional behaviour aiming for creating a regional leader status. 

First the use of the military and economic capacities the hard and the intermediary tools 

of power will be examined. These are the factors and capacities, which are not necessarily 

understood in the framework in the strict meaning of soft power, however became a very 

important element in Turkish power projection and attraction, especially in the case of 

economic growth. After these elements this dissertation will analyse the factors of the 

Turkish soft power sources, the attractiveness of the Turkish political values, shortly the 

Turkish model and finally the cultural attraction, enhanced by public diplomacy.  

 

Military capabilities and hard power of Turkey 

 

As Nye argues, according to conventional (classical or neo-classical realist) 

assumptions on state power, the most important factor behind a country’s security and 

influencing capabilities is the size of the armies and the used military technology. Even 

though Nye immediately admits that by the 21st century the once so obvious fact that 

power equals with military capacities has changed, it is worth briefly examining the 

Turkish military power. Coercion and coercive power capacities are still important 

elements, even though they have lost their exclusive importance. Turkey is lying at the 

crossroads of different unstable regions with non-resolved military conflicts, Turkey – 

through its past had also unresolved antagonism against its neighbours144. Keeping up the 

strong military capacities is still inevitable for Turkey due to its geopolitical environment. 

It is also important to mention again that that classical hard power tools can be used for 

soft power behaviour and soft power strategies for hard power gains. Hard power is based 

on commandment or coercive behaviours using force, sanctions, bribes or payments. (Nye 

2004, 8) 

Analysing Turkey’s hard power capabilities, the absolute numbers show a 

significant military power both in global and especially in regional comparison. Turkey 

disposes of one of the biggest and strongest militaries in the region and has developed 

military technologies of its own. According to data from 2013, the size of the conscripted 

                                                           
144 Several examples can be brought up in order to exemplify this problem of the Turkish neighbourhood. 

However, the most obvious cases are connected to the long-standing Turkish-Kurdish conflicts. In 1998, 

the Syrian regime’s support to the PKK lead almost to a fully-fledged war between Turkey and Syria. 

(Makovsky 1999a; Sezgin 2002) The fight against the Kurdish rebel groups triggered several cross-border 

operations from Turkey’s side, entering the territory of Iraq multiple times. (Araş and Polat 2008) 
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Turkish military reached almost a million, of course most of them not in the fighting 

troops. (Egeresi 2013d, 4) Even though the relative ratio of the military spending 

compared to the GDP slightly decreased in the last decade, in absolute terms it meant an 

increase (because of the massive economic growth that Turkey experienced after 2003). 

During the year of the AKP’s rise to power the Turkish military spending reached up to 

almost 4% of the GDP, in 2012 it was only about 2.3%. In 2012 Turkey was the 15th in 

the world rank of military budget, way ahead of several regional partners. (Balogh et al 

2013, 3-4) 

The Turkish military improvements manifested not only in technology, but in the 

development of new operational capacities. After two decades of fighting against the 

Kurdish separatist movement of the PKK, the Turkish military became increasingly 

sensitive of the asymmetrical warfare. Owing to the continuous fight on the Eastern 

borders of Turkey against the PKK and to the technological developments Turkey kept 

its second biggest army in the NATO and its primacy against most of the regional 

opponents in military means. This was based on regular purchases of foreign technologies 

and the investments in the Turkish defence industry. 145 

Generally, in an analysis of the hard power of Turkey it would be a mistake not to 

mention the impact of the size of the population. As a result of the demographic boom 

after the 1950s Turkey’s population started a continuous growth. This population became 

the basis for a strong military and at the same time of a vast and strong internal market in 

the last few decades. The Turkish hard power became apparent vis-á-vis most of Turkey’s 

Middle Eastern neighbours, and slowly Turkey outnumbered Iran as well. 

 

Economic performance as a source of power 

 

It is of a distinguished importance to have a closer look at the fast growing 

economy of Turkey that in a certain way became a source of self-esteem and regional 

attraction. (Szigetvári 2013a, 29) The performance of the Turkish economy and the 

transformation of its actors provided the basis for the changes of the Turkish society and 

the governing elite as well as has become a source of self-esteem and regional attraction.  

                                                           
145 For example: The Altay programme that was launched in 2007 and aimed at developing a Turkish tank. 

The first prototypes were released in 2012. (source: http://www.army-

technology.com/projects/altaymainbattletank/) 

http://www.army-technology.com/projects/altaymainbattletank/
http://www.army-technology.com/projects/altaymainbattletank/
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Within the previously introduced theoretical framework of hard power and soft 

power, economic power has a position that lies in-between. Growing economic capacities 

generated more resources for stronger and better military technologies in Turkey, but at 

the same time they provided a strong source of attraction as well for the neighbouring 

regions. Turkey fast became a model for economic growth in its different regions. (Keneş 

2013; Oğuzlu 2007, 88) Turkey became not only capable of creating sanctions, but in a 

way, at a later stage to avert or ease the effects of international sanctions (for example 

against Iran). (Araş and Aydin 2005; Coşkun 2010; Habibi 2012) Turkey’s rising 

economic performance, good quality but at the same time affordable export products and 

the growing number of Turkish investors improved the perception of Turkey itself. 

Different Turkish brands became obvious bases and carriers of Turkish soft power. 

Companies as the Turkish Airlines146 or BEKO147 have had positive impacts on the 

credibility of the respective country as well.  

The performance of the Turkish economy and foreign trade relations have been 

receiving a strong attention. From the second half of the 2000s Turkey entered the group 

of the most dynamic economies in the world and especially its engagement with its 

neighbourhood was regarded as an attractive step. The Turkish economy grew by 8.9% 

in 2010 putting Turkey the third after Singapore and China. (Kaptanoğlu and Kirişci 2011, 

706)  

It is undisputable that Turkey’s regional ambitions are based on its strong 

economic growth that restarted soon after the AKP’s rise to government. After the twin 

crises in 2000/2001, strong external help and economic reforms were required to solve 

the economic and financial problems. This economic development on an unprecedented 

scale in Turkish history provided an appropriate ground for a strengthening self-esteem 

and continuous growing budget for foreign policy expansion. During the first decade of 

the AKP rule the GDP/capita tripled and the GDP’s absolute value grew five-fold. By 

2011, with only one year of economic decrease in 2009 (as a result of the world financial 

crisis) Turkey became the 17th biggest economy of the world, this way entered the group 

of G20. It is not surprising that the government set the goal of joining the elite club of the 

                                                           
146 Turkish Airlines became a very important tool of the AKP’s expansive foreign policy vision. The 

company tries to provide direct connections from Istanbul to every destination, where Turkish economic 

interests might emerge. As a result, Turkish Airlines flight reach to most of the African, Asian and Middle 

Eastern destinations. (Keneş 2013)  
147 BEKO is a Turkish brand owned by the Koç Holding that produces household and domestic appliances 

in a fair quality, but cheaper than the average European competitors. (Akhmedjonov, Oğucu and 

Suvankulov 2012) 
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10 strongest economies by 2023, the 100th anniversary of the modern Turkish Republic. 

(Akdeniz 2013, 2; Bayazıt 2013)  

By the 2000s the transformation of the Turkish economy reached the stage when 

the Anatolian companies grew stronger and became influential on the political issues as 

well. Their main goal was and has been to emphasize new directions in Turkish foreign 

policy. They especially lobbied for an Eastern opening first concentrating on Turkey’s 

immediate neighbourhood, then a few years later reached out to more distant destinations 

outside of the Middle East, especially in the Muslim countries of Asia and the African 

continent. (Kaptanoğlu and Kirişci) 

As a result of these changes, Turkey’s role among the interdependencies of the 

region underwent a profound re-adjustment. On the one hand, by 2005, the Middle 

Eastern neighbourhood had become the second biggest trading partner after the EU. 

Between 2003 and 2012, Turkey’s trade with Middle Eastern Arab countries grew nine 

fold. Another striking comparison would be the share of Turkey’s neighbourhood in its 

overall foreign trade; it grew from 3,9 billion USD in 1991 to 88,3 billion USD in 2008 

(Kaptanoğlu and Kirişci 2011, 707) Not only the numbers in trade prove this, but the 

massive emergence of Turkish companies in all neighbouring areas.148 Only in the Middle 

Eastern region, the presence of the Turkish companies has become unavoidable. 

According to the estimates of the USAID, by 2008 Turkish companies covered 95% of 

the almost 3 billion USD worth of regional construction sector. Turkish companies 

emerged in Egypt, Turkish banks started co-operations in the Gulf region and Turkish 

food industry became widely distributed.149 Until 2012 Syria was one of the most 

important targets of the Turkish businesses and the economic diplomacy of the Turkish 

government. The emergence of the Turkish companies was not only subsidized by the 

chambers and business councils but the state also provided cheap credits to boost 

investment there. (Kaptanoğlu and Kirişci 2011, 709) 

To enhance these results, Turkey initiated several state financed programmes and 

subsidies. The booming economy and the absolute political majority provided self-esteem 

for progressive foreign policy initiatives, such as a visa free zone in the Middle East and 

                                                           
148 The presence of Turkish companies also serve as an independent foreign policy and soft power tool. 

Through the good experience with the Turkish products and the companies the local population could grow 

more confidence and sympathy towards Turkey.  

 149 The two most popular brands in the neighbouring region became Eti and the Ülker companies. The 

latter can be regarded as a symbol of the success of the Anatolian bourgeoisie that had a strong connection 

to the AKP and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. (Rubin 2005) 
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free trade agreements. (Evin, et al 2010, 13) The first Turkish free trade agreement in the 

Middle East was signed with Syria in 2004 and then soon with Egypt (2005) and Jordan 

(2009). With the aim of initiating the first steps towards the free move of businesses and 

labour Turkey started to liberalise its visa policies. Between 2009 and 2013 Turkey 

waived the visa restrictions for Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, Qatar, Iran and Kuwait. During 

an Arab-Turkish economic forum, foreign minister Davutoğlu openly stressed the 

importance of the free movement of people and the creation of free trade zones to 

encourage greater economic activity. (Kaptanoğlu and Kirişci 2011, 709) 

Prior to the beginning of the so-cold Arab Spring, Turkey initiated a free economic 

zone and a model for simplified border-crossing for the Middle East. With these plans 

and initiatives Turkey pursued two different aims: On the one hand, they provided a much 

easier access to the economies of the region for the Turkish businessmen. This applied 

especially to the Anatolian businesses; the AKP followed the interest of these business 

rewarding their support both politically and financially. Secondly, the foreign policy 

vision of Davutoğlu had a clear instruction to strengthen the interdependencies in the 

whole region this way creating stability and security. (Murinson 2006, 951-954; Hursoy 

2011, 151) For the first decade of the AKP’s rule the foreign economic policies became 

effective tools of the ambitions of Turkish regional leadership. This was especially true 

for the Turkish-Syrian relations. From one of the strongest foes in 1998, Syria by the 

second half of the 2000s had become a strong Turkish ally and economic partner. (Araş 

and Polat 2008, Mufti 2002) 

 

“Softer tools” of Turkish power ambitions 

 

Turkish norms, political value system and Neo-Ottomanism 

Central to the Turkish political system is the so-called Turkish model, a 

democratic political system established after 1923, which, however, included 

authoritarian and elitist tendencies or the proneness to military coups. In the last few 

decades, however, with the EU accession in sight, the political reforms delivered some 

solutions that reduced Turkey’s democratic deficit to some extent. Nevertheless, Turkey’s 

attractiveness in the region150 is not connected to its democratic political model alone, but 

                                                           
150 The Turkish Economic and Social Studies Foundation (TESEV) conducted a research in 2012 in several 

Middle Eastern countries and realised that 69% of the respondents gave positive opinion about Turkey, 
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can be derived from a set of political, cultural values and norms that could be referred to 

as the Turkish model.   

 Oğuzlu (2007, 88) defines Turkish model along different cultural and political 

variables. According to this concept, the Turkish model is a unique complex of external 

perceptions and the image that Turkey wants to convey towards the outside world. One 

of the most important elements of the model is the relationship between state and religion. 

Turkey is one of the most successful Muslim countries that partially entered the West 

through NATO and is on the threshold of entering the Western elite club of the EU. 

Through Turkey other regional and Muslim countries can have the chance to have an 

advocate in the developed world, and at the same time Turkey can play as an honest 

mediator. However, despite its Islamic values, Turkey is the only successful country in 

the region separating religion from the state. Turkey can offer a secular political system, 

however the country is still Muslim. This became especially true after the election of the 

AKP, where the conservative Islam economic and political forces secured their power.  

 Turkey (at least partially) succeeded in its attempt to launch a Western style 

modernization. Turkey became the ally of the West and turned its face away from its 

region for a long time. However, starting from President Özal, and especially during the 

AKP period Turkey returned to its region and started an economic and political 

conversation in good faith a possibility for cooperation. Even though, until the middle of 

the 2000s the connection between the Ottoman Empire and the modern Turkish Republic 

had been denied, the AKP restarted the discussion on the heritage of the past. Turkey is 

an inheritor of the Ottoman Empire, thus it has a responsibility to keep up the stability of 

the region and at the same time connect it to the West.  (Murinson 2009, 947-949) 

Tukey’s foreign policy activism, based on regional power projection brought the 

concept of Neo-Ottomanism to light yet again. The first emergence of this notion occurred 

during Özal’s period and the neoliberal transformation of the Turkish economy. (Taşpinar 

2012, 128) Based on the new economic capacities Özal started to build Turkey’s influence 

in the neighbouring regions. This trend continued and transformed to be more and more 

a regional political endeavour during the beginning of the 1990s. After the end of the 

Cold War as part of the self-redefining process, Turkish foreign policy tried to find its 

new geopolitical role. During the AKP period the concept of Neo-Ottomanism received 

                                                           
which means Turkey became one of the most popular countries in the whole region. (Akarçeşme 2013b) 

Turkey frequently declared that it was willing to be a source of inspiration rather than a model (Akarçeşme 

2013a), because they admitted that every country had its own dynamics. 
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a double meaning that can have both a positive and a negative meaning based on the 

context it is articulated in. (Taşpinar 2012, 128-130) Davutoğlu’s early works elaborated 

on the concept itself that was implied in his main strategic concept, the strategic depth. 

(Davutoğlu 2001) Even though his main aim was to criticize unipolar power based 

international relations, as well as the Eurocentric approaches to the international relations, 

he gives an explanation to a new understanding of the Islamic civilization. According to 

this, the Islamic civilization rather than the Islamic community, the “Umma” is the role 

player of the clash of civilizations. He suggested that the existing civilizational crisis 

could only be overcome by a civilizational dialogue and a free exchange of values. 

(Murinson 2006, 949) 

According to Davutoğlu, for Turkey to become a Muslim regional power it needs 

to practise caution and to calibrate its foreign policy according to the strategic global 

parameters that were set by the great powers. (Murinson 2006, 950) In this, Turkey has 

to work on dismissing the Western artificial antagonism between the Islamic civilization 

and the West. At the same time the Kemalist foreign policy and the Westernization of the 

country undermined some intrinsic values of the Turkish foreign policy. However, Özal’s 

period and the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis changed the picture and introduced both 

nationalism and the Islamic values as pillars of Turkey’s international stand.  Özal partly 

emphasized the Ottoman past and the Islamic culture as a sort of (soft) power. These ideas 

got integrated into Davutoğlu’s concept and this way the AKP’s foreign policy doctrine. 

His antagonism to the Westernization of Turkey and the Islamic civilization based ideas 

became manifested in his Neo-Ottomanist ideas. (Kramer 2010, 7) 

The projection of the Ottoman revival was welcomed by some, mostly in the 

Turkish diaspora and in the West, because the emergence of Turkish influence had the 

potential to generate stability in certain regions. The re-emerging idea of the Pax Turca 

aimed at a rather pragmatic interest based foreign policy with ideological elements.  On 

the other hand, the West not only praised but criticized Neo-Ottomanism, because of 

Turkey’s strengthening connections with Syria, Sudan, Iran or Libya. The possible 

stabilizing role and the presence of a NATO ally and an EU candidate country in these 

regions was perceived a positive element. However, Neo-Ottomanism generated fear and 

cautiousness in the Balkans or the Middle East. In this discourse the Turkish attempts of 

building influence bring back the imperialist hegemonic ambitions of the Ottoman 

Empire coated in the concept of a softer approach. (Balogh et al 2013, 2)  
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 Even though both positive and negative connotations are attached to Neo-

Ottomanism and the concept of the continuation of Turkey’s responsibilities in the whole 

region, it was welcomed that Turkey has never been colonised and therefore can be a 

leader of its region to grow up to be equal partner of the West. The nature of the AKP 

government, its political activity and its positive approach to the Middle East adds up to 

a positive Turkish model that can create credibility in the region. The Islam rooted 

political affiliation of the governing party and its advocacy for the Muslims all played a 

crucial part in this endeavour to be an alluring model for its neighbouring regions, 

especially the Middle East. The fact that political Islam related government made it 

possible to start the accession negotiation for a country that had been waiting for almost 

two decades to enter the EU made the AKP unique. If the Islamists could step on the road 

of liberalisation, then the society could also follow suit.  

  

Turkey as a mediator 

The Middle East can be regarded as a distorted region, burdened with instabilities, 

longstanding and newly emerging conflicts. The end of the Cold War did not end the 

traditional antagonisms in the region, moreover, new conflicts erupted, further 

destabilizing the regional environment. Davutoğlu points out in his article (Davutoğlu 

2013, 83) that the need for mediation is obvious in this new era. According to his 

assessment, Turkey’s position had been based on the use of diplomacy in an efficient way 

to help resolve disputes and conflicts.  

International mediation can be regarded as one of the most effective tools of the 

Turkish soft power ambitions. Even though this tool was utilized during the Özal era as 

well, the AKP used it as an integral part of its regional leadership efforts. Mediation in 

international conflicts fits in perfectly to the list of soft power ambitions, the regional 

stabilizing efforts and Davutoğlu’ “zero problems policy with neighbours” concept. The 

main idea behind mediation is for a third power to get involved. This third party is 

accepted and recognized by both players of that conflict. (Balogh 2009, 19-20) Based on 

this, Turkey tried to use mediation to influence other countries in conflict with each other 

in its immediate neighbourhood and at the same time to stabilize them. This way, the 

Turkish mediation had multiple purposes: to use its cultural, economic, political influence 

in those conflicting countries and to stabilize them. This way Turkey could ease the 

systemic threats upon itself and strengthen the position of Turkish businesses through 

prestige gains in their markets. The most important element in Turkey’s mediating efforts 
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was to live up to the business needs and the expectations to create a safe neighbourhood 

around Turkey. A safer and secure region and immediate environment provides 

predictability aand stability, which are inevitable elements of the successful businesses. 

(Kaptanoğlu and Kirişci 2011, 716) 

However, to conduct a successful mediation policy a number of conditions have 

to be fulfilled. The parties of a conflict must accept the mediator, its political purposes 

and the mediator has to prove its impartial approach. (Balogh 2009,20) Turkey and the 

main Turkish politicians that conducted mediating role had built up this credibility in 

most areas of the Middle East and several Muslim countries before the Arab Spring. The 

public diplomacy and cultural diplomacy tools generated trust in the emerging new 

regional power and most of the countries in the Middle East, Western Asia, or Africa 

looked at Tukey as a possible mediator. This changed only after the beginning of the Arab 

Spring, which started to question the Turkish image and Turkey’s credibility. 

Ankara played a role in several regional conflicts, including interstate adversaries 

and domestic political turmoil. One of the important successes was the mediation in the 

Lebanese political crisis between 2006 and 2008. The situation which almost developed 

into a civil war ended with a dialogue between the Hezbollah and the government in 

Doha. Davutoğlu defines mediation efforts as “challenges for Turkey”. (Davutoğlu 2013, 

83) Turkey’s interest to resolve the conflicts in its immediate vicinity is two-fold: on the 

one hand, these conflicts created direct security threats to Turkey, not to forget about their 

indirect effects of the influx of refugees, arms or radicals. On the other hand, Turkey 

started to use the tool of mediation deliberately to influence the regional stakeholders and 

to develop the international image about itself, from the 2000s. Turkey, together Finland 

established the Group of Friends of Mediation in 2010 under the framework of the UN. 

151 This group aims at bringing together not only states, but international organizations 

and NGOs with the aim of promoting the diplomatic solution conflicts.  

 

International development policy  

Development aid is a typical and simple tool of wielding soft power. Although it 

is connected directly to a county’s economic power it should be analysed as part of public 

diplomacy. Providing humanitarian and development assistance wield a country positive 

responses from the beneficiaries, thus aid policies contribute to the image building efforts 

                                                           
151 More information on the Group of Friends of Mediation: http://peacemaker.un.org/friendsofmediation  

http://peacemaker.un.org/friendsofmediation
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of the donor country. (Nye 2004, 55-60) Turkish development aid does not look back to 

a long past, the first examples of providing development aid to other less developed 

partners were initiated after the end of the Cold War. It was during Özal’s presidency that 

the Turkish government decided to try to extend its influence in different neighbouring 

regions. The most important recipients were designated in the traditional Turkish area of 

influence, such as the countries in the Balkans and the newly independent Turkic 

republics in Central Asia. In order to institutionalize these efforts the Turkish foreign 

ministry created its own department an independent unit, the Turkish International 

Cooperation and Development Agency (Türk İşbirliği ve Kalkınma Ajansi – TIKA), 

which was the designated state authority to coordinate and conduct bilateral development 

policies. The most important aim of the TIKA after its establishment was to provide 

development assistance to Turkish speaking or Turkic developing countries and to 

strengthen cooperation with them through projects and economic programmes.  

(Demirtepe and Özkan 2012, 648) 

The TIKA’s activities received a wide moral and political support from the 

Western allies, since Turkish nationalism based policies, especially in Central Asia 

correlated with the American, European aims of democratizing the ex-Soviet region. All 

together between 1992 and 2003 the amount of aid added up to 3, 75 billion USD152. 

(Demirtepe and Özkan 2012, 650) The TIKA’s main role was to promote the Turkish 

experience of economic and political development, democratization process and the 

market-economy. Promotion of the “Turkish model” was already in place in the 1990s, 

however, with a different meaning and connotation. It was a political and economic 

development model with a rather secular Muslim population having a Western type 

economic and political democratic system. The idea was to blend in the newly 

independent states into the Western political model. During this period, the TIKA 

accentuated two major goals: The first objective was to further weaken Moscow’s 

influence in its periphery after the fall of the Soviet Union. The second objective was to 

take up the competition with Iran, which also tried to create a sphere of influence in the 

Central-Asian areas. This way, the TIKA became a natural soft tool of influence building 

in these areas. Through the TIKA Turkey became able to deepen its political, economic, 

cultural and social ties with those countries that became subject to the Turkish 

development aid policies. (Demirtepe and Özkan 2012, 647-648) 

                                                           
152 The main recipients of this aid was Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan (Demirtepe and Özkan 

2012, 650) 
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However, after the first years of highly ambitious actions and programmes, due to 

domestic political instabilities and the effects of the 1994 financial crisis the development 

policy lost most of its finances. The TIKA was not able to fulfil its main goals.  Until the 

beginning of the 2000s the international development policies of Turkey had to face some 

serious shortcomings. (Demirtepe and Özkan 2012, 652-654) The organizational and the 

financial capacities were scarce and the institutional background was not centralized 

properly. As a result of the lack of integrity of the domestic system the cooperation with 

international organizations could not became effective either. The TIKA was not the only 

institution that was providing some sort of development aid and the resources became 

scattered among the different competing agencies. After the first few years, the 

development policy became complicated and confused.  

The domestic political problems and the fast changing governing coalitions 

pushed development aid in the background. The different ministries inside the 

government also had their differences over the TIKA’s structure and financing. 

(Demirtepe and Özkan 2012, 648) The attractiveness of the Turkish model in such an 

unstable political environment nosedived. From the second half of the 1990s the slow 

recovery of Russia started to show and its influence in the ex-Soviet areas appeared again. 

The Turkish development policies were not influential in these regions any more.  

After 2002 the stabilization of the domestic political arena created a new 

environment for the development policies. Alongside with the stable government the 

economy’s fast growth underlined that Turkey became capable of providing the necessary 

financial means for the proper development policies. In the aftermath of the 2000-2001 

twin crises, the stabilization of the Turkish Lira brought back the credibility of the Turkish 

economy, thus allured more investors. The fast growing economy provided for the 

possibilities of reorganizing development aid policies as an effective tool of regional 

influence once again. The 9/11 attacks, the international intervention in Afghanistan and 

the American military operation in Iraq in 2003 changed the international and the regional 

settings around Turkey. Part of these new challenges could be answered only through soft 

means and the region craved for the international development aid, through which Turkey 

could build up a strong influence. The TIKA was established to be a simple but 

straightforward tool of Turkish foreign policy in the ex-Soviet areas, however, in the new 

international and domestic environment after the 2000s it rather became an effective tool 

of the multi-dimensional foreign policy ambitions of the AKP governments. (Demirtepe 

and Özkan 2012, 649) 
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 Furthermore, the area of development became an integral part of Turkey’s active 

foreign policy directions. In 2005 the organizational shortcomings of the TIKA were 

handled and professionalized and the financial sources were multiplied. In 2004 339 

million USD, in 2005 601 million USD, in 2009 already 707 million USD was spent on 

international development goals from the Turkish budget. (Demirtepe and Özkan 2012, 

658) This growth was measurable both in absolute terms and relative to the GNI. 

Following to the foreign policy goals new destinations became appraised. The Southern 

and Eastern neighbourhoods started to receive more and more aid from Turkish sources, 

most importantly the development aid became a tool of political influence in certain 

region, as well as tool of creating stability. It is not surprising that the most important 

partners of the Turkish development aid policy became Afghanistan, Somalia, Iraq 

(including the Iraqi Kurdistan Region) and the Palestinian Territories. (Mutlu 2014; 

Demirtepe and Özkan 2012, 657) 

Owing to the fast growth of the Turkish economy, thus the governmental budget, 

the growth of the development aid did not stop during as an effect of the 2008-2009 global 

financial crisis. By 2011 the total development assistance of Turkey reached 2,3 billion 

USD/year, out of which 1,3 billion USD was provided by the government.  Tukey aimed 

its assistance at regions hit by natural catastrophes, or wars and local conflicts. Their 

purpose was to provide humanitarian assistance as well as contributing to the rebuilding 

efforts of the countries. This way not only did they build an influence in the reconstruction 

efforts in conflict zones, but gained the trust of the local people as well, preparing the 

ground for Turkish soft power extension. (Fidan 2013, 94-95; Mutlu 2014) 

There is an undeniable link between the Turkish political influence and the 

development aid policies. Turkey, now an important regional and global player could not 

refrain from participating in global actions for sustainable development, poverty 

reduction, and the global fight against terrorism through development. Not to mention the 

fact that the participation in such international actions also contributed to Turkey’s rising 

image. The allocation of the development assistance follows and followed the Turkish 

governmental and corporate interests. In addition to helping the reduction of global 

poverty and helping the economic development of regions lagging behind, Tukey started 

to expand its aid policy into new regions in accordance with its multi-vector foreign 

policy initiatives.  

Turkey adjusted its aid policies to regional interests and geopolitical changes. This 

happened after both the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq as well. Turkey tried to move 
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in to the power vacuum that emerged after the collapse of Afghanistan and the fall of the 

Saddam Hussein regime also with soft power means. The Turkish government adopted 

the peace-building concepts of the international community and intensified its 

contributions to the establishments and the preservation of peace and security. The 

Turkish forces not only participated in the international peace-keeping operations, but 

Turkish development agencies, first and foremost the TIKA contributed to the rebuilding 

of the education and health sectors in three provinces in Afghanistan. (Mutlu 2014) Iraq 

became much more complicated, because of Turkey’s ambiguous relationship to the 

Kurds there and the ambivalent approach of the American military leadership to the 

Turkish presence in Northern Iraq. However, the soft means were more welcomed than a 

military intervention and the TIKA managed to established several projects on Iraqi soil. 

(Mutlu 2014; Demirtepe and Özkan 2012, 657) 

AnoOther exemplary, rather ideological decision was to create a strong 

commitment in theto aiding the Palestinian Territories. Ankara used this step not only to 

strengthen its relationship with the Palestinian leadership and create a feeling of support 

in among the local population, but rather to establish a stronger sympathy in the whole 

Middle East. Parallel with to the deteriorating Turkish-Israeli relationship from the 

second half of the 2000s Turkey became very active with the TIKA in Palestinian 

projects. The office of TIKA was opened offices in Jerusalem and Ramallah in 2005 and 

soon the first industrial development programmes started in the Gaza Strip as well. 

(Demirtepe and Özkan 2012, 657) 

Ankara requested support in several political question in return for their 

development assistance. As an example, in 2009 Turkey requested support in its UN SC 

membership bid. At the same time, the development policies have been profitable for 

Turkish companies as well. In certain cases the Turkish companies received concessions 

or the immediate execution of the reconstruction programmes. Indirectly, the political 

sympathy induced further gains for the Turkish companies creating new markets for them 

in different countries.  

By the end of the 2000s Turkey elevated itself into the exclusive group of the top 

donor countries, through which image the Turkish government tried to establish more 

influence in the neighbouring regions and slowly in faraway areas, such as the African 

continent. Turkey was placed first of the emerging donor countries already in 2006 on the 

G-8 meeting in Moscow. (Demirtepe and Özkan 2012, 660) 
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Public diplomacy and cultural attraction 

 Culture and public diplomacy are among the most important tools to wield 

attraction from other partners, to generate a positive perception. In order to gain this 

attraction, the spontaneous and unorganized influences must be mixed with deliberate and 

controlled actions by the state. (Nye 2004, 113-114) Modern Turkish public diplomacy 

started to build up wider and wider set of tools. For this purpose the Turkish government 

has started to use the tool of public diplomacy to a greater degree. The Turkish 

governments started to use public diplomacy not only openly but rather deliberately. 

However, a comprehensive framework was only created relatively late in 2010 with the 

creation of a separate office coordinating the public diplomacy activities. Its duties 

include the projection of the new narrative of the stronger, self-confident, economic and 

soft power Turkey. Turkey as an emerging power has created a new Turkish narrative 

with multiple dimensions and faces. The task of the new Turkish diplomacy has been to 

tell the story of the new Turkey to a wide range of audience across the globe. (Kalin 2011, 

5) However, Turkey must build a new identity which not only convinces the external 

world by the image of Turkey to convey the message of a rising, regional power, but 

creates an immense domestic transformation as well. Not only needs the image of Turkey 

to convey the message of a rising, regional power but the domestic reality also needs to 

adopt the new identity.  

The Turkish public diplomacy started to use education as a major tool, providing 

several scholarships to students from the Eastern and Southern partner countries. A huge 

number of scholarships were provided by to Middle Eastern countries. The wide 

scholarship programme of the Turkish state could be both categorized as a cultural tool 

and the tool of soft power, however, the students receive strong cultural influences. By 

the end of the 2000s Turkey offered around 4 000 scholarships for university studies in 

Turkish universities. The scholarship programme mainly included Asia, Middle East, the 

Balkans and Africa. Scholarship programmes are always long term investments. Most of 

those students, who finished their studies in Turkey take their sympathies towards Turkey 

home and indirectly contribute to its cultural influence. (Akarçeşme 2013a; Akarçeşme 

2013b) 

The visa liberalisation initiatives of Turkey was received very positively in the 

Middle East, thus played a major public diplomacy role. Not only the number of incoming 

tourists grew significantly but also projected the image of a regional power that 

established new beneficial regional regimes. (Kaptanoğlu and Kirişci 2011, 709) 
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Not only those state-led activities, programmes or deliberate governmental actions 

started to have influence on other countries, especially in the immediate region of Turkey, 

but also Turkish civil organizations, state and private businesses. (Kalin 2011, 21; Altinay 

2008, 59) Even though, their effectivity and accuracy can be questioned, their influence 

became an undisputable factor in the region. One of the most important examples could 

be Turkish film industry, which produced strong attraction and foreign policy and soft 

power gains for Turkey. On the one hand, Turkish soap operas slowly became more and 

more popular, on the other hand certain movies worsened the Turkish-American and the 

Turkish-Israeli relations.153 By the end of this period Turkish cinematography, Turkish 

television shows reached regional popularity and recognition. Some pieces of Turkish 

culture became world-known, such as the novelist Orhan Pamuk, who received the Nobel 

Prize in Literature in 2006, as the first Turkish citizen to be honoured. Not only the high 

culture, but the popular cultural products of Turkey started to spread, first in the 

neighbouring, mainly Muslim countries, and by the second half of the 2000s in the Gulf 

and spread further.154 “Made in Turkey” became a recognised label in television industry 

all over the region and beyond. Even though this was not and could not be planned by the 

state as a means of soft power, the development in the economy and the state funds 

sponsoring movies have led to the strengthening of the Turkish cinema. This, of course 

created stronger capacities and possibilities for the creation of more and better quality 

products that flooded the neighbouring regions. (Akarçeşme 2013a; Akarçeşme 2013b) 

Influencing the region through Turkish companies was partially a government 

supported programme. The capacities of the Turkish (mainly Islam oriented) companies 

and their growing ability to build up presence abroad became a tool of projecting Turkish 

soft power and conveying values followed by the Turkish government itself. Some 

companies became a worldwide recognized brand such as the Turkish Airlines, which 

opened dozens of new destinations in the last decade. (Akarçeşme 2013a; Akarçeşme 

2013b; Keneş 2013) 

 One could not speak about Turkish cultural diplomacy without mentioning the 

Hizmet movement and its effect on the Turkish image abroad. The movement in broad 

terms is a loose network of volunteers and civil organizations who promote educational 

                                                           
153 Such movies were the Valley of the wolves: Iraq and Valley of the wolves: Palestine. 
154 It is important to note, that by the time of finishing of this dissertation, the Turkish soap operas and 

televised shows already reached Europe, including Hungary and changed the demand. These Turkish shows 

replaced the traditionally strong position of the South American soap operas.  
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activities along with the dialogue among faiths and religions. The schools and different 

charity organisations that were opened by conservative Muslim businessmen all around 

the world contributed strongly to Turkey’s visibility and the positive country image. The 

movement acted independently from the Turkish state, as a result their activity became 

beneficial form the Turkish soft power point of view. By the beginning of the 2010s the 

number of these institutions operated by the Hizmet reached over 1000. The Hizmet had 

started building the positive image of Tukey even before the AKP launched the new active 

foreign policy approach of Turkey.  (Akarçeşme 2013a; Akarçeşme 2013b) 
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V.  Soft power in question? 

  

The previous chapter highlighted that by the beginning of the Arab Spring and the 

2011 general elections, the Turkish foreign policy reached its zenith. Davutoğlu’s concept 

on Turkey’s elevated regional role manifested and its regional soft power started to turn 

from ambition to reality. The concept of “zero problems with the neighbours” revealed 

the unlimited possibilities of cooperation with new partners and old adversaries, such as 

Syria. Turkish companies, ranging from SME’s to transnational corporations entered the 

markets in the Middle East and the Turkish government provided the necessary political 

and financial support for their presence abroad. 

 By 2011, Turkey became influential and an admired political focal point in the 

Middle East, at the same time, the extraordinary growth of the Turkish economy 

positively affected the economies of the whole region. Turkish investments penetrated 

almost all of the regional markets, Turkish investors favoured Libya and Syria especially. 

(Murinson 2013, 20-22) The political processes were all leading to a Turkish leadership 

in the region, where good cooperation with Egypt and Iran could have elevated this 

position even further. Owing to the successes in foreign policy and the economy, the 

Turkish government’s domestic political support remained strong, which was further 

underpinned by the strengthening of the new business elite and the fact that the old 

Kemalist political elite had become side-lined. The society itself had been cracking into 

shivers, however, the continuous successes kept it intact and the unease of the Kemalist 

groups did not burst out. The 2011 general elections brought a strong victory of the AKP 

again155, thus the cleavages of the society were not revealed. Despite this fact, the 

antagonism of the Kemalist-secular and the Islamist-conservative groups continuously 

grew and started to prise open the limits of political indifference. This became evident 

only in 2012, when the inconsistencies and the problems emerged in foreign policy and 

the economy’s expansion started to slow down, that without the continuous external 

success stories the domestic problems could not be controlled easily.  

 The start of the Arab Spring in 2011 brought a fundamental change in the whole 

region, which seemed an excellent opportunity for Turkey to extend its soft power and to 

emerge as a normative power that could show the way towards real democratization for 

                                                           
155 The AKP received 49,9% of the votes, which resulted in receiving 327 seats in the Grand National 

Assembly. This result meant another rise in the popular votes and the legitimacy of the AKP, however, not 

in the shares of seats, owing to the Turkish elections system. (Başkan and Güney 2013, 170) 
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the Arab people. (Dal 2013) However, the initial successes and the positive image 

building in the cases of Tunisia or Egypt, where Turkey did not really have any political 

or economic factors at stake, Libya and Syria brought a strong dilemma. (Csicsmann and 

N. Rózsa 2013, 62-70; Taşpinar 2012, 126-137) In these cases, aligning with the 

international efforts of military intervention or sanctions seriously jeopardized the 

Turkish interests on the ground. Eventually, the Turkish military participated in the 

Libyan interventions and had the chance to reach a positive turnout through showing that 

the government and the Turkish model was in support of the will of the people against 

autocracies. (Dal 2013, 721-722; Murinson 2013, 20-21) In the case of Syria, Turkey 

made the decision of stepping forward towards a full normative foreign policy direction, 

and started the support of the anti-regime forces. Turkey’s soft power position and 

ambitions seemed to be secured. (Dal 2013, 722-723) In the middle of 2012 it seemed 

that the “Ankara Moment” was not only living on, but even developed further and Turkey 

could fill up the power vacuum after the political turmoil in Egypt, fulfilling the Turkish 

soft power ambitions. However, by the summer of 2013 the whole picture started to 

change both inside Turkey and its regional environment. 

 

Turkish foreign policy and the Arab Spring 

 

When the Arab Spring started in the beginning of 2011, the political leadership of 

Arab countries started to lose control over the escalating situation. Turkey, along with its 

Western allies followed a rather pragmatic approach. Until the proper assessment of the 

situation, the government did not intend to react harshly and played the role of a status 

quo power. Interestingly, this in a way contradicted the previous years’ Turkish foreign 

policies, which were rather norm driven. (Dal 2013, 716, 720) The support to 

authoritarian leaderships, even if it was only temporary, was following Turkey’s desire 

for a stable neighbourhood and a gradual democratic transition there. Turkey played along 

the norms of stability and peace in the whole region, and to reach this end, it tolerated the 

crackdowns on different demonstrations. It started only after months and brutal actions 

of the regimes in Libya or Syria to change the normative approach from stability support 

to the support of the people’s will. According to Dal (2013, 716, 720), with the beginning 

of the Arab Spring the normative shift in Turkish foreign policy accelerated the frequent 

use of normative and value oriented messages.  
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Davutoğlu’s Strategic Depth policy testified it perfectly, since it is a moral and 

value based foreign policy concept. This ascertainment is especially true for Turkey’s 

neighbourhood. Even though the new foreign policy approach looks very much pragmatic 

and realpolitik driven, the values and the norms play a strong role in them. The fact that 

Turkey started to define itself as a soft power in the region might underline and verify 

this. “When Turkey had little influence in its region, it mattered little, whether Ankara 

had a normative foreign policy or not… When Turkey increased in power and influence, 

the question of values became a much more important issue.” (Dal 2013, 715) 

 Turkey’s foreign policy understanding, which was developed under the AKP 

government idealized foreign policy, the “zero problems with the neighbours” policy 

already conveyed a normative position in itself. While playing a leadership role in the 

region, Turkey was able to create a strong self-esteem and a normative claim to define 

values for the countries of the region to follow. PM Erdoğan in one of his speeches 

emphasized that “the communities that perceive themselves as the crushed, worn 

propelled, victimized and downtrodden, and the communities that have no belief in justice 

and sincerity, make it impossible to establish peace and stability on a global scale. This 

is what we have emphasized in our foreign policy.” (Erdoğan 2010) 

 Öniş (2012, 46) defines Turkish foreign policy before the Arab Spring as a policy, 

based on the logic of the Westphalian international system. According to this 

argumentation, Turkey’s decision makers were rather interested in following an interest-

oriented policy line, which is based on the logic of non-intervention in other states 

sovereignty and domestic politics. The concept of the Turkish soft power and the “zero 

problems with the neighbours” policy, however, started to create an internal contradiction 

inside its own logic, and the execution of the Turkish ambitious soft power politics 

questioned its own core idea.  

 The Arab Spring itself brought a new dilemma for the Turkish foreign policy and 

the internal contradiction of the Turkish soft power ambitions came to light. The internal 

transformation of most of the countries in the Middle East, especially when the 

demonstrations and the backlashes from the governments turned violent, the Turkish 

leadership faced the challenge that foreign policy efforts of more than a decade became 

jeopardized. Another dilemma emerged regarding the non-interventionist approach as 

well. The Arab Spring meant the end of the “zero problems with the neighbours” policy. 

(Öniş 2012, 48) Turkish foreign policy prior to the Arab Spring was built on stable, but 

at the same time undemocratic regimes. From this point of view, the Turkish democratic 
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political model seemed even more attractive to the people in the region. The 

demonstrations and the falling regimes consequently created a new scenario. Generally, 

the people looked at Turkey as a champion of the Western values that would help them 

find their own democratic way, however, the firm stance against autocratic regimes would 

have jeopardized the strong economic interests. (Murinson 2013, 19-20) 

 In the very beginning the Turkish foreign policy followed a cautious line, trying 

to avoid participation and unambiguous statements. The Turkish leadership welcomed 

the reforms and the democratization, but it was reluctant to pick a side between the 

regimes and the demonstrating masses. At the beginning of 2011 Turkey, as most Western 

powers played a very cautious, status quo role and did not choose side in its comments. 

However, the Turkish leaders realized shortly that the support for the democratic 

transition in Tunisia can be helpful in their regional ambitions. After the support of the 

stability of Tunisia and the Ben Ali regime Turkey also started to call for the slow 

democratic transition there. This way the Turkish leadership started to follow an 

internationally recognized value of democratization and the organization of the new 

elections in Tunisia. In Egypt Turkey followed suit. After the resignation of Hosni 

Mubarak in February 2011, PM Erdoğan supported the free elections and the democratic 

transition. (Csicsmann and N. Rózsa 2013, 62-63; Taşpinar 2012, 135) 

 Even prior to the time Mubarak was ousted, Turkey openly favoured political 

reforms and the transition towards a more pluralistic society and political order. The 

reference point was the Turkish democratic experience. The support for the democratic 

transition in Egypt’s case coincided with Turkey’s soft power ambitions. The relatively 

short period before Mubarak resigned allowed for Turkey to flaunt in the position of the 

supporter of the will of the people. 

The effects of the Arab Spring spread to Libya as well and only weeks after the 

first demonstrations in Tunisia an internal conflict erupted between the Eastern and the 

Western halves of the country. Muammar Gadhafi’s regime started to push back the 

opposition forces, when the Western countries decided to initiate an international 

intervention and the launching of a no-fly zone. Interestingly, when Turkey already had 

been campaigning for the democratic transition of Egypt and Tunisia, Turkey opposed 

the NATO military intervention to curb the fights between the rebels and the regime’s 

security forces. The NATO strikes initiated the weakening of the regime and the removal 

of Gadhafi and the possibility of the start of a democratic transition. Turkey received 

negative feedbacks from the international community, especially from its NATO allies 
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for not taking its own share in the Libyan conflict. (Öniş 2012, 52) It was hard to 

understand howTurkey opted to support political transition in Egypt and Tunisia but not 

in Libya (Murinson 2013, 20-21; Csicsmann and N. Rózsa 2013, 64-65; Taşpinar 2012, 

126-137) 

Turkey had different interests in Libya than in the previous two countries. Namely, 

Turkey was in a dire position in deciding between foreign policy consistency and 

credibility and the interests of their huge number of citizens and companies living and 

operating in Libya.156 In the Arab region Turkey in 2011was concerned to evacuate its 

citizens from most of the dangerous areas, where the demonstrations got out of control. 

One of these locations was Libya, from where Turkey needed to evacuate tens of 

thousands of its citizens. After the necessary evacuation process, Turkey decided not only 

to stop criticizing the NATO involvement in the airstrikes of Libya but insisted to hand 

over the operational command of the airstrikes to NATO. Turkey took the side of the 

NATO efforts and started to participate in the humanitarian dimension of the intervention. 

The Turkish foreign policy accused the French that intervened the first time in Libya that 

they interrupted the Turkish efforts of convincing Gadhafi of stepping down and 

organizing new elections. Even though Turkey failed to follow the same policies as in 

Egypt and had to comply with its responsibilities as a NATO member, in rhetoric it tried 

to keep up the newly earned image of being a supporter of democracy. It is interesting to 

mention that the first international intervention under the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 

principle that was initiated and approved in the UN was in Libya. The R2P principle was 

enough for Turkey to build up the necessary rhetoric to convince the domestic and the 

international audience. (Murinson 2013, 20-21; Csicsmann and N. Rózsa 2013, 64-65; 

Taşpinar 2012, 126-137; Dal 2013, 721-722) 

 Turkish foreign policy faced the most serious challenge in Syria. The decision on 

how to proceed with the relations with the Assad regime became the strongest dilemma 

for the Turkish foreign policy. Syria was the test case and the biggest success story of the 

Turkish soft power ambitions and the “zero problems with the neighbours” policy. Syria, 

from a hostile neighbour that almost started a war in 1998 157 turned into be one of the 

most important economic partners of Turkey. The AKP even tried to facilitate making 

                                                           
156 The Turkish investments in the Libyan construction sector reached 7,6 billion dollars, all the Turkish 

investments might have equalled to 15 billion dollars. In 2011, at least 25 000 Turkish citizens worked and 

studied in Libya. (Csicsmann and N. Rózsa 2013, 64; Lindenstrauss 2011, 107, Taşpinar 2012, 135) 
157 More on the 1998 conflict see: (Bishku 2012; Mufti 2002; Sezgin 2002) 
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Syria a good partner of the West as well. During the Arab Spring the Turkish government 

followed a more cautious approach with regard to the Assad regime, the stakes were much 

higher than in any of the previously mentioned cases. (Taşpinar 2012, 126-137) Not only 

Turkey was inconsistent in its policies regarding Syria, but the international community 

also seemed to be less supportive of opposition groups compared to the other countries. 

Initially, Damascus was urged to start democratic reforms and called on to hold general 

elections. The EU imposed some sanctions against the regime, however, the international 

community did not step up the way as it had done in Libya. Turkey made a U-turn in its 

Syria policy in mid-2012, when it became clear that apart from calling for reforms it also 

supported opposition groups and militants against the regime. (Dal 2013, 722-723) This 

was the moment when it became obvious that the Turkish government realized that 

Turkey’s international credibility can be only maintained through a radical turn in its 

approach towards the Assad regime. From soft criticism, the Turkish government moved 

to confrontation and the calling for a UN-led political solution that included the ousting 

of the regime’s leaders. As a result, Turkey’s relations with Syria deteriorated and 

Turkey’s interests became less manageable. The tensions led to direct military actions 

against each other: the Syrian regime shot down a Turkish plane in the summer of 2012 

and the first exchange of fire on the Turkish borders happened in October 2012. 

(Csicsmann and N. Rózsa 2013, 69; Lindenstrauss 107-109) 

 Turkey tried to continue its positive attitude towards Iran and the Iranian foreign 

policy that it had started years earlier. Under the pressure of the international sanctions, 

Iran was also more open to welcome Turkey’s initiatives from strengthening political and 

economic relations. From Turkey’s side, these were mere calculations to achieve more 

stability in the region through cooperation. During the reign of the AKP governments 

several important agreements were signed between the two countries covering most areas 

of possible economic cooperation. By 2011 Iran became one of the most important 

suppliers of crude oil and natural gas on the Turkish market. (Csicsmann and N. Rózsa 

2013, 72) Since Turkey followed a negative attitude towards the international sanctions 

on Iran, most financial transactions occurred from Turkish companies, and hundreds of 

Iranian companies moved to Turkish soil. (Habibi 2012, 4-5) 

 Nevertheless, the economic cooperation went hand in hand with growing political 

tensions. The regional resetting that emerged as a result of the Arab Spring and the 

political transformation affected the Turkish-Iranian relationship in a negative manner. 

(Bakir 2011) Both countries tried to propagate their own political model and this way 
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their different ambitions of power projection collided. At the same time, Turkey’s U-turn 

from the support of the Assad regime to host the Syrian National Coalition created a new 

regional antagonism between the two countries. For Iran, the fall of the Assad regime 

would have meant a serious blow to its regional positions. This clash of interest emerged 

in Iraq as well, since the Iranian regime supported the strongly Shiite leadership of PM 

Nuri Al-Maliki as Turkey was opting for a more inclusive Iraqi government. However, 

Turkey tried to maintain the stable relationship with Iran and play a mediatory role 

between Iran and the West. (Csicsmann and N. Rózsa 2013, 72-73) 

 Turkey’s relations with Israel further deteriorated in this period and their 

dynamics did not root in the regional transformation that was brought by the Arab Spring. 

(Csicsmann and N. Rózsa 2013, 70-71) Turkey in its quest for becoming a regional leader, 

started to support not only the moderate Sunni Muslim states and groups, but also some 

of the radical and terrorist organizations. Ankara’s desire was to take over Egypt’s 

mediatory role in the region through talking to all stakeholders and use its political 

position and identity as a leverage. The Turkish government supported the Hamas and the 

Lebanese Hezbollah organizations and tried to be supportive towards Iran. These policies 

offended Israel and made the Israeli governments cautious towards Turkey. After the 

flotilla incident in 2010, the Palmer committee announced the misuse of arms from the 

Israeli side, Turkey demanded an apology that Israel refused. The dispute ended up with 

Turkey expelling the Israeli ambassador from Ankara. (TPQ Roundtable 2013, 184-189) 

Although the worsening situation on the Syrian front and the growing security related 

pressures on both sides should have created a positive atmosphere for easing the relations 

of the two countries, the second Gaza war in November 2012 strained them again. 

President Obama’s visit to Israel in 2013, however seemed to cut through the dead-lock 

in the Turkish-Israeli relations, advising PM Netanyahu calling PM Erdoğan and make 

an official apology. At the same time, this phone call did not lead to a short breakthrough 

in those bilateral relations. (Carlstorn 2014) 

The first year of the transitional period triggered as an effect of the Arab Spring, 

seemed to elevate the Turkish influence in the Middle East even further. Turkey could 

use its ongoing regional initiatives to raise its popularity enhanced by the political rhetoric 

of openly supporting the democratic changes in the Middle East. During the first periods, 

Turkish leaders managed to even „upgrade” this influence promoting the Turkish model 

as an example for political development. (Ülgen 2011) These efforts were supported by 

the West. The timing was advantageous: popularity of the Turkish leaders rose 
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significantly158, other regional competitors, like Egypt lost their strength; the 

circumstances seemingly allowed for Turkish regional political dominance and growing 

economic influence through „soft” means. 

After 2012, Turkey started to lose from its regional influence, the “Ankara 

Moment” was disrupted by massive external pressures. Joining the NATO’s military 

intervention in Libya was necessitated by the economic interests of Turkey (Robins 2013, 

391-392), which finally questioned the original idea of the “zero problems with the 

neighbours” policy and the Turkish image started to deteriorate. (Akgün and Gündoğar 

2014, 19-24)  The “ZPWN 2.0”159 (Oğuzlu 2012b) or “the compass of popular 

legitimacy” (Robins 2013, 397) gave a new basis for the Turkish foreign policy makers 

to intervene in the region on grounds of legitimacy. However, the conflict in Syria showed 

that the Turkish capabilities fall far from the expectations: “the longer the Syrian 

imbroglio has continued, the less plausible has Turkish leadership appeared in the Middle 

East, let alone further afield.” (Robins 2013, 397) The deterioration of Turkish-Egyptian 

relations meant not only a blow to Turkey’s prestige in the Middle East, but triggered 

serious economic costs as well. Turkey’s resolute stance on the side of the Muslim 

Brotherhood brought negative responses and lost opportunities from the Gulf States. 

Reportedly Turkey lost investments from the Gulf. (Sağlam 2013) The Turkish 

government’s reaction to the military’s step up against President Morsi in Egypt cemented 

the impression that foreign policy decisions are based on ideology, and not on principled 

positions. Owing to this, Turkey was steadily losing regional leverage and facing 

isolation. (Robins 2013, 397; Akdeniz 2013, 5) Akdeniz argues that “the challenges posed 

by what began as the Arab Spring…are impossible to face alone not only for Turkey but 

also for the EU. Developments have brought about a more difficult foreign policy 

environment for both in their common neighbourhood.” (Akdeniz 2013, 5) Owing to the 

change in the regional reputation of Turkey, the deteriorating relations with important 

regional partners and the deepening general instability in the neighbourhood all hindered 

the Turkish economy living up to its foreign trade potential.  (Sağlam 2013) After 2012, 

the trade volume between Turkey and the Middle Eastern and Northern African countries 

                                                           
158 69% of the respondents had a positive view of Turkey in the Middle East in 2012. Egypt ranked only 

the second in with 65%. (Akgün and Gündoğar 2012)  
159 The abbreviation refers to “zero problems with the neighbours” policy 2.0 
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dropped.160 2013 showed, how instability and certain foreign policy moves can influence 

the results in Turkish trade.  

The EU played an external influencing factor as well. After the AKP’s second 

victory in 2007 Turkey did not only have the potential and capabilities of being an 

influential actor, but started to behave like one and started to articulate its regional claims. 

The growing self-esteem of the Turkish leadership and the diversification of foreign 

relations caused political repercussions in the EU and the debate started on “who lost 

Turkey?” (Oğuzlu 2008; Evin et al 2010, 7; Adam 2012, 140-141; Özek and Oğuzlu 2013, 

689)  

As Çağaptay articulated, Turkey’s Islamization process was moderated by the 

geopolitical realities and similarly to its Islamist partners the Turkish government was not 

able to escape Western realities, such as the long-standing EU membership ambitions, the 

NATO membership or Turkey’s strong attachment to the global economy. Despite the 

ideological vision of the AKP leadership, the westward pulling factors became stronger. 

At the beginning of the Arab Spring, Turkey as a potential stabilizing factor having direct 

access and good relationship with different movements in the region became an 

undisputable asset for the West. Even though Turkey tried to walk its own path, the hectic 

political changes in the whole region questioned its ability to avoid the Western alliance. 

(Çağaptay 2013b, 1) 

Turkey emerged as an economic powerhouse interconnected with the West and 

strongly attached to its Eastern neighbourhood as well. During the 2000s, especially after 

the twin financial crises, Turkey became strongly enticing for foreign, especially Western 

capital. At the same time, the Turkish trade patterns started a gradual change and the 

Eastern and Southern partners became robust parts of Turkish foreign economic relations. 

By the end of the decade, less than half of Turkish foreign trade was conducted with 

Western, mainly European partners. (Çağaptay 2013a, 5) This change did not mean a 

decrease in the Western trade, but rather a significant growth on the other front.  

Transformation in Turkish foreign policy during the period of the Arab Spring is 

not necessarily negative from neither the Western, nor the Turkish perspective. EU and 

US leaders gradually started to realise that Turkey could be a tool, with which the Western 

values could have been channelled in to the Middle East in the midst of drastic domestic 

changes. (Çağaptay 2013a) As an effect of the strong economic performance and the new 

                                                           
160 Source of data: website of the Turkish Statistical Institute, http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/  

http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/
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active foreign policy of the Turkish governments, Turkey itself became an independent 

actor of the Middle East. (Kirişci, Tocci and Walker 2010, 24-28; Evin et al. 2010 29) 

This would have constituted an important asset for the US and Europe in affecting the 

Arab states in transition. However, in order to achieve this goal the Turkish government 

would have had to fulfil different criteria. The first of these criteria would have been to 

act along the lines of international values and norms, and thus not to fuel identity and 

religion based conflicts. Turkey must have had to cease the conflict with Israel, the strong 

ally of the US in the Middle East. Turkey would have needed a consistent foreign policy 

and an inherent and successful democratization process. The latter was especially visible 

in the first half of the 2000s, when several democratization packages were implied and 

ratified in Turkey in order to enable the negotiations to be started with the EU.  

However, Turkey showed proneness to succumb to authoritarian tendencies. 

“Turkey’s accession process continues to represent the best guarantee that the country’s 

domestic transformation will proceed towards higher standards of democracy.” (Evin et 

al. 2010, 32) Çağaptay argues that the Turkish “economic miracle” was driven by a blend 

of political stability, European money and access to emerging markets and Muslim-

majority economies. (Çağaptay 2013b, 7) To follow this pattern the continuation of EU 

integration is still crucial. 

 “The future of Turkey-EU relations is really about what the EU will decide it 

wants to be, a decision which Germany and France will be key to determine.” (Cağaptay 

2013b, 16) In 2005, France and Germany were the advocates of alternative ways to the 

Turkish accession process.161 This attitude changed after 2009 – President Sarkozy ceased 

to openly speak about the privileged partnership and President Hollande never took up 

the negative attitude in the Turkish negotiation process. Furthermore, Hollande gave his 

permission to lift the French veto on opening the chapter on Regional Policy & 

Coordination of Structural Instruments. As a result of the new “positive agenda” the 

warming up process between Turkey and the EU started from the beginning of 2013. 162 

However, the Gezi Park protests163, the excessive use of force by the Turkish police 

                                                           
161 It was president Sarkozy, who proposed a privileged partnership status to Turkey instead of full 

accession and German Chancellor, Merkel took up the same line of rhetoric. 
162 After the presidency of Cyprus of the EU. 
163 May 2013 brought a major appearance of the discontent in the Gezi Park. It was triggered by the 

government’s plan to build a shopping mall resembling a military building from the Ottoman era in the 

heart of Istanbul and a new law banning the vending of alcohol after 10 pm in convenience stores. The 

demonstrations escalated into violence between the protestors and the police. (Egeresi 2013a, 2-3) 
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against the protestors and later on the government’s acts of curbing the independence of 

the judiciary postponed the restart of the negotiations until November 2013.  

 

The domestic environment of Turkey after the 2011 elections 

 

Tensions inside the ruling elite 

 

The AKP forms a relatively cohesive political elite group, with strong political 

and economic support from the Muslim bourgeoisie. There are interest-clashes inside the 

governing political party that became visible after 2012. First strong criticisms emerged 

inside the party during the Gezi Park protests, over how Erdoğan managed the 

demonstrations. (Egeresi 2013a, 4-5) Later in 2013, as the corruption scandal revealed 

the internal cracks appeared again. Nonetheless, these cracks inside the governing elite 

have not widened up enough to remarkably decrease the cohesion of the government and 

the governing elite. Although, the shadow of the 2014 presidential elections became 

perceptible. According to the AKP’s own internal rules, no politician can hold on to the 

same political position for more than three terms. For Erdoğan himself the 2014 

presidential elections offered a possibility of saving his political power. However, a 

simple re-election would have been enough, he also planned the transformation of 

Turkey’s political system into a half presidential one. (Dobrovits 2010, 8; Çağaptay and 

Jeffrey 2014, 17-19) Erdoğan’s plans and efforts strengthened the differences inside the 

party (Abdullah Gül was seen as a leader reluctantly opposing Erdoğan’s views), but with 

him the AKP remained the strongest party.164 Although this period does not fit in the 

period of examination of this dissertation, it must be noted that Abdullah Gül was 

politically side-lined after he finished his term as a president. 

At this point, the connection between the AKP and the Hizmet movement is worth 

mentioning. Fethullah Gülen and his religious movement had been a strong ally of the 

Islamist political groups and the AKP government, however, the relationship started to 

deteriorate behind the scenes around 2011 and became public during the Gezi Park 

demonstrations in 2013. The members of the Hizmet’s wide network reached high 

positions inside the Turkish state bureaucracy and economy, acquiring strong influence 

                                                           
164 The result of the presidential elections proved that this was still not enough, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 

received 51,79% of the votes, thus obviated the need for a run-off. 



181 
 

on domestic and foreign policies. However, the dispute between Erdoğan and Gülen 

reached the point, where the AKP started to accuse the Hizmet of building a parallel or 

“deep” state that aimed at toppling the Turkish government. The “witch-hunt” against the 

Hizmet has proved to be serious inside the Islamist elite, however, the break between the 

movement and Erdoğan did not prove to be fatal. (Egeresi 2013a; Balci 2014) Based on 

these events, the observation that the Turkish government had room for manoeuvre and 

the possibility to conduct foreign policy, relatively unconstrained from the inside in the 

present set up, is well grounded. We cannot precisely rate, how much the break with the 

Hizmet movement decreased the cohesion of the Islamist elite, but it certainly caused 

inconveniences that contradicted the AKP’s foreign policy goals (e.g.: Erdoğan’s 

campaign for the extradition of Gülen from the US, or the closure of the highly evaluated 

school network run by the Hizmet movement both inside and outside Turkey).  

The Kemalist political elite’s position did not strengthen significantly in this 

period, although, the strongest Kemalist political party, the CHP changed its leadership. 

In 2010 the previous leader got caught in a scandal and resigned, and another experienced 

politician, Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu took his place. (Tosun 2010) He tried to revitalize the 

party, but could not reach a breakthrough in the period of examination of this dissertation. 

However, the political opposition proved to be successful in hindering the ratification of 

a new constitution, which would have replaced the one that was set by the military in 

1982. Even though, it was time for amendments, the question of the constitution became 

a symbolic question. (Özbudun 2012) 

Events after 2011-2012, destroyed the Turkish efforts of creating a stable regional 

setting for political and business purposes. The Syrian civil war and its spill over, the 

deteriorating connections of Turkey with some influential regional players, the 

disintegration of Iraq, especially after the ISIL (Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant) 

terrorist group established their so called caliphate, all added to the changes of the board 

where Turkish businessmen had to “play”. It is not surprising, therefore, that the gradual 

restart of the EU accession negotiations was welcomed by both the old and the new 

business elite. The EU was still the main economic partner of Turkey (at least 40%) 

providing a stable and enormous market for Turkish goods and at the same time a stable 

source of investments. (Akdeniz 2013, 1) The instabilities in the Middle East coinciding 

with a positive campaign from the EU’s side could result in a turn back to the more stable 

market. The Kemalist business elite had been supporting this idea for a long time 
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(Hürriyet Daily News 14 September 2013), and now a possible push from the new 

bourgeoisie can give a strong impetus to speed up the return to the EU track. 

 

Further polarization of the Turkish society 

 

After examining the first two factors from Schweller’s theory, the second two 

questions of social cohesion and the government’s vulnerability must be examined. At 

first sight, one can observe at least a steady or even growing popularity of the AKP 

government. The consecutive successes in local and parliamentary elections suppose 

unquestionable legitimacy of the governing elite.  

The general elections in 2011 ended with a very high turnout of 83.1% of the 

eligible voters. The AKP received a record number of votes165 that accounted for 49.9% 

of the total votes at the ballots. With this performance the AKP became the only party in 

Turkey’s political history that had managed to increase its popularity in three consecutive 

general elections, this time with 3.3%. Nevertheless, the number of seats that the AKP 

acquired decreased slightly from 341 to 327, due to the peculiarities in the Turkish 

election system. Two opposition parties managed to step over the 10% threshold and 

entered the parliament, the CHP and the MHP. The CHP, due to its strong negative 

campaign increased it representation by 5%. The Kurdish minorities also became 

represented by the Peace and Democracy Party (Barış ve Demokrasi Partisi – BDP) 

candidates, who ran as independents, so that the parliamentary threshold would not be an 

obstacle for their entry. (Başkan and Güney 2013, 170-171) Obviously the AKP started 

its new term, suppressing the external and the internal challenges with strong legitimacy 

and integrity. However, these challenges became obvious already in 2012 and 2013. 

Even after the heavy-handed crackdown on the Gezi Park demonstrations and the 

corruption scandals at the end of 2013, the AKP received almost 40% of the votes at the 

2014 local elections and Erdoğan won in the first round of the presidential elections. 

(Çağaptay and Jeffrey 2014, 17-18) However, the picture is more complex, social 

differences and social distress lie in the background. Even though the government has 

managed to build strong popular support, the government policies resulted in the 

polarization of the society.  

                                                           
165 In absolute terms the number of votes for the AKP rose with almost 5 million between 2007 and 2011 

(Başkan and Güney 2013, 170) 
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Foreign policy and economic successes of the AKP era eased or covered up 

serious problems in the society. The first AKP government handled the economic crisis, 

the reform packages and the promise of EU integration gave answers to certain social 

claims or at least a promise that at a certain point problems will be taken care of. The fast 

growing economy and the rising level of living standards provided serious support for the 

AKP, especially in the countryside. Even if they did not find a solution to the Kurdish 

issue, the signs of efforts boosted political support also from the Kurdish populated 

areas.166  

The new political successes in the regional vicinity of Turkey, the diplomatic and 

economic expansion hid the polarization inside the Turkish social structures. Kemalists 

were always suspicious of the AKP; nevertheless, they also lacked any unifying force or 

a political party that can channel in their anxieties. The suppressed tensions inside the 

society were revealed exactly when the light of the “Turkish star” started to fade away in 

the Middle East in 2012. The first demonstrations started in the summer of 2012 against 

the new restrictive amendments in the abortion law, but these movements stayed 

relatively peaceful. May 2013 brought a major appearance of the discontent in the Gezi 

Park. These protests were the symbolic appearance of the dissatisfaction of the young 

secular generations with the AKP government. The protests escalated, the violent clashes 

between demonstrators and the police left several dead and wounded. The Gezi Park 

events brought serious criticism from the EU causing the postponement of the restart of 

the EU accession negotiations until November 2013. (Akdeniz 2013, 8) 

 The Gezi Park protests ended approximately a month later, nevertheless, the 

social tensions did not decrease. In order to control the opposing ideas, the AKP initiated 

radical and undemocratic actions.167 The banning of Twitter and Youtube or pressuring 

media outlets to lay off journalists drew serious internal and external criticism. (Hürriyet 

Daily News 02 April 2014; Rettman 2014) After the corruption scandals broke out in 

December 2013, the government took even more radical actions pulling the police under 

stricter control and restricting the independence of the Supreme Board of Judges and 

Prosecutors (Hâkimler ve Savcılar Yüksek Kurulu, HSYK). Even though the 

controversial law, which strongly decreased the judicial independence was abolished by 

                                                           
166 The candidates of AKP won high percentage of the Kurdish majority areas in the latest parliamentary 

and local elections. (Egeresi 2015, 7) 
167 The time frame of the dissertation ends in the summer of 2013, though, the explanation of the domestic 

events that occurred afterwards contribute to the explanation. 
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the Constitutional Court in April, it signalled the government’s intention of enhancing 

state control. (Today’s Zaman 11 April 2014) A second round of arrests against police 

officers started in the summer 2014. The AKP has been blaming the scandal and the 

economic difficulties on an international conspiracy by a parallel society, a deep state 

inside Turkey that was planning a coup against the present government. These groups 

from the parallel society are financed from abroad, and the Hizmet movement became a 

primary suspect. Taking actions against the Hizmet movement and its institutions harmed 

Turkey’s international prestige and alienated the numerous followers of Fetullah Gülen 

in Turkey. (Egeresi 2013a) 

The polarization of the Turkish society became obvious. In the absence of a 

unified opposition group there was no political alternative to the AKP on any side of the 

political spectrum. Even if the discontent was growing inside the society, a big proportion 

of the population supports the government. Nevertheless, the immediate actions (making 

new laws regarding the police, appointing new prosecutors, banning social media sites) 

could only tackle and repress the problems for a period of time.  

 

New steps in the Kurdish questions  

 

The Kurdish opening in 2009 and 2010 did not prove to be an entire success. By 

2010 Turkish nationalists and Kemalists called for ceasing this political programme and 

the support for the AKP government slightly decreased as a result. The Turkish 

parliament adopted a few reforms, allowing for the Kurdish political campaign in local 

language and opening a Kurdish faculty at the University of Mardin, however, these 

confidence-building measures did not reach their goals. (Egeresi 2013c, 5) The AKP’s 

initiative did not offer enough flexibility for the Kurds and the PKK, thus it was doomed 

to fail from the beginning. Both the Turkish government and the military excluded the 

possibility of negotiations with Abdullah Öcalan, who was still the sole leader of the 

PKK, serving his life sentence in a Turkish prison. The Kurdish opening started to slowly 

fade away from the second half of 2010, which meant the increase in military operations 

and the return of the armed conflict. At the same time, several Kurdish politicians were 

imprisoned for charges of cooperating with the PKK. (Egeresi 2013c, 5) 

After the collapse of the Kurdish political dialogue, the AKP tried to continue the 

negotiations with PKK representatives in Oslo. From the Turkish side, Hakan Fidan, head 

of the Turkish Intelligence services was in charge. He managed to secure a temporary 



185 
 

truce for the period of the 2011 general elections, however the fights returned shortly 

afterwards. The intense clashes continued for a year, with hundreds of cross-border 

Turkish operations, PKK attacks and abductions also in the Eastern parts of Turkey. The 

situations resulted in political instabilities in the Eastern part of Turkey, thus the AKP 

must have acted according to the seriousness of the situation. (Egeresi 2013c, 5-6; 

International Crisis Group 2012) PM Erdoğan admitted at the end of 2012 that the Turkish 

government restarted the negotiations with the PKK. The transparent and public 

negotiation process was new in its kind, since it involved the real leadership of the PKK, 

including Abdullah Öcalan himself. After the first indirect negotiations, Öcalan (sending 

three letters) instructed the Kurdish organizations operating both inside and outside 

Turkey to declare a unilateral ceasefire by 21 March 2013; and if the negotiations go 

forward, to empty the Turkish areas by the summer. Öcalan’s starting point was not the 

creation of a new federal state, but rather the expansion of the rights of the Kurds and the 

redefinition of their status inside the Turkish political nation. (Egeresi 2013c 7-8) 

Although the negotiations ended unsuccessfully in the timeframe of the 

dissertation, the negotiations brought hope for a new start in Turkish-Kurdish relations. 

PM Erdoğan stood behind the new negotiation process. With the new measures he tried 

to achieve two results. On the one hand, to gain the support of the Kurdish politicians in 

the National Assembly in order to rewrite the constitution. On the other hand, Erdoğan 

wanted to prepare for his planned new political role as the President of Turkey.168 The 

changes in the laws, where the AKP needed the support of the independent Kurdish 

politicians were key moments to push the country towards a new half-presidential system.  

 

Summarizing the results – Turkish foreign relations in light of the 

external challenges and internal problems 

 

From 2012, external and internal problems disrupted the positive regional image 

of Turkey and the “Ankara Moment” started to “melt down”. The explicit conflict with 

Syria showed that those strong economic relations cannot be represented anymore in the 

region. Parallel, the pace of growth of the Turkish economy decreased. The discrepancies 

in the political rhetoric and the reality emboldened the secular opposition groups and 

                                                           
168 As mentioned earlier Erdoğan prepared for changing the Turkish political system and running for the 

presidency at the 2014 presidential elections. The Kurdish negotiation process can be understood in this 

framework as well.  
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people moved to the streets of Istanbul for the first time in 2012 and then to the Gezi Park 

in 2013. The crackdown on the demonstrators and the antidemocratic practices that started 

to proliferate spoiled Turkey’s positive image. The international criticism did not ease, 

but strengthened the government’s response to the new domestic challenges. (Rettman 

2014; Egeresi 2013b, 4-5; Akdeniz 2013, 8)  

At the same time, in Turkey’s foreign policy, similar negative changes happened. 

The government could not adapt to the new realities after 2012 and favoured normative 

foreign policy to pragmatic decisions. When the Egyptian military ousted the Morsi 

government and President Abdel-Fattah Al-Sisi took power, Turkey denounced this 

political act. Slowly, the Turkish-Egyptian political relations severed. (Akdeniz 2013, 5) 

The Turkish foreign policy’s acts spoiled the adjudication of Turkey in the Arab World 

and brought the displeasure of some leaders in the Gulf area, such as Saudi Arabia or the 

United Arab Emirates. (Sağlam 2013) 

 According to Nye, to obtain soft power, a state must focus on its cultural 

attractiveness, its political model and has to follow enticing foreign policy. Earlier the 

“Ankara Moment” created the perfect leverage and economic power for Turkey to gain 

influence in its region. However, – as it was discussed earlier – the cultural, value-based 

and ethical attraction played a crucial role in it. The Turkish model was alluring in the 

region, because it showed the possibility to have a strong and Middle Eastern, Islam-

oriented government, but at the same time, the country can remain closely related to the 

Western values and democracy. Stronger cooperation with Turkey offered multiple 

benefits: the economic interrelatedness and interdependence brought more Turkish 

products, investors and know-how to these countries; on the other hand, Turkey could 

provide a gate towards the West, their interest could be channelled in through Turkey. 

Thus, Turkey seemed to be an attractive partner at the end of the 2000s, not only because 

of its political model, but the openness and the ambitions to foster stronger relations with 

the countries in the Middle East and other neighbouring regions. The stabilization 

process, the mediation efforts, the economic initiatives such as the free trade zone or visa 

liberalization all pointed at the image of a positive regional leader to be followed. 

The rapidly changing regional setting around Turkey created an unstable security 

environment. After the escalation of the crisis in Syria and later the deterioration of the 

Turkish-Egyptian relations, the Turkish reaction led to losing important trading partners. 

The economic and foreign policy successes of the “Ankara Moment” fortified the power 

of the AKP government, but at the same time suppressed serious domestic tensions and 
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pressures. The strong popular support of the government gave legitimacy and the demise 

of the opposing elite groups made it impossible to counterbalance the AKP. Nevertheless, 

this did not mean unanimous support for the government’s policies. After almost ten years 

of the alienation of the Kemalist groups, the domestic dissatisfaction could not be covered 

up anymore by the reinvigorated glory of Turkey. The Gezi Park demonstrations reflected 

this polarization of the domestic environment, the contradiction between the Turkish 

government’s rhetoric and the reality. And at this point the Turkish domestic politics 

started to contradict and hinder the foreign policy ambitions.  

The domestic problems had negative effects on the foreign relations and the 

Turkish economy as well. One of the main pillars behind both the dynamic economic 

growth and the growing regional political influence was political stability and 

predictability. The democratic deficit of Turkey demolished the credibility of the Turkish 

support of democratic changes, the instability and the government’s heavy-handed 

reactions harmed the picture that Turkey had tried to communicate earlier. The economy 

was also hit by the domestic instabilities; their result was immediately visible at the 

Turkish stock exchange (10% drop) and the depreciation of the Turkish Lira at the first 

days of the crisis. (Akdeniz 2013, 8) The Turkish economy is highly dependent on the 

continuous inflows of foreign investments, which finances the high current account 

deficit. The key to high investments and the access to cheap loans would serve as the 

basis for political stability. The economic problems and the lack of stability have been 

raised by different business groups, research institutes and members from the civil 

sector.169  

Social cohesion can be perceived in the meaning that the government enjoyed high 

support from the society, thus allowing it to manoeuvre and create its own foreign policy. 

High ratios of the AKP voters were from the Anatolian rural population and were 

concerned rather by the domestic politics than foreign policies. However, the different 

scandals and the Gezi Park protests showed growing vulnerability of the government that 

the AKP controlled with undemocratic measures that harmed the AKP’s own foreign 

policy and economic goals. At this point, the domestic political environment contradicted 

the AKP’s foreign policy ambitions that hindered to achieve the AKP’s ambitious plans, 

such as to rise up to be one of the 10 biggest economies in the world by 2023. Even if this 

                                                           
169 Erdoğan compared Israel’s actions during the operation Protective Edge in the Gaza Strip to Nazism and 

publicly called it genocide. (Today’s Zaman 24 July 2014) 
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goal might be virtually impossible to achieve, to keep up the steady economic growth 

Turkey needs stabilizing factors securing the inflows of foreign investments.  

As result of the external and the internal changes, Turkey’s fast rise started to slow 

down. The Arab Spring changed the external environment in which the Turkish foreign 

policy seemed to be fitting in, however, these external effects had results in the Turkish 

domestic fora as well. As a result of these changes Turkey visibly lost from its soft power, 

however, did not lose it all. The question of the possibility of the continuation remained. 

Further approach towards the East, or a rapprochement with the EU, the historical foreign 

policy direction of Turkey are both possibilities for the future. 
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Conclusion 

 

The dissertation’s main aim was to make a thorough analysis of the transformation 

of Turkish foreign policy. The leading question was, how a country, which followed an 

introverted foreign policy for decades would suddenly ambition regional leadership (in 

the Middle East); and where the limits of such a political, military and economic 

endeavour are? The dissertation described the main concept of the new Turkish foreign 

policy, characterized by Ahmet Davutoğlu’s strategic depth doctrine as well. This 

dissertation examined the course of Turkish foreign policy through three periods: The 

first period started from the establishment of the Turkish republic after WW I and finished 

at the beginning of the 2000s, the emergence of the AKP. The second period of 

examination covered the first two governments of the AKP, the time of a new Turkish 

foreign policy and a new Turkish regional role to emerge. The last and the shortest period 

covered the futile changes in the Middle East, the beginning of the Arab Spring and its 

effects on Turkish foreign policy. 

The dissertation used two different theories for the analysis, Randall Schweller’s 

neo-classical realist theory and Joseph Nye’s soft power explanation. The main schools 

of international political theories, the realist and the liberal traditions left a gap open in 

explaining states’ foreign policy decisions. They didn’t give sufficient explanations on 

the specific role of the state in foreign policy decisions and the nature of the interactions 

between the systemic and the unit level variables. Neo-classical realism works with 

explicit distinction between state and society and assumes that the state’s foreign policy 

responses to international constraints come as a product of state-society interactions. 

Systemic pressures are translated through unit level intervening variables, primarily the 

decision-makers’ perceptions and the domestic state structure. The decisions are made by 

actual existing leaders or elite groups, based on their assessment of the international 

incentives.  

Randall Schweller used four unit-level factors to explain states’ foreign and 

security policy choices in a changing external environment. These factors are elite 

consensus/ disagreement, the regime’s vulnerability, level of social cohesion and the 

cohesion of the elite groups. Social cohesion and the regime’s vulnerability show until 

what extent the society and the main interest groups accept the incumbent political power, 

and how much the government is influenced by the interests of the different groups. Elite 
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consensus and elite cohesion gives an answer, how much the elite creates one group and 

to what extent clashes inside the elite group and the different decision makers influence 

the foreign policy outcome. The dissertation introduced these four factors in the analysis 

of the Turkish foreign policy decision-making process. The Turkish leadership had to 

work through domestic political institutions, mobilize certain parts of the society and 

maintain the interest of important stakeholders in their efforts to answer the constraints 

posed by the regional or the global environment.  

 After the 2000s, Turkish foreign policy became more active, and by the second 

half of the decade, Turkish politicians started to openly speak about Turkey’s regional 

ambitions, and eventually the Turkish regional soft power. To create a thorough 

understanding of this concept the dissertation brought in the so called soft power concept, 

which was first developed by Joseph S. Nye. 

Power is relational, it can be understood in international actors’ interactions. 

Nye’s theory focuses on softer tools rather than the military capabilities and capacities, 

which are generally associated with power. In this framework, economic power holds an 

intermediary position. A strong economy and credible development can create soft power 

as it became apparent with Turkey’s successful development model that attracted and 

influenced more countries than its military potential. Soft power explains areas of 

influence and attraction, which are not directly connected to the hard power capacities of 

a country. There are multiple sources of soft power, or sources of attraction, which can 

be categorized in three groups: a country’s culture, its political values and the conduct of 

foreign policy. It is clear that Turkey explicitly pursued soft power ambitions primarily 

in its regional vicinity, but at the same time it disposes of global power ambitions. The 

image of Turkey in the Middle East has changed significantly from the beginning of the 

2000s. The proactive diplomacy of the AKP, the regional stabilizing and mediating 

efforts, the democracy promotion and cultural projection, the increasing economic and 

development outreach programme all induced a positive return from the region.  

The main purpose of the dissertation was to describe the factors that caused the 

transformation of Turkish foreign policy. This work gives an explanation, how it was 

possible that during the 2000s the foreign policy pattern that characterized the previous 

decades changed in a relatively short period. As the first hypothesis of this work states, 

both external and internal factors made it inevitable that from the beginning of the 2000s 

Turkey would change its foreign policy from a rather introverted pattern to activism.  
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The establishment of the Turkish Republic brought about a new state in a new 

environment. The founders’ main concern was to create a working state structure and to 

establish a functioning institutional system following the Western ideals. Consequently, 

the first period after the establishment of the state meant isolationism. “Peace at home, 

peace in the world” defined the external and internal needs of the new Turkish state. After 

the first period, the external environment was very futile and hectic. The course of WW 

II and the Cold war did not change the level of threat that led to the continuation of 

Turkey’s cautious foreign policy line. Until the 1990s, Turkey’s external environment 

was characterized by a constant, but predictable threat. The foreign policy answer of 

Turkey for the external threats was a Western-looking approach and the separation from 

the immediate neighbours in the Middle East.  

The 1990s brought a remarkable change in the regional environment of Turkey. 

From the middle of the 1980s the tensions eased between the Eastern and the Western 

Blocks, consequently the Arab countries, which were allies of the USSR became more 

open for cooperation with Western allies. Turgut Özal, the first civilian prime minister 

after the 1980 coup started a new foreign policy approach and started the global political 

and economic opening of Turkey. 

The end of the Cold War brought both serious security threats to the immediate 

neighbourhood of the country and the decline of Turkey’s geostrategic importance. The 

1990s started with the Yugoslav wars, the Gulf war and the Armenian-Azeri conflict, all 

on the borders of Turkey. These external factors, coupled with the Kurdish insurgency, 

created a demand for foreign policy activism. With the Gulf war, enhanced activity 

became necessary towards Iraq to handle the Kurdish claims for independence. The 

increase of nationalistic sentiments inside the Turkish society also contributed to this 

process.  

According to Schweller, the external incentives are filtered through the internal 

variables. After 1923, a strong gap emerged between the Turkish political-economic elite 

of the main cities and the Anatolian masses. The Kemalist elite concentrated on the 

nation-building processes, and followed an inward-looking foreign policy approach. The 

Cold War environment and the threats coming from the Soviet proxies triggered attraction 

towards the West and a certain level of inactivity in foreign policy, especially in Turkey’s 

neighbourhood. As a result of the “Inönü-doctrine”, Turkey limited its interactions with 

the neighbouring regions until the mid-1980s.  
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 The social gap between the Anatolian masses and the political elite remained wide 

for a long period. However, external influences on the Turkish society triggered change. 

The accession to the NATO obliged Turkey for industrialization and infrastructural 

developments. The more conservative and religious masses in the countryside started to 

move to provincial population centres and bigger cities; the Turkish periphery slowly 

took over the centre. The political parties followed this change and new parties that 

answered the needs of the newly urbanized groups could gain strength. The new political 

groups were more open-minded to active foreign policy and trade towards the East, based 

on ideological, religious reasons and on their economic interests. In the 1980s the tensions 

decreased with the Soviet allies in the Middle East, which made an open foreign policy 

orientation possible. During the 1990s, due to internal problems, the often changing 

governments and the financial crises, Turkish foreign policy did not step out of the quietist 

pattern. The ambitions of Turgut Özal in the beginning of the decade, to make Turkey a 

strong regional factor in all directions slowly faded away. The February 28 process 

underlined that neither the external, nor the domestic conditions are not given for Turkey 

to become a strong regional actor. 

 The Kurdish question played both an external and an internal role in Turkey’s 

foreign policy transformation. The Kurds became organized and in 1984 started an 

insurgency in the Eastern areas of Anatolia. The Turkish political and military elite 

answered this threat with military means. The growing tensions with the Kurds and the 

cross border features of the conflict triggered also a necessity for a more active foreign 

policy, which received wide support in the society. 

The most significant fault-line inside the Turkish elite existed in the Kemalist 

versus Islamist/ devout Muslim angle. The once leading secularist and Kemalist political 

groups lost from their power during the 1980s and the 1990s and could not redefine 

themselves according to the new environment. Though, the military remained an 

unavoidable segment of the Islamist/Muslim-Kemalist fraction. The military has 

traditionally been a guardian of the Kemalist notions, and this way the protector of 

Turkey’s independence, and thus the inward-looking foreign policy. Their role was 

ambiguous, because it had a significant part in the regime’s vulnerability. The four 

military coups in the Turkish republic’s history proved the fact that if an incumbent 

government deviated too much from the Kemalist track, the army would not hesitate to 

intervene. However, the 1997 coup left the military vulnerable as well, which opened the 

way for meaningful changes and thus a rather activist foreign policy.  
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By the end of the 1990s the new political elite of the Muslim conservative 

politicians had grown stronger with the support of a Muslim conservative business elite. 

The devout Muslim entrepreneurs from Anatolian cities and towns started to become 

influential factors and demanded an Eastward-looking foreign policy strategy; they have 

built up strong relations with the neighbouring region and other Muslim countries. 

Turkish SMEs grew strong and diversified their trade relations. Their growing pressure 

on politics predicted foreign policy activism as well.  

 By the beginning of the 2000s an elemental change in the foreign policy 

orientation of Turkey became inevitable and predictable. The change, however, did not 

come immediately as a result of the AKP’s rise to power, but rather manifested from the 

middle of the decade. This argument was connected to the second hypothesis of the 

dissertation. Turkey started to follow an active foreign policy course and ambitioned a 

leading regional role. From the end of the decade the Turkish government started to speak 

openly about the soft power of the country. 

The strategic concept behind this new and active foreign policy was created by 

Ahmet Davutoğlu. The main aim of his vision was to elevate Turkey to be a regional 

political power, and in the longer run, a role-player in global politics. Davutoğlu 

articulated that Turkey would transform into a strong actor through the exercise of its soft 

power. The geostrategic location of the country and its regional cultural connections, its 

capabilities, the region’s common history with the Ottoman Empire and the similarities 

in their identity all mounted up to the fact that Turkey has all the important assets in hand 

to achieve regional leadership.  

The main elements of the strategic depth doctrine are multidimensional foreign 

policy, “zero problems with the neighbours” policy; promotion of the most important 

values and norms through foreign policy in the region; rhythmic and active diplomacy; 

interdependence of the regional economies. The concept placed the pursuit for 

international security and peace and regional stability through multilateral cooperation in 

the centre of Turkish foreign policy. Turkey started to follow a new and not necessarily 

non-Euro-centric perspective, in which Turkey had become one of the important actors 

in the regional order and the global system.  

It is clear that Turkey explicitly pursued soft power ambitions primarily in its 

regional vicinity, but at the same time it disposed of global power ambitions. The 

proactive diplomacy of the AKP, the regional stabilizing and mediating efforts, the 

democracy promotion and cultural projection, the increasing economic and development 
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outreach programme all induced a positive return from the region. Following Nye’s soft 

power theory, it can be stated that Turkish foreign policy makers started to use those tools 

deliberately that generate positive influence from the subject countries. The most 

effective tool remained however the success of the Turkish economy. The attractiveness 

of Turkey of a regional economic engine was only elevated by the political steps, cultural 

influences, development programmes or the mediation in conflicts. Turkey reached a 

strong political and economic position in the region using soft power tools by the 

beginning of the 2010s. 

The beginning of the 2000s changed the external environment of Turkey both in 

the West and the East. The EU responded positively to the Turkish request for accession 

and the country became an EU candidate. Parallel, the 9/11 attacks and the international 

interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq made the traditional Turkish foreign policy 

behaviour obsolete. The fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime generated a power vacuum and 

as a result, the reorganization of regional balance of power. The new Syrian leader, Bashar 

Al-Assad showed more readiness for cooperation with Turkey, and Iran conveyed 

messages of both competition and cooperation. The power gap and the changed 

environment created a new challenge but at the same time opportunity for Turkey. Iraq, 

Iran, Israel, Syria and Lebanon became the immediate targets of the Turkish regional 

policies that aimed extending Turkish influence. The main reasons behind it were both 

the security-related and the economic interests of Turkey.   

 The EU played an important anchor role in influencing Turkish foreign policy 

behaviour. The reform packages that were the conditions to start the negotiations changed 

some of the domestic power relations inside Turkey: the military – alongside with the old 

elite – lost from its power. However, less than a year after the positive decision that 

Turkey could start the accession negotiations, the EU suspended them in several chapters. 

This negative turn motivated Turkey to pay more attention to the Eastern relations as well.  

 The transformation process inside the Turkish society continued in the 2000s. The 

strengthening of the society’s periphery grew together with the political consciousness of 

the marginalized groups. The population in the countryside searched for the 

representation of their devout religious value system and their interest in development. 

The AKP proved to be a suitable candidate for their representation, thus gained more and 

more popularity in the successive elections. The AKP’s influence was underpinned by 

the support of the Anatolian bourgeoisie. In this period new challenges emerged, the 

polarization of the society along religious and cultural cleavages continued. The growing 
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support for the AKP governments in 2007 and 2011 showed that the society could not 

and did not want to question the government’s legitimacy. The growing popularity of the 

government was a result of its successes in its foreign policy and economic growth. The 

developing business relations with the Eastern neighbourhood, the economy’s fast growth 

all contributed to the regional popularity of Turkey. As a result of the successes in the 

East and the Turkish society’s dissatisfaction with the EU negotiations, the majority of 

the population articulated an opinion of concentrating more energy to the Eastern 

relations.  

The Kurdish question remained a strong motivation both as an internal and an 

external factor. The AKP tried to follow a different approach in tackling the Kurdish 

issue, but without major successes. The AKP neglected the Kurdish question on a 

religious-cultural basis and rather contributed to it. As an external factor, the PKK’s 

insurgency strengthened from the territory of Iraq. Turkey initiated both a military 

response and cross-border diplomatic pressure. The external threats and incentives and 

the society’s interests all led to a more active Turkish foreign policy role towards the East. 

 The antagonism of the old and the new elite groups almost led to the collapse of 

the AKP government in 2007. This happened despite the support of the majority of the 

society and underlined the government’s vulnerabilities. With the strengthening of the 

AKP the marginalized groups and the Anatolian bourgeoisie received more political 

leverage. A competition of the old and the new elite groups took place along religious, 

cultural and political features. Even though the political power of the old elite was slowly 

decreasing, they still disposed of key positions in the state structure. The military 

remained the most important factor on the regime’s vulnerability. In order to stabilize its 

power, the AKP had to both weaken and comfort the old elite. The EU reforms proved to 

be excellent tools for this, with the EU reform packages the government slowly acquired 

control of the privileges of the army and strengthened the civil control over it. After 2007, 

the government slowly played down the role of the secular elite in most of the areas, thus 

the regime’s vulnerability decreased remarkably. The role of the Hizmet movement 

contributed to the growing power of the AKP remarkably. 

By 2011, Turkey became influential and an admired political focal point in the 

Middle East. At the same time, the extraordinary growth of the Turkish economy 

positively affected the economies of the whole region. Turkish investments penetrated 

almost all of the regional markets, Turkish investors especially favoured Libya and Syria. 

The Turkish government’s domestic political support remained strong, which was further 
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underpinned by the strengthening of the new business elite and the fact that the old 

Kemalist political elite had become somewhat side-lined. The start of the Arab Spring in 

2011 brought a fundamental change in the whole region, which seemed an excellent 

opportunity for Turkey to extend its soft power and to emerge as a normative power that 

could show the way towards real democratization for the Arab people. However, after the 

first year, external and internal problems distorted the regional image of Turkey. The 

“Ankara Moment” seemed to be over, the “zero problems with the neighbours” policy 

became impossible to follow. Inside Turkey the secular opposition groups started to voice 

their discontent and people moved to the streets of Istanbul both in 2012 and 2013. The 

crackdown on the demonstrators and some antidemocratic practices influenced negatively 

Turkey’s positive regional image.  

Turkey could not accommodate the new realities after 2012. The Egyptian-

Turkish relations severed that affected Turkey’s connections to other Arab countries and 

brought the displeasure of some leaders in the Gulf area. Turkish foreign policy practice 

and the Turkish model became partially questioned. Earlier the regional stabilization 

efforts and the economic initiatives all contributed to the image of a positive regional 

leader. However, the foreign policy acts of Turkey and the tensions inside the Turkish 

society started to contradict and hinder the foreign policy ambitions.  

Both the dynamic economic growth and the growing regional political influence 

depended on political stability and predictability. The democratic deficit of Turkey 

demolished the credibility of the Turkish support of democratic changes. The economy 

was hit by the domestic instabilities as well. As result of the external and the internal 

changes, Turkey’s fast rise started to slow down. The Arab Spring changed the external 

environment in which the Turkish foreign policy lost from its attractiveness.  
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