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Turkish Foreign Policy in the Twenty-First Century

Alexander Murinson

INTRODUCTION

Since the Justice and Development Party (AKP) rose to power in
2002, especially after the 2007 presidential elections in which the
party with Islamist roots consolidated its hold on power, Turkey has
pursued a neo-Ottoman vision in its foreign policy. Neo-Ottomanism,
which gives a prominent place to Islam and Turkey’s imperial history
as soft power tools in the conduct of foreign policy, negates the
country’s secular Kemalist legacy and republican diplomacy
tradition.” The blueprint for this policy was outlined in the Stratejik
Derinlik (Strategic Depth) doctrine propounded by Turkish Foreign
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu. It called for an activist engagement with
all of the regions in Turkey’s neighborhood, such as the Balkans, the
Caucasus, and the Middle East. Davutoglu pushed for re-engagement
with the Middle East in particular, specifically with Iran, Irag, Syria,
Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, and the Gulf states. With reference to the
disagreement between the United States and major European
countries regarding military action in Iraq during the second Gulf
War, Davutoglu — the architect of Prime Minister Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s foreign policy — advised developing a “balanced” approach
toward all global and regional actors. He emphasized the importance
of economic interdependency in the globalizing world and the need to
build strong economic linkages with all regional states. Hence, in
2009, after being appointed foreign minister, Davutoglu announced
the policy of “zero problems with neighbors.” He envisioned that
Turkey would transform itself into a true global actor.

The author is an independent researcher who holds a PhD from the School of
Oriental and African Studies, University of London. He is the author of Turkey’s
Entente with Israel and Azerbaijan: State Identity and Security in the Middle East
and Caucasus (Routledge, 2009).
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The Jasmine revolutions in Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt raised
expectations that Turkey would emerge as a key regional power in the
Middle East. It was argued that the “Arab Winter of 2011 has created
a new Middle East landscape in which the AKP’s Turkey, which has
positioned itself as the defender of the Muslim Brotherhood and
popular uprisings — Ankara has voiced the strongest support for the
Egyptian demonstrators, calling for Mubarak’s departure before any
other country did — is a regional power to be reckoned with.” 3 By
aligning itself with radical Islamist groups such as Egypt’s Muslim
Brotherhood and its Gazan spin-off Hamas, Turkey places itself,
formerly Israel’s main Middle Eastern ally, at loggerheads with the
Jewish state.

This paper explores two questions: What are the ideological, social,
and political roots of the new “Islamic” Republic of Turkey? How
was the new thinking of the ascending political anti-Kemalist elite
translated into a precipitous change in Turkey’s foreign policy?

The first section of will describe the fundamentals that guided
Turkey’s foreign policy throughout the Cold War period and the
geopolitical crisis that occurred at that period’s end. The second
section will highlight the three main causes of the drastic shift in the
Turkish orientation towards the Greater Middle East: the American-
promoted “Turkish model,” a new revisionist doctrine of foreign
policy introduced by Davutoglu, and the emergence of the new
political elite representing the conservative and religious
businesspeople of Central Anatolia. The third section will examine
how this thinking was translated into concrete policies in the region.
The fourth section will describe the new dynamic in the region
unleashed by the “Arab Spring.” The conclusion analyzes the
ramifications of Turkey’s ambition to become the regional kingmaker
and its role in an evolving geostrategic environment.

THE TRADITIONAL TURKISH FOREIGN PoLIcy
Kemalist Turkey viewed the neighboring Arab regimes with

suspicion. The republican governments adhered to the view of a
permanent threat of an Arab “knife in the back.” This haunting image,
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which describes Arab support of the British goal of dismembering the
Ottoman Empire during World War |, had a profound effect on
shaping the Republic’s perception of its immediate environment.* The
Kemalist elite, the bureaucratic and political class in Turkey for than
more than seventy years, viewed the period of Ottoman expansion
into the area of the modern Middle East and the Balkans as disastrous
policy that nearly ended in the demise of the Turkish state.

Turkey has been a maverick for most of its modern history, a Middle
Eastern regional power that chose to reject its region and its past in
favor of the West and Europe. Somewhat counter-intuitively, the
revolutionary secular ideas upon which the Republic of Turkey was
formed made Turkish leaders reluctant to draw on its past, in which
the Ottoman Empire spent 400 years as the head of the Islamic world.
Instead of drawing from this reservoir of shared culture, history, and
religion that might have resonated with its Middle Eastern neighbors
in normative, ideational, and material terms, Turkey chose a different
path.> Yet despite contemporary Turkey’s commitment to the Western
alliance and its intention to join the European Union, Turkish leaders
have become increasingly aware that their country is being cast in the
West in the role of a Middle Eastern regional leader and spokesman
for the Muslim world. Particularly in a post-Cold War period of
Turkish foreign policy, Turkey has attempted to project an image of a
rising global power while entertaining ideas about its place in its
wider neighborhood that hark back to its former imperial days. This
process of reincorporating past identities and ideas about religion into
Turkey and its regional standing has renewed debates about its
foreign policy orientation.

Traditional works on Turkish foreign policy emphasize the Western-
orientation and Realpolitik inclination of Turkey’s decision makers,
which has led to a relatively consistent security culture in Turkey.®
Turkey’s inclusion into the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) in 1952 solidified the country’s role as a bulwark against
communist expansion in the Middle East and established the main
tenets of Turkish foreign policy for the Cold War years.” Yet despite
the best attempts of Turkey’s early Western modernizers to detach the
country from its pre-Republican imperial history, the ideas and
memories of Turkey’s role in the Ottoman Empire, as the center of
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the Muslim religion, have continued to exert an enduring influence
upon the Turkish electorate. The religious motivation among the
majority of Turkish citizens was always open to manipulation by
political leaders professing a variety of attachment to values of Islam,
from former Prime Ministers Turgut Ozal (1983-1989) and Necmettin
Erbakan (1996-1997) to current Prime Minister Erdogan.® However,
the end of the Cold War period had drastic effects on the geopolitics
of the West. The classical geopolitical framework of the Cold War,
predominantly based on military security, ended for the West, which
could hardly find a place for Turkey in the new security architecture.’

At the regional level, the factors affecting Turkish foreign policy
ranged from the power vacuum left by the 1991 Gulf War and the
2003 Iraq War, to the deterioration of the Kurdish problem and the
changing dynamics in the Arab-Israeli conflict. The latter conflict
provided Turkey with an opportunity for an enhanced role as a
mediator of regional conflicts, especially in the period prior to
Operation Cast Lead in Gaza during the winter of 2008-2009. More
importantly, the factors include the United States” waning influence in
the region and stalled negotiations about Turkey’s membership in the
European Union. The US was perceived by Turkey as a less-than-
steadfast ally because the Americans aggravated Turkey’s
sensitivities on the Kurdish question in 2003-2007, only later
diffusing Turkey’s fears by cooperating in the fight against the
Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK). After becoming an EU candidate
country in 2004, the prospect of EU membership has turned into a
disappointment that reinforced a search for a prominent role in the
Muslim world. All these trends, in the direction of moving away from
the West, exerted powerful influence on Turkey’s foreign and
domestic policy.

THE EMERGENCE OF A NEW TURKEY
Turkey: A Model Country
The shifts in Turkey’s policies towards its neighbors are dramatic and

can be explained only by a confluence of international, regional, and
domestic factors. The systemic change at the international and
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regional levels, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, is responsible
for a shift in general Turkish foreign policy. As Washington and its
European allies march to fill a geopolitical vacuum in the Eurasian
Heartland, they have tried to establish Turkey as a model country that
combines a modernized or “moderate” Islam with secularism in this
geographical space.’® In fact, some Washington policy-makers,
including then President George H. W. Bush, proposed that Turkey,
with its tradition of eclectic, Sufi-influenced Islamic tradition and
secular regime, could serve as a perfect example of coexistence
between modernity and Islam; hence the idea was named the “Turkish
model.” In the meantime, the lack of clarity of both the concept itself
and several resulting policies have created political and social chaos
of global proportions in the process. Turkey felt encouraged by US
policies to reach out to Islamists in other Muslim countries and
support these movements. Along the way some American policy-
makers, most recently in the Obama administration, have tried to
redefine Islam and subordinate it to the American interests in the
region by ushering in a new generation of the so-called “moderate”
Islamists, chiefly amongst the Arabs.**

Domestic Transformation: The “Calvinist Islam”

Without proper weight given to the Turkey’s domestic transformation
and, most pointedly, an emergence of neo-Ottomanist ideology, the
willingness of the AKP to abolish Turkey’s traditional policy of
regional detachment and promote “zero-problems with neighbors,”
based on glorification of the Ottoman past, would be impossible.

The domestic contours of Turkey’s foreign policy establishment are
notoriously fractious, consisting of institutional actors such as the
prime minister, military, and bureaucracy that must work in accord
with the democratically-elected legislature. Under the 1981
constitution, the Milli Gilivenlik Kurulu (MGK), Turkey’s National
Security Council, was established for policy coordination. Given
Turkey’s political history of highly unstable coalition governments
and corruption scandals, it is not surprising that before the AKP’s rise
to power that the country’s political echelons commanded much less
public trust and support than the military, which had been seen as the
ultimate guardian of Atatiirk’s secular republic.*? In addition, the
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constitutional courts and presidency have checked the power of any
parliamentary majority until 2007, when Abdullah Gil, a former AKP
foreign minister, became the president. While a decisive role in
foreign policy decision-making was traditionally entrusted to the
military and other state bureaucracies through a mechanism of the
MGK, the AKP’s institutional and constitutional reforms in Turkey
have curtailed the MGK’s powers.*?

While Kemalism and the secular Kemalist establishment are still part
of the Turkish scene, they are just one part in a much more varied and
fluid social fabric, and hardly in ascendancy. New elites and networks
have emerged, with new attitudes toward both foreign policy and
governance. Above all, public participation in the foreign policy
debate has expanded greatly.* The critical input into the AKP’s new
thinking was made by Davutoglu in the Stratejik Derinlik in 2001, in
which he advanced a concept of the “strategic depth” to guide the
foreign policy of Erdogan’s government. The origins of Davutoglu’s
approach to geopolitics can be traced to Ozal’s neo-Ottomanism and
the multi-dimensional foreign policy of the Erbakan government in
the late 1990s. His main thesis is that strategic depth is predicated on
both geographical and historical depth. Therefore Turkey, as a result
of its historical legacy of the Ottoman Empire, possesses a great
geographical depth.’® According to Davutoglu, “This key
geographical depth places Turkey right at the center of many
geopolitical areas of influence.”*® His concept of “strategic depth” is
composed of four broad denominators. Geographical depth is derived
from Turkey’s geographical location with equal access to the Balkans,
Middle East, Central Asia, and Russia. Historical depth relates to the
common Ottoman history of the region, which places Turkey, as the
Ottoman successor state, in a unique position to exploit such a
position as a means of diplomacy. Geo-cultural influence relates to
the present-day cultural commonalities with the post-Ottoman world
that arises from this common heritage. Geo-economic importance
relates to Turkey’s central position as a transit country for Europe’s
energy supplies. This geo-economic importance is complemented by
the potential of the growing Turkish export market for not only
Europe and the US, but for Russia as well. This “strategic depth”
equips Turkey with unique opportunities in the global political
economy, which, according to Davutoglu, can be produced by a more
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proactive and cooperative approach in Turkey’s foreign policy. These
regional foreign policy initiatives aim at the creation of a realm of
zero problems around Turkey. Davutoglu’s oeuvre was “the most
systematic, substantial, and comprehensive vision of Turkey’s
strategic position yet written.”"’

The New Turkish Elite and Neo-Ottomanist Ideology

The strategic depth doctrine was embedded in the new neo-
Ottomanist discourse, legitimizing the AKP’s ideology. The memory
of the disastrous policy of the Ottoman expansion into the area of the
Middle East and the Balkans has been dismissed by the AKP
leadership, which has undergone the political maturation in the ranks
of the Islamist Refah (Welfare) party and cherishes a nostalgic notion
of the Ottomans as the benign “master-nation” in the region.

This new neo-Ottomanist trend is a reflection of profound social
transformation and of the zeitgeist of the changing composition of the
Turkish elite and society. It is also the culmination of new ideological
innovations that emerged during the period of Turgut Ozal’s
presidency (1989-1993). Neo-Ottomanism is the ideology of the new
Turkish elite, which began to form in central Anatolia at the end of
the 1980s.® This group of elites originated primarily from
representatives of the conservative and religious lower class, i.e.
urban residents and migrant rural population. As a result of upward
social mobility, propelled by Ozal’s economic reform as prime
minister and migration to the major cities, especially Istanbul, the rise
of a new entrepreneurial middle class was imminent.

The Anatolian Tigers, successful religiously conservative
businessmen, popularized the ideology, using quotations from the
Quran and claims that the Prophet blessed commerce and
development in general. In the meantime, the population of Keysari,
the stronghold of the Anatolian Tigers, has grown ten times over fifty
years from 65,000 to 600,000. This movement acquired the sobriquet
the “Islamic Calvinism.”® The adherents of this ideology use the
discourse of the Protestant ethics of the religious merit of work and
the necessity to save, blessing worldly asceticism and advanced
education. The new elite, as a result of education and urbanization,
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brought new (or rather old conservative) attitudes and ideas into the
political discourse. The views of the rising political elite widely
diverged from the classical Kemalism espoused by the Ankara
establishment. The new elite’s ideology, tinged with imperial
nostalgia, emphasizes the role of small business, laissez-faire
economics, and state non-intervention combined with the
conservative values of Turkish society. An important contribution to
this ideological trend was made by Huner Sencan, the author of a
brochure titled iy Hayatinda Islam Insani (Homo Islamicus) (A
Muslim in Business Life).?> Another influential current among the
Turkish Calvinists is the Nurcular religious order, composed of the
followers of Turkish Sufi preacher Said Nursi (1876-1960), who
admonished his adherents to study Western science and modern
technology without abandoning traditional Islamic values. These
representatives of the lower middle class from central Anatolia
formed their own union of Islamic businessmen, MUSIAD, which
propagates this religious connection between Islam and the values of
the free market. In fact, MUSIAD membership constitutes important,
possibly crucial, support for the AKP in local and national elections.

Among Islamist groups which backed the AKP, the most influential
and the largest is the Gulen community, known as the Cemaat. The
Gulen movement, led by Fetullah Giilen, who currently resides in the
US, is the most effective and strongest community with geopolitical
and imperial goals. The community has thousands of colleges and
secondary schools throughout Turkey; 75 percent of Turkey’s 2
million preparatory school students enroll in the sect, while the
movement runs hundreds of secondary schools and dozens of
universities in 110 countries around the world. The community has
appreciable influence in economic, political, and cultural spheres,
enabling it to operate as the third power in Turkish politics after the
AKP and military. Although Gilen claims that his party is not
political and does not want to be involved in the political sphere, it is
in fact engaged in politics and affects both the Turkish and
international political spheres through its grassroots politics.*

The objective of the Gulen movement in the 1980s and 1990s was to
create a broad community network that positioned itself as an
alternative to political Islam, which denied Western values. Since
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then, however, the Gllen community has reconstructed itself against
the secular Kemalist establishment without directly challenging the
military. The movement immeasurably strengthened its financial,
cultural, and political influence and now runs many publishing
outlets, including the popular newspaper Zaman, the journal Sizinti,
and the media outlets Samanyolu TV, Meltem TV, and Dunya Radio.
Gulen members, or Fethullahcilar, have also infiltrated state
institutions, including the gendarmerie and police forces. More
importantly, many members of the Cemaat gained key positions
within government institutions and the ruling party. In fact, many
Cemaat members are prominent in Turkey’s foreign affairs sector;
most Foreign Ministry officers are Fethullahcilar, and even
Fethullahcilar who are not diplomats get special diplomatic treatment
when traveling abroad. Whenever a Turkish foreign minister visits
another country he visits Giilen’s schools.??

Fetullah Giilen’s domestic policy concerns stem from his objection to
the secular laicist constitutional system in Turkey, as derived from
Kemalist modernization, and the exclusion of Islam from the public
sphere. According to Gilen, Kemalist modernization ignores the
place of spirituality in individual’s lives and restricts Islam to the
private sphere. He states in one of his sermons:

Now it is a painful spring that we live in. A nation is
being born again. A nation of millions [is] being born one
that will live for long centuries, God willing...It is being
born with its own culture, its own civilization. If giving
birth to one person is so painful, the birth of millions
cannot be pain-free. Naturally we will suffer pain. It
won’t be easy for a nation that has accepted atheism, has
accepted materialism, a nation accustomed to running
away from itself, to come back riding on its horse.?®

The Gilen community wants to move Islam from the private domains
of individuals into the public sphere, conducting every aspect of life
according to its teachings. In this sense the Gulen community is
opposed to territorial definitions of Turkish nationalism that
predominantly stem from Kemalist nationalism and the nation-state.
Gulen envisions the ideal of imperium and disseminates among his
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followers a supranational model embodied in Turkey’s Ottoman past
and its millet structure, which aims to include all segments of society,
unlike nationalism and its exclusionary mechanism.**

To achieve this expansionist vision the community supports the
integration of Turkey into the European Union and the globalization
process in which the community considers itself located in the
Western geopolitical sphere, making Turkey a bridge to the Islamic
world and Asia.”In Giilen’s view, the hegemony over the Turkic
world, an anticipated commonwealth of the Turkic-speaking former
Soviet republics, can make Turkey a great power again. This vision is
strongly linked with Turkey’s transformation from a secular nation
state to Giilen’s vision of the Ottoman system. Opening schools
throughout the world to Islamize and “Turkify” these regions,
particularly in the Turkic world, is a means to this objective. These
schools both Islamize the communities in which they are located as
well as promote soft Turkish ethno-nationalist sentiments.

As a US resident, Fetullah Gulen is aware of the organized Jewish
community’s significant influence in American politics, and its
promotion of the US as an ecumenical leader that is sensitive to the
Jewish concerns, including Israel. The divergent views on Turkish
policy toward Israel led to increasing tensions between the Giilen
Cemaat and the Erdogan government.”® The open conflict erupted in
2010, after the Mavi Marmara flotilla incident, when Gulen openly
criticized Erdogan for his arrogance in conduct of foreign affairs. In
an interview with an influential American newspaper, Gilen said that
the flotilla organizers failed to reach an agreement with Israel before
attempting to deliver aid, which was a “sign of defying authority.” He
added, “What I saw was not good, and it was ugly.”’

TURKEY’S NEO-OTTOMANIST VISION

A substantial part of the Turkish political elite, including former
Presidents Turgut Ozal (1989-1993) and Siileyman Demirel (1993-
2000), were convinced that in the post-Cold War era Turkey needed
to return to its historical home, i.e. to fortify its position in the Middle
East, improve its historical links with the newly-independent Turkic

10
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states, and ease tensions with its Russian neighbor.®® The Turkish
observer Kivang Galip Over, who served as the head of the
Presidential Secretariat General of Information Production and
Publication Department in Ahmet Sezer’s administration, argued in
2003 that “[recent] events demonstrated that positions of Turkey in
the West will depend on the degree of Turkish influence in the
East.”* A Eurasian future of Turkish foreign policy, an alternative to
EU membership and an alliance with the West, was even suggested
by some top ranking officers in the Turkish military, such as General
Hiiseyin Kivrikoglu, a chief of the Turkish General Staff (1998-2002)
and General Tuncer Kiling, a former secretary general of the National
Security Council (2002).* This Eurasian dimension of the Turkey’s
foreign policy was confirmed by the high-level trip to the Turkic
states undertaken by Erdogan after his first electoral victory in the
winter of 2003.3! This was followed by an invitation to President
Vladimir Putin to visit Ankara, a first for a Russian president.*? The
Kemalist establishment was in consensus with Erdogan’s policy, as
was evident from the statements made by President Ahmet Sezer’s
cabinet chief and Principal Foreign Policy Advisor to the President of
the Republic Tacan ildem.*®

A deeply religious Ottoman notion of the Kizil Elma (Red Apple),
which implies Muslim Turkey’s world domination as inevitable, was
revived as Turkey’s geopolitical vision in the post-Cold War era by
Turkish nationalist elites.** The search for the Kizil Elma became the
main underlying motif of the Turkish foreign policy following the
Ozal era, and under the “moderate” AKP Islamist government it has
shifted into high gear.*® One of the basic determinants of Turkish
foreign policy since 1992 was an ambition to become the predominant
power in the Greater Middle East, a region envisioned by former
American President George W. Bush that comprises a vast geography
stretching from Central Asia to the Maghreb.*® As such, Turkey seeks
a role of the chief moderator and “curator,” or facilitator, of
interactions in regions adjacent to Turkey: the Caucasus, the Balkans,
and the Middle East. By doing so, the Turkish political leadership
articulated a vision for Turkey playing the role that the Ottoman
Empire used to perform in the region. This new direction of Turkish
foreign policy contradicts the spirit of Atatiitk, the Republic’s
founder, who postulated that Turkey should refrain from any grand

11
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designs in its foreign policy and instead concentrate its resources on
national development within the boundaries of Anatolia. Atatlirk
indicated that the only grand design or vocation for Turkey should be
the process of Europeanization.

When the AKP won the November 2002 general elections with 35
percent of the vote it gained 365 seats in the Meclis, Turkey’s
parliament. Successive increases in popular vote (47 percent in 2007,
49.83 percent in 2011) reinforced the dominant party’s view that it
had earned the legitimate mandate to exert Turkey’s influence
globally. Under the AKP, the foreign policy domain has gradually
come under civilian control, while the military was eliminated by
political means from foreign policy decision-making process. The
party avoided direct confrontation with the United States and declared
entrance into the EU as its main goal. The US even attempted to
pressure the European capitals and Brussels to expedite the process of
Turkish integration into Europe in exchange for its cooperation on
Irag. The American efforts, however, failed to convince the European
leaders at a summit in Copenhagen and the decision was postponed
until 2004. The Meclis voted in March 2003 to deny the US access to
its territory for deployment for the coming military campaign in Irag.

Repeated disappointment with its Western allies led Turkey to seek an
alternative direction in its foreign and domestic policies. Meanwhile
the Russian vector of Turkish foreign policy became stronger,
especially after the start of construction of the Blue Stream natural
gas project in 2002, a critical development for Turkey’s energy
security. Turkey is increasingly dependent on Russia’s natural gas
supplies, and its tourism sector, a source of significant revenue for the
national economy, also relies heavily on Russian tourism. In addition,
Russia has become a large market for Turkey’s construction
companies.

The Davutoglu strategic depth doctrine, while placing less emphasis
on nationalism than the traditional Kemalist ideology, stresses
Muslim solidarity and the transnational concept of ummah, the
Muslim community. The national spirit can be described as a source
of pride for the Turkish Muslims, for its heritage and tradition of
craftsmanship and hard work. The Turkish people feel emboldened to

12
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lead other Muslim nations on the path to the Western standard of
living, representative democracy, and modernity. These broad
concepts summarize the spirit of neo-Ottomanism. The politicians,
represented by the inner circle of the AKP who embraced this vision,
have a long-term global agenda with the goal of making Turkey a
major global power by 2023, the centennial year of the Republic. This
new Turkish elite is implementing this program with zeal, dedication,
and sophistication. If, in the period before the consolidation of power
by the AKP (2002-2007), none of these policy makers proclaimed the
slogans about the “restoration of the empire” or “the new great
empire,” recently Davutoglu revealed his neo-Ottomanist vision:
“Turkey could become a union of nations just like Britain’s union
with its former colonies,” he said. “Why shouldn’t Turkey rebuild its
leadership in former Ottoman lands in the Balkans, Middle East, and
Central Asia?”’

An essential to this revival of Ottoman legacies has been the
expanding economic interests and regional dynamism represented by
the rise of new rural Anatolian businesses led by devout Muslims
competing with traditional metropolitan Aegean businesses. These
Anatolian businesses have emerged as strong advocates for further
Turkish expansion into emerging Middle Eastern rather than
European markets. It would be hard to make sense of Turkish foreign
policy towards countries such as the United Arab Emirates, Iran, Iraq,
and Syria without taking into consideration these new business
interest groups. Consequently the economic interests of these groups
have played an important role in the government’s efforts to promote
greater trade and economic cooperation with the Middle East.*®
Between 2002 and 2008, Turkish exports to the Arab world increased
five times, reaching $25 billion. With a significant increase in
industrial production, Turkey has sought large-scale competitive
markets among her Arab neighbors in such sectors as construction,
steel, food, and chemicals.*

As the result of its central Anatolian roots and more conservative
Muslim outlook, the AKP has focused on the unifying character of the
Ottoman Empire and the Muslim values inherited by the Turkish
Republic as the key pillars of its domestic and foreign policy agenda.
Articulating a new vision for Turkey that is not dependent upon the
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West, while actively seeking ways to balance its relationships and
alliances within its neighborhood, the AKP harkens back to the days
of the Ottoman Empire and projects the image of a self-confident
regional power. On June 12, 2011, Erdogan used his neo-Ottomanist
rhetoric on another important occasion. When he delivered a victory
speech on the night of his third consecutive national election win, he
said that “Sarajevo won today as much as Istanbul. Beirut won as
much as Izmir. Damascus won as much as Ankara. Ramallah, Nablus,
Jenin, the West Bank, [and] Jerusalem won as much as Diyarbakir.”*°

Prime Minister Erdogan and President Giil are astute politicians and
agile diplomats who have set a frenetic pace for their diplomatic
activity which they call the “rhythmic diplomacy” or “zero problems
with neighbors” diplomacy.** It would be a gross oversimplification,
however, to attribute this major change in Turkish foreign policy-
making to specific personalities. The current Turkish leadership
realizes that in the immediate future it is incapable of projecting its
hard power in the whole Ottoman neighborhood. The AKP’s
leadership has thus opted for a soft power approach in the interim.*
Turkey’s mid-term goal is to earn domestic and international
legitimacy by joining the EU, strengthening the Developing-8 or D-8,
a group of developing countries with large Muslim populations
(Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Malaysia, Nigeria, Pakistan, and
Turkey), and pursuing the leadership of the Organization of Islamic
Conference. The Turkish leadership has undertaken efforts to become
the arbiter and mediator of many regional conflicts in the Balkans
(Kosovo, Bosnia, and Macedonia), the Caucasus (Abkhazia,
Chechnya, Nagorno-Karabakh, and South Ossetia), and the Middle
East (the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Syrian-Israeli negotiations)
through participation in inter-governmental organizations (such as
OSCE, BSEO, and CEQO) and membership in NATO as well as a UN-
sponsored Alliance of Civilizations (UNAQOC). The participation in
these structures allows Turkey a lot of flexibility and prestige on the
world stage.

While the Anglo-Saxon and Nordic states, along with the European
bureaucracy in the European Commission, endorse Turkish
membership in the EU, the more inward-looking continental societies
oppose the incorporation of its long-standing ‘“definitional other,”
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especially at a time of internal crisis. ** Interestingly, however, both
groups appear to endorse the Turkey’s neo-Ottomanism, albeit for
opposite reasons. The neo-liberal European states such as the United
Kingdom, Sweden, and the Netherlands are particularly attracted by
Turkey’s spreading of Giilen’s understanding of the relationship
between Islam and capitalism and strongly emphasize the perceived
geostrategic necessity of Turkey’s ascension to the EU. The
continental conservatives in France and Germany welcome what they
see as Turkey’s drift to the East as an implicit acceptance of Turkey’s
belonging to a different civilization or culture. Since the end of the
Cold War, Turkey’s neighborhood and its relationship with
Washington have drastically changed. Attempts to become the leader
of the Turkic-Central Asian world or a European power have failed so
far, and the Turks are looking in different directions for
opportunities.** The Iraq war has proven that American and Turkish
security concerns are no longer in lockstep, leading Turkey to re-
evaluate its alliance with the United States.”> US President Barack
Obama has been forced to accept Turkey’s distancing itself from the
West because it is in his best interests to remain close with the
“moderate” Islamist nation. Notwithstanding Obama’s ebullient
expressions of friendship with Prime Minister Erdogan, the current
diplomatic complications with the United States are another indicator
of a profound shift in Turkish foreign policy.

Many in the West question whether Turkey is still an ally.*” Turkey is
seen as a problematic but strategic partner in a region by many
powerful voices in Washington and members of both houses of the
US Congress, whereas the Obama administration desires to project a
new image of American openness rather than hostility to the Islamic
world after the military campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan. President
Obama developed a strong personal relationship with Prime Minister
Erdogan and promotes what he calls a “model partnership” with
Turkey.48 One of the results of this policy was Turkey’s decision to
base a Raytheon-produced AN/TPY-2 X-band as a part of a NATO
anti-missile defense system in September 2011.* By the same token,
a potential conflict between two key American allies in the Middle
East, Turkey and Israel, became a major source of concern for the
Obama administration. In September of 2011, the Turkish prime
minister threatened that he would send the Turkish navy to protect
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future aid flotillas for Gaza. The US State Department issued a
warning for both sides to “cool it.”° Turkey also challenged Israel’s
natural gas exploration rights and delimitation of Exclusive Economic
Zones with the neighboring Cyprus. ** These ongoing Turkish-Israeli
tensions compelled the United States to put Turkey on notice that the
country should cease its threatening rhetoric and behavior.>® As a new
sign of serious American concerns about the Turkish threatening
posture in the eastern Mediterranean, the US Navy, in April 2012,
participated in a Greek-Israeli naval exercise which simulated an
engagement with an enemy force with similar capabilities to those of
Turkey.® In another unfriendly gesture toward Israel, Turkey
successfully lobbied the NATO Council not to invite an Israeli
delegation to the NATO summit which took place on May 20-21,
2012 in Chicago, and the US administration complied with Turkey’s
request.>® It also objected to Israel’s participation in the alliance’s
new Partnership Cooperation Menu (PCM), despite the fact that Israel
is a member of NATO’s Mediterranean Dialogue group.55
Nevertheless, Obama continues to support Turkey.

TURKEY AND THE “ARAB SPRING”

This last section discusses the Turkish hopes during the “Arab
Spring” to position itself as the model for the new Arab aspirations to
democracy. Turkey very much wants the Arab world to set for itself
the goal of emulating Turkey’s democratic system. In addition, the
“Arab Spring” created new dilemmas for Turkey’s foreign policy
including a failure of the “zero problems” policy.

The Turkish Model

Prior to the “Arab Spring,” Islamists in Egypt, Jordan, Libya,
Morocco, Syria, and Tunisia viewed the AKP as a model for the
project of Islamization.*® Since the AKP is an heir to a chain of
Islamist, religiously conservative Turkish political parties, Arab
Islamists often viewed Turkey’s ruling party as engaged in the initial
stages of a long-term “stealth” project with the purpose of reclaiming
Turkish society and bringing it back to Islam. Of course, the AKP
rejects this characterization, insisting that is not an Islamist movement
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but rather an economically liberal and socially conservative center-
right party that is modeled upon Christian democratic parties in
Europe.

Seeking an opportunity to ride the tide of the “Arab Spring,” Prime
Minister Erdogan claimed that the inspiration for popular uprisings in
the Arab world was Turkey and its “advanced democracy.”’ Erdogan
believed he could take credit for the wave of protests sweeping the
Arab world. In fact, during the protests in Egypt, Erdogan was among
the first who called on Hosni Mubarak to resign voluntarily.*®

However, it was the protest movements that engulfed Libya and Syria
that placed Turkey at the horns of a serious dilemma; Turkey
struggled in its role as the promoter of democracy, losing its “clarity
of vision” and shifting its position on nearly a daily basis from
supporting the Gaddafi and Assad regimes to supporting the
protesters.>® Turkey continued to assign its foreign policy priority to
its national self-interest and economic interests, not to the promotion
of democracy. This became obvious when Turkey supported use of
military intervention in Bahrain to suppress Shiite popular protests,
presumably backed by 1Iran.®® When the Iranian opposition
demonstrated on the streets in support of the Tahrir Square protesters
in Cairo, Turkish President Abdullah Gul was coolly negotiating new
agreements with Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to expand
trade between the two countries.

In any case, the electoral successes of Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated
parties and groups, such as Ennahda in Tunisia and the Freedom and
Justice Party in Egypt, provided Turkey with an opportunity of
creating a belt of moderate Islamist regimes in the region. Ennahda’s
leader, Rached el-Ghannouchi, stated that he was interested in the
“Turkish model,” which allowed for an Islamic government to operate
in a secular society.®

Arab Islamists, on the other hand, saw a different opportunity. They
perceived the AKP’s rehabilitation of the Ottoman legacy, outright
support of Hamas, and vitriolic criticism of Israel in numerous foreign
policy pronouncements as a clear indicator of the inevitable and
unstoppable process of the Islamization of Turkey and the “virtuous
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victory” of their cause. This process also revived prospects of the
“Turkish model” represented by the AKP as the spearhead of its neo-
Ottoman ambitions, fuelled by Turkey’s growing economic power as
well as its newly found international prestige. Turkey’s emerging
regional leadership role also offered the Arab Islamists a “Sunni
alternative” to Iran.®? But this perception put Turkey into an intra-
Sunni conflict with the Saudis, who for many decades claimed the
position of the leader of the Sunnis, a rich kingdom that is home to
the Islamic holy sites of Mecca and Medina. In the context of the
“Arab Spring,” within the inter-Arab political world, Ankara would
inevitably clash with Riyadh because Turkey supports political forces
and parties affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood, while the Saudis
back the Salafis.®® However, as Sunni nations cooperate to work
against the Alawi (and Shia) regime of Syrian President Bashar al-
Assad, an lIranian ally, even Turkey and Saudi Arabia have found
themselves on the same side, though their goals in the region differ.®*

In the aftermath of the “Arab Spring,” the Arabs perceive Turkey as
exhibiting a voracious appetite for self-aggrandizement, and positing
Turkey under the AKP rule as a model for development by the
Turkish prime minister presents a quandary for the Arab world. The
conservative Arab regimes clearly do not perceive the experience of
modern pluralist traditions of Turkey as a role model. Some Arab
neighbors, such Irag, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and the Gulf states see
Turkish support of the popular uprisings as threatening, while the
Egyptian ruling elite cannot tolerate Turkey replacing Egypt as the
leader of the Muslim world. The transition to democracy in Tunisia,
Egypt, and Libya will follow its own script with a clear prospect of
long-term political unrest, fragmentation, and fears. The events of the
so-called “Arab Spring,” at first glance, have led to two results. The
first is an overthrow of the authoritarian, if pro-Western, Arab
regimes that have maintained a semblance of stability for more than
forty years. The second is the uncertainty and market anxiety that this
process engendered, beyond the trend for Islamization (or gaining of
power by the Muslim Brotherhood and their affiliate political
movements in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya) and fragmentation of the
state along ethno-religious lines in Libya and Syria, and, in the case of
Egypt, a growing divide between the Christian Coptic minority and
Muslim majority.
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Therefore, Ankara’s hopes that Arab countries will perceive Turkey
as a source of inspiration are at best “uncertain.”® Many opinion
leaders in the Arab states already perceive in the Turks’ attempts to
insert themselves in the domestic politics of Iraq and Syria as “neo-
Ottomanist” meddling.® In this recent trend of engaging the Arab
world, Turkey already encountered expressions of the historic
animosity and pan-Arabism. Turkey’s drive to become a linchpin to
the solution of Assad’s regime crisis in Syria and attempts to carve
out a sphere of influence in northern Iraq are perceived as intrusion
into intra-Arab affairs by Turkey’s Arab neighbors. In a symbolic
diplomatic gesture, reflecting the current mood among Arab leaders,
Turkey was excluded from the Baghdad meeting of the Arab League
in March 2012, which deemed Turkish participation a “non-Arab”
interference in the crisis. In fact, Turkey was openly derided by the
Iraqi foreign minister, who expressing his government’s concern over
the growing influence of regional powers Turkey and Iran inside Iraqg.
“This summit will enhance our position to stand on our feet vis-a-Vvis
these regional powers,” he said, accusing Turkey and Iran of
“competing to fill the vacuum in Iraq in the absence of an Iraqi
representative, strong, national unity government.”®’ Since most Arab
nationalist regimes emerged from the former territory of the Ottoman
Empire, Arab elites have predominantly negative associations with
the Ottoman past.®

The Effects of the “Arab Spring” on Turkey’s “Zero Problems”
Policy

After the onset of the “Arab Spring,” Davutoglu conceded that the
realities of the region should be taken into account in drafting further
course for Turkey. He referred to the “zero problems” policy as
Turkey’s “most important goal.” He clarified that Turkey “never
claimed that there are no problems” but was rather concerned that
“relations with other countries in order to create a new political
climate cannot help solve problems and create new ones...[the] main
objective...is reintegration.”®® In the meantime, there are growing
concerns among the conservative Turkish business elites that the
“zero problems” policy, combined with the destabilizing effect of the
“Arab Spring,” is negatively affecting the Turkish regional trade.
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These businessmen are especially worried about the trade networks
they established in Syria, which served as a Turkey’s gateway to the
Arab markets in the last decade, although the Israeli-Jordanian
transportation corridor can potentially serve as an alternative entry
point for Turkish goods destined for Arab markets.

The prime minister on many occasions promulgated his vision of
democracy in a majority Muslim state. But when one delves into the
nitty-gritty of the frenetic Turkish diplomacy, he can observe a
pattern of political coordination with Washington. After the “Arab
Spring” the Turkish leader vocally called for a transition to
democratic governance in the region.

However, in the case of Libya (and more lately in case of Syria),
Erdogan was equivocating for a much longer period. Since his party
came to power in 2002, he enjoyed strong personal and political ties
with Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi and Syria’s Bashar al-Assad. These
personal ties were strategically reinforced by Turkish direct
investment, participation in multi-million dollar infrastructural
projects, and the relief provided to chronic Turkish unemployment
upon the hiring of Turkish workers for these projects. As reported by
the Turkish Ministry of Economy, Libya was the “most significant
market for Turkish contractors in Africa” until 2011. Until that year
the report was that “Turkish firms held and are holding 525 projects
in Libya with a total value of $26.3 billion.”"*

When the civil war broke out in Libya and the international
community called for deposing the Libyan autocrat and bringing him
to trial, Turkey took Gaddafi’s side. Turkey gave the priority to the
trade and investment benefits the country enjoyed from its
relationship with Libya’s leadership at the cost of being perceived as
supportive of the bloody dictatorship. Shortly after, Turkey gave in to
the NATO leadership’s demands to support its military operation,
which aimed to create a no-fly zone in Libya. However, Erdogan’s
government persisted in pursuing a diplomatic solution for the Libyan
problem. At the same time, Turkey provided financial aid to the
Libyan rebels.

20



TURKISH FOREIGN POLICY IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Eventually Ankara yielded to pressure from NATO to participate in
the naval blockade against Gaddafi, but still insisted on solving the
Libyan crisis through negotiations. While many states closed their
diplomatic representations in Tripoli and Benghazi, Turkey continued
to run its diplomatic missions. Ankara agreed to take control of
provision of port and airport in Benghazi, in order to promote air and
sea transport of food and other humanitarian goods.

The Turkish leadership severed their diplomatic ties with Gaddafi’s
Libyan government and recalled its ambassador only after Davutoglu
visited the eastern rebel stronghold of Benghazi and pledged $200
million in aid to the NATO-backed rebel Transitional National
Council.” The aid was in addition to a $100 million fund for Libyan
rebels that Turkey announced in June 2011. “It was time for leader
Muammar Gaddafi to leave Libya,” Davutoglu said during the visit,
declaring the NATO-backed rebels’ National Council “the legitimate
representative of the Libyan people.” Turkey, which had close
economic ties with Gaddafi and signed important investment
contracts just five months prior to the rebellion, called on the
embattled leader to step down.

In the case of the uprising in Syria, which has slid into civil war
between the government forces of the Assad regime and the rebel
Free Syrian Army (FSA),”® Turkey’s policy has also undergone
several dramatic shifts. The fighting in Syria has so far claimed
20,000 lives and has forced 115,000 refugees to flee the tank and
mortar fire unleashed by the Assad regime on its citizens.”* While
Syria is ravaged by an internal conflict emanating from social, ethnic,
and religious tensions that can potentially spill into Turkey’s
predominantly Kurdish and Arabic-speaking southeast, one can
hardly speak of “zero problems” with Turkey’s neighbors. This “zero
problems” policy, enunciated by the current Turkish foreign minister
in 2007, faces serious challenges from the unpredicted and still
unpredictable “Arab Spring.” One such challenge was on June 22,
2012, when a Turkish F-4 jet was shot down by Syria in international
airspace. Turkey was angered by the incident and called for an
emergency NATO meeting, during which Ankara intended to invoke
Article IV of the alliance’s chapter and seek Western backing for its
response.”” In the interim, the Turkish military has prepared
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emergency action plans to create a military buffer zone and no-fly
zone over Syria.”® As Turkey is readying for an eventual Syrian attack
on its southern border, anti-aircraft guns and trucks carrying multiple-
rocket launchers have been deployed.”

In addition, Turkey competes with Iran for influence in Syria, where a
Sunni majority is dominated a small minority of Alawites, a sect close
to Shia Islam. While Iran’s Revolutionary Guards participate in
suppressing the opposition to Assad’s regime, Turkey provides bases
and financial support to Syria’s opposition political body, the
National Council. At the same time, Turkey pressures Syria against
providing bases for the PKK.

An even larger strategic rivalry which undermines the “zero
problems” policy, however, has long-term consequences for the
region: a battle with Iran over the future of Iragq. The latter country
served for centuries as a stage for conflict and competition between
Ottoman Turkey and Safavid Persia. A geopolitical vacuum created
by the departure of US troops in December 2011 pitted Turkey and
Iran against each other in a new competition for control of natural
resources of the oil-rich nation, as well as for regional hegemony and
leadership in the Muslim world.” While Turkey and Iran have
common ground for cooperation, they also have opposing interests.
While Iran is a major actor in Irag, where it supports Shiite groups,
Turkey supports the secular movement while still maintaining good
relations with Shiite elements.”

The most serious failure of Davutoglu’s neo-Ottomanist policy
manifested itself in a re-emergence of Turkey’s Kurdish problem.
Instead of alleviating the ethno-national conflict with the largest
minority concentrated in Turkey’s southeast and the adjacent regions
of Iran, Irag, and Syria, Turkey is now facing radicalized Kurdish
masses inspired by the successful model of Kurdish autonomy in the
Kurdish Regional Government (KRG) in Iraq.%° Masoud Barzani was
elected president of the region by the Kurdistan National Assembly in
June 2005. Over the last seventeen years, President Barzani has
created a functioning autonomous region with a booming economy
and all the institutions of a nation-state, with a flag, capital city
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(Erbil), army (the Peshmerga, or regional fighting army), and distinct
national education system, all independent of Baghdad.®*

The “Arab Spring” has only accelerated centrifugal forces driving the
Turkish Kurdish population from Ankara, as Syrian Kurds asserted
their control over the western region of Syria in May-July, 2012.%?
Two main Kurdish rebel forces, the People’s Council of Western
Kurdistan and the Kurdish National Council (KNC) of Syria, took
over Syria’s frontier region with Turkey from the receding Syrian
Army units. As the central authority over peripheral regions in Syria
further dissipated, the Syrian Kurds not only formed the paramilitary
organizations that exercise effective control over the territory — in
which they represent a dominant majority — but also received an
official backing from Barzani.®® The KRG’s commitment to provide
training to the Syrian Kurdish forces had been met with strong
opposition by the Turkish government. However, Davutoglu’s visit to
Erbil, which was aimed at preventing this military cooperation, has
failed.®* The process of unification of the Kurdish regions in Iraq and
Syria might bring a miscalculated outcome, resulting in secession of
Turkish Kurdish regions from Turkey and the formation of an
independent and sovereign Kurdistan consisting of Kurds from
around the region. In effect, by supporting the Syrian opposition
forces, who are striving to topple the Assad regime in Damascus, the
highest Turkish political echelons are likely to trigger the dissolution
of the unitary Turkish state.

CONCLUSION

Embarking upon the neo-Ottomanist foreign policy course, the AKP
administration, in a sharp departure from the Kemalist principles of
foreign policy, marked a new stage in the Republic’s history. Under
the rule of the AKP since 2002, Turkey has tried to implement a
balancing act in its foreign policy while constantly expanding its
influence in the Middle East, the Caucasus, and the Balkans. On the
one hand, Turkey has played the role of reluctant ally of the West, as
a member of NATO, and is therefore deeply involved in the military
and strategic interests of the Western allies. On the other hand, it has
expanded a “good neighbor” policy towards the Arab world, where
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growing protest movements have turned into armed confrontations
and an overthrow of the ruling regimes. The new foreign policy
activism of Turkey has overstretched the country’s diplomatic
capabilities, while its exaggerated self-importance has raised criticism
in the West and concerns even within the Turkish diplomatic corps.®®

As the inheritor of the Ottoman tradition as a major trading nation,
Turkey under the AKP captured the spirit of the end of the Cold War
and globalization. The AKP’s foreign policy project was designed to
benefit from Turkey’s growing global political influence and the
maximum involvement of all the neighbors in cross-border trade. This
direction reflects the drive of the Anatolian Tigers, young, ambitious
industrialists who quickly managed to prove that they can utilize the
previously untapped market opportunities in the region, including
booming trade with Israel.

The “Turkish model” of democracy, based upon the AKP’s
“moderate” Islam, does not match the social and economic
trajectories which the Arab countries have followed since gaining
independence after World War Il. The historical experience and
political developments in Turkey are very different from the path of
development in the Arab countries, making it an unviable model for
the neighborhood. Westernization, a process that began long ago
during the late Ottoman period, is distinguishing Turkey’s path from
most other Muslim countries in the Middle East. Turkey continues to
experiment incorporating Islam into the Western lifestyle. Several
decades of democratization and socio-economic changes have led to
the emergence of an economically liberal but socially and politically
conservative Anatolian entrepreneurial class. This class, which
became the mainstay of the current ruling party, does not exist
anywhere else in the Middle East and is unlikely to arise elsewhere in
the immediate future.

Perhaps the main problem with Davutoglu’s “zero problems” doctrine
has been an undifferentiated notion of “problems” that lumps together
the minor and major (i.e. strategic or geopolitical) issues with the
short and long-term issues. As a result we are witnessing a
multiplication of Turkey’s problems with its neighbors as well as
former allies, like Israel.®® This evidence appears to have effectively
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nullified that doctrine. Consequently there are signs of incoherence
accumulating over the substance of Turkish foreign policy, such as
the coincidence of economic interdependence with Iran coupled with
a Turkey-Iran falling out on regional issues. Instead of “strategic
depth,” a favorite term of Davutoglu and his foreign policy team,
Turkey may soon achieve the exact opposite result, deep strategic
insecurity caused by mushrooming problems with various neighbors.
Some of these problems can be attributed to Turkey’s diplomacy on
such issues as the proper response to the ongoing Syrian crisis.

The ideological and social changes in Turkey indicate that the
political forces and institutions which traditionally served as the
natural base for forging the strategic understanding with Israel,
including the Kemalists, the military, and the old bureaucratic
establishment, are waning. But it also means that a strategic dialogue
on security, energy, and regional issues should be maintained between
the two countries in order to prevent bilateral misunderstandings and
provide a crucial link to build upon for future generations. Erdogan’s
recent announcement that he approached Russian President VIadimir
Putin about joining the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, a
Chinese-Russian alternative security alliance to NATO, reconfirmed a
new distinctive direction of Turkish foreign policy.®” This direction
combines a strengthening of Turkey’s relationship with the rising
powers, such as China, and a more independent line from the United
States and Europe with regard to its neighborhood policy. This
reversal of direction from the strategy of decades past continues to
distinctively shape Turkey’s foreign policy agenda moving forward.
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