
Chaillot Paper

Turkey’s foreign policy in
turbulent times

Kemal Kiriþþci

n°92
September 2006

cp92-cover.qxp  12/09/2006  15:40  Page 1



In January 2002 the Institute for Security Studies (EUISS)
became an autonomous Paris-based agency of the
European Union. Following an EU Council Joint
Action of 20 July 2001, it is now an integral part of the
new structures that will support the further develop-
ment of the CFSP/ESDP. The Institute’s core mission is
to provide analyses and recommendations that can be
of use and relevance to the formulation of the
European security and defence policy. In carrying out
that mission, it also acts as an interface between
European experts and decision-makers at all levels.

Chaillot Papers are monographs on topical questions
written either by a member of the EUISS research team
or by outside authors chosen and commissioned by the
Institute. Early drafts are normally discussed at a semi-
nar or study group of experts convened by the Institute
and publication indicates that the paper is considered
by the EUISS as a useful and authoritative contribution
to the debate on CFSP/ESDP. Responsibility for the
views expressed in them lies exclusively with authors.
Chaillot Papers are also accessible via the Institute’s
Website:  www.iss.europa.eu

cp92-cover.qxp  12/09/2006  15:40  Page 2



Chaillot Paper

Turkey’s foreign policy in
turbulent times

Kemal Kiriþci

Institute for Security Studies
European Union 
Paris

n°92
September 2006

cp92-text.qxp  12/09/2006  15:31  Page 1



Institute for Security Studies
European Union
43 avenue du Président Wilson
75775 Paris cedex 16
tel.: +33 (0)1 56 89 19 30
fax: +33 (0)1 56 89 19 31
e-mail: info@iss.europa.eu
www.iss.europa.eu

Director: Nicole Gnesotto

© EU Institute for Security Studies 2006. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without the prior permission of the EU
Institute for Security Studies.
ISSN 1017-7566
ISBN 92-9198-095-1
Published by the EU Institute for Security Studies and printed in Condé-sur-Noireau
(France) by Corlet Imprimeur. Graphic design by Claire Mabille (Paris).

The author

Kemal Kiriþþci
is Professor at the Department of Political Science and International
Relations at Bogaziçi University, Istanbul. He holds a Jean Monnet Chair in
European Integration and is also the director of the Centre for European
Studies at the university (www.ces.boun.edu.tr). He also serves on the
Executive Board of the Centre for Economic and Foreign Policy Studies
(www.edam.org.tr), an independent think tank dealing with issues concern-
ing EU-Turkish relations. His books include Turkey In World Politics: An Emerging
Multi-Regional Power (co-edited with B. Rubin, 2001); The Political Economy of
Cooperation in the Middle East (co-authored, 1998); Turkey and the Kurdish
Question: An Example of a Trans-State Ethnic Conflict (co-authored, 1997); and
The PLO and World Politics (1986).

This Chaillot Paper only deals with events up until the end of June 2006.

cp92-text.qxp  12/09/2006  15:31  Page 2



Contents

Préface Nicole Gnesotto 5

Introduction 7

From a ‘post-Cold War warrior’ to a ‘benign regional power’ 11

• The security approach 13

• Transformation of relations with Cyprus, Greece and Syria 18

• Helsinki 1999 and beyond 21

‘New’ national security, ‘new’ foreign policy and structural changes 29

• Structural aspects of ‘new’ foreign policy and the ‘Sèvres phobia’ 32

• The role of civil society 38

• The current government and foreign policy 49

Turkish viewpoints on foreign policy issues 53

• Relations with the EU 53

• Greece and Cyprus 57

• Relations with the Middle East 62

• The future of Iraq 64

• Iran and nuclear weapons 71

• Relations with Syria 75

• Relations with the United States 79

• Energy issues and the East-West Energy Corridor 85

• Turkey as a regional civil power, ‘model’ and the intercivilisational
dialogue 87

n°92 September 2006

1

2

3

cp92-text.qxp  12/09/2006  15:31  Page 3



Conclusion: between the EU and three troublesome regions 99

Annexes 105

• Comparative Turkish economic performance, 1995 and 2005 105

• Comparative economic performance of Turkey and neighbouring
countries, 2005 106

• Foreign trade relations between Turkey and its neighbours,
1995 and 2004 107

• Abbreviations 108

4

Contents

cp92-text.qxp  12/09/2006  15:31  Page 4



5

Nicole Gnesotto

S ur la longue route qui mènera peut-être la Turquie au sein de
l’Union européenne, les questions sont nombreuses, les défis
majeurs, tant pour la Turquie elle-même que pour l’Union. Beau-

coup d’encre a coulé pour dresser la liste des défis démographiques, écono-
miques, institutionnels, culturels et politiques que pose l’adhésion de la
Turquie. Beaucoup d’encre également pour apporter des réponses à ces
questions, positives pour les uns, plus réservées pour d’autres.

Moindre est en revanche l’attention portée aux aspects géopolitiques
de ce dossier et notamment aux évolutions de la politique étrangère et de
sécurité de la Turquie. Pour certains, le débat est superflu, dans la mesure
où Ankara est d’ores et déjà un allié stratégique des Européens du fait de
son appartenance à l’OTAN. Pour d’autres, la question est relativement
secondaire par rapport aux questions posées par la Turquie pour le fonc-
tionnement même de l’Union. Pour d’autres enfin, sans doute les plus
actifs dans le débat, la question est majeure mais elle relève plus souvent de
positions générales sur la sécurité internationale et la relation entre 
l’Europe et l’Islam que des mérites propres de la politique étrangère
turque. Dans ce clan des « geopolitics first » se retrouvent d’ailleurs aussi
bien des partisans déterminés de l’adhésion de la Turquie que ses adver-
saires les plus acharnés. 

L’objectif de ce Cahier de Chaillot n’est pas d’intervenir une fois de
plus dans la série d’argumentaires pour ou contre l’adhésion turque. Il est
plus modeste, mais certainement aussi plus utile : il est d’analyser le plus
concrètement possible l’évolution récente de la politique étrangère turque,
notamment sous le leadership de Recep Tayyip Erdoðan, d’en évaluer les
fondements structurels, d’en discuter les possibles évolutions à l’égard de
toutes les régions et de tous les conflits voisins de la Turquie. C’est cette ana-
lyse à la fois historique et politique que propose ici Kemal Kiriþci, professeur
à l’université de Bogaziçi, Istambul, sans doute l’un des plus lucides obser-
vateurs de l’évolution du débat et des politiques de sécurité de la Turquie. 

Une sorte de course de vitesse semble désormais installée entre les
dynamiques de déstabilisation régionale en cours (de l’Afghanistan à
l’Iran, de l’Irak au conflit israélo-palestien jusqu’au Liban) et les dyna-
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Préface

miques de transformation démocratique de la Turquie selon les normes
européennes, sans qu’il soit possible d’évaluer lequel de ces deux mouve-
ments aura le plus d’influence sur l’autre dynamique. La Turquie se
trouve ainsi confrontée à deux défis majeurs, celui de sa sécurité régionale
d’une part et celui de son ancrage européen de l’autre, au moment même
où la communauté internationale ne contrôle plus l’équation stratégique
du Moyen-Orient et où nul ne sait très bien qui contrôle et comment le
processus même d’intégration européenne.

Paris, juillet 2006
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Introduction

A decade ago Turkey was in conflict with most of its neighbours, its
relations with the European Union (EU) were tense and the Turk-
ish economy was in the throes of a major recession. Turkey was sur-
rounded by serious ethnically-driven conflicts in the Balkans and
the Caucasus, while Turkey itself was experiencing a violent inter-
nal ethnic dispute involving its own Kurds. Iraq constituted a chal-
lenge but there were glimmers of hope with regard to a ‘new’ Mid-
dle East emerging from the Madrid peace process and the Oslo
Accords. Today, Turkey has accomplished major economic and
political reforms that have brought it to the gates of EU member-
ship. However, Turkey still finds itself in the midst of a trouble-
some region in turbulent times. The Balkans is somewhat sta-
bilised and the violent conflicts there have receded. However, the
ex-Soviet space is still unstable. Ukraine’s ‘Orange’ and Georgia’s
‘Rose’ revolutions have not been consolidated. Ethnic conflicts
remain unresolved in the Caucasus. The Middle East, on the other
hand, has simply plunged into an abyss with the impossible situa-
tions prevailing in both Palestine and Iraq. The terrorist attacks of
9/11 led to a new macabre era in a region living with the constant
threat of terrorism and violence. More recently, Iran’s nuclear
ambitions have simply aggravated the situation, while Samuel
Huntington’s once highly contested theory of the ‘clash of civilisa-
tions’ seems more and more plausible. 

Against this background, Turkey is caught between two sets of
challenges. The first set includes the typical conventional chal-
lenges that relate to national security, territorial integrity and
political stability. The second set of challenges has to do with
maintaining the pace of political reform, gaining access to mar-
kets, ensuring economic stability and growth in the region, as well
as securing energy supplies. Above all, but closely related to these
challenges, is of course the ultimate challenge for Turkey: EU
membership. Many Turks and many in the region recognise how
crucial the EU’s engagement of Turkey has been in propelling

7
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Turkey from the appalling state it was in the mid-1990s to where it
finds itself today. Yet Turkey continues to face an array of formi-
dable problems. The Kurdish issue, in spite of all the reforms that
have been undertaken, has made a comeback with a vengeance.
Terrorism perpetrated by the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) is
on the rise. Major public demonstrations of displeasure with the
current situation in Kurdish-populated areas have occurred. The
chaos in Iraq is still raging, with the future of a united Iraq in seri-
ous question. This has severely strained US-Turkish relations and
the future of relations with the US is overshadowed with uncer-
tainty. The challenge of reconciling Islam with democracy is still
an ongoing process in Turkey that has not been concluded. The
Cyprus problem remains unresolved, with the implications that
this has not only in terms of domestic politics but also in terms of
EU-Turkish relations. Improving relations with Armenia and
addressing the Armenian genocide issue will continue to consti-
tute a major challenge. Last but not least is the impact of the crisis
provoked by Iran’s nuclear ambitions on Turkey’s national secu-
rity, its relations with the US and the region as a whole. 

How will Turkey respond to these challenges? What are
Turkey’s immediate foreign policy concerns and options? What
do Turks in general and Turkish decision-makers in particular
think about these concerns and options? What are the new pat-
terns of Turkish foreign policy making and behaviour? Will Turk-
ish foreign policy contribute to efforts to resolve challenges in the
regions surrounding Turkey or might Turkey adopt policies
aggravating the situation? Can Turkey indeed play the role of a
model for the region’s transformation towards democratisation
and engineer an ‘intercivilisational dialogue’? This paper will
address these questions in four sections. The first chapter aims to
describe the current circumstances that surround Turkey and
their impact on Turkish foreign policy. It charts Turkey’s transfor-
mation from a ‘post-Cold War warrior’ to an aspiring ‘benign
regional power’. The second chapter offers an analysis of the
emerging ‘new’ Turkish foreign policy and its characteristics. The
third chapter (before the conclusion) discusses the national view-
points and options vis-à-vis the many foreign policy challenges fac-
ing Turkey. In its final section, the paper concludes that Turkey, in
order to meet the challenges it faces, will need to maintain its
transformation and consolidate the reform process. This will very
much depend on the EU’s continued engagement of Turkey, with
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a credible prospect of eventual membership. In turn, Turkey may
be able to contribute to the stabilisation of the three troublesome
regions that surround it and assist the EU in expanding the zone
of ‘democratic peace’.

9
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From a ‘post-Cold War warrior’ to
a ‘benign regional power’

During the course of the last decade, both Turkey and its sur-
rounding region have been dramatically transformed. Turkey dur-
ing the Cold War was a staunch ally of the West. It was a status quo
power and its geostrategic location gave it an importance that
seemed to secure it a safe place in the Western Bloc. National secu-
rity and foreign policy issues were very much conceived as a func-
tion of Turkey’s membership of NATO and other Western organi-
sations. This arrangement also allowed a degree of parliamentary
democracy to develop while a number of sensitive domestic issues,
such as the Kurdish problem, as well as foreign policy issues, such
as bilateral conflicts with Greece and the Cyprus problem,
remained beyond the realm of democratic debate and decision-
making. The economy too seemed to be performing reasonably
well, especially after the decision in 1980 to start liberalising it. 

The economy had become transformed from a state-led and
protected economy to an open economy with a growing manufac-
turing and service sector. One important consequence was the
growth of foreign trade and especially exports. Turgut Özal as first
Prime Minister in the 1980s and then President of Turkey early in
the 1990s developed a foreign policy that emphasised the expan-
sion of Turkey’s commercial and economic relations with sur-
rounding regions. His foreign policy was characterised by his
attempt to join the then European Community when he filed an
application for membership in 1987 and took steps towards the
establishment of the Black Sea Cooperation project. This was also
accompanied by personal peacebuilding initiatives in the Middle
East, like his infamous ‘water pipeline’ project of 1986. It was envis-
aged that this pipeline would carry Turkish water to the Gulf coun-
tries as well as Israel and this was meant to promote interdepend-
ency as a step towards peacebuilding. 

Özal had also succeeded in keeping Turkey out of the Iran-Iraq
war while expanding economic relations with both countries. Fur-
thermore, after Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990, Özal per-
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suaded a reluctant national foreign policy elite to support the US-
led United Nations intervention and the imposition of an embargo
on Iraq. Domestically, Özal had also seen the country through a
political transformation from military rule between 1980-1983 to
growing democracy characterised by the reopening of the Turkish
parliament and the holding of regular elections. Hence, Turkey at
the dawn of the post-Cold War era seemed to be doing reasonably
well. Turkey was thought of as a country that would indeed benefit
from the dividends of the ‘end of history’. In contrast to its neigh-
bours, with the exception of Greece, Turkey had found itself on the
side of the ‘winners’. Therefore, it was not surprising that The Econo-
mist in December 1991 declared Turkey to be the ‘Star of Islam’1 and
presented Turkey with its democracy, secular form of government
and liberal market economy as a ‘prototype’ to be emulated espe-
cially by the newly independent states of the former Soviet Union.

However, the optimistic role advocated for Turkey by The Econo-
mist and the rosy picture painted by Francis Fukuyama’s ‘End of
History’ thesis for the future of world politics did not materialise.
Instead, Turkey very quickly found itself in the very midst of a tur-
bulent region with serious conflicts erupting in the Balkans, the
Caucasus and the Middle East. The Kurdish problem in Turkey
returned to haunt the government with the rise of the PKK in the
aftermath of the end of the Gulf War, and adversely affected
Turkey’s relations with a host of states in the region as well as the
EU. The Kurdish issue was also accompanied by the rise of an
increasingly virulent political Islam in Turkey, creating consider-
able tension within the country. By the mid-1990s the legacy of
Özal with respect to foreign policy making and the substance of
foreign policy was changing. The instability and insecurity reign-
ing within Turkey and Turkey’s immediate neighbourhood culmi-
nated in the ‘national security-centered’ understanding of foreign
policy reasserting itself. A very important consequence of this was
that the military, especially through the National Security Council,
acquired a greater say in foreign policy and indeed in domestic pol-
itics too. Özal’s relatively liberal approach towards the Kurdish
problem, Islam and international relations was replaced by an
approach that emphasised the threat to Turkey’s territorial
integrity and secular nature of government. The discourse devel-
oped by the traditional state elite of Turkey as opposed to the
elected political elite came to dominate security and foreign policy
making. In Turkey decision-makers were increasingly nostalgic for

12
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1. ‘Star of Islam: A Survey of
Turkey’, The Economist, 14 Decem-
ber 1991.
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the Cold War years and were becoming engulfed in a ‘fear of aban-
donment’. This deeply impacted on the way the external world
would be defined and perceived in Turkey. Turkey was seen to be
encircled by strategic threats at a time when the Turkish state elite
felt that the West was abandoning Turkey. 

In the 1990s Turkey was bogged down in economic and political
instability. Weak coalition governments failed to address the eco-
nomic and political structural problems of the country. Kurdish
nationalism and Islamic fundamentalism were perceived by the
establishment and especially the military as threats to Turkish
‘national security’. In 1996 the formation of a coalition govern-
ment with an Islamist political party, Refah (Welfare), led by
Necmettin Erbakan, taxed the military’s patience. In 1997
Erbakan’s domestic and foreign policy idiosyncrasies led to what in
Turkish politics came to be referred to as a ‘post-modern’ coup. The
military imposed a string of measures on the government to com-
bat Islamic fundamentalism. Eventually, the government col-
lapsed. All of this coincided with a period when Turkey entered into
major conflicts with Greece, Iran, Syria and Cyprus. The military
also mounted regular incursions into northern Iraq. Relations
with Israel, especially in the area of military cooperation, expanded
while relations with the Arab and Muslim world deteriorated. 

The security approach

One of the most distinguishing aspects of current Turkish foreign
policy is how different it is from Turkish foreign policy only a
decade ago. A prominent scholar of Turkish foreign policy, Ziya
Önis, refers to the Turkey of the 1990s as a ‘coercive regional
power’.2 Turkey during this period was characterised by a readiness
to employ force, using the threat of force and other confronta-
tional tools of foreign policy. Furthermore, foreign policy making
in general remained restricted to a narrow elite accustomed to view-
ing the surrounding world from the perspective of ‘national secu-
rity’ considerations. Against this background, an American mili-
tary analyst highlighted the potential of Turkey actually becoming
a security risk in the Middle East.3 Yet another American military
analyst expressed similar concerns and went even further, arguing
that US military cooperation with Turkey was coming ‘into
increasing conflict with the broader themes of democratisation,
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2. Ziya Önis, ‘Turkey and the Mid-
dle East after September 11: The
Importance of the EU Dimen-
sion’, Turkish Policy Quarterly, vol.
2, no. 4 (Winter 2003), pp. 84-5.
Önis distinguishes netween ‘coer-
cive’ and ‘benign’ regional pow-
ers. The former is more likely to use
force in its foreign policy and
hence can be a source of insecurity
and instability in its neighbour-
hood. In contrast, a benign power
adopts a more constructive role
and promotes a network of eco-
nomic and political relations. Fur-
thermore, such a power, rather
than side with one or the other
party in a conflict, adopts a bal-
anced approach to disputes in the
region, and advocates the use of
diplomacy in resolving disputes.

3. Jed Snyder, ‘Turkey’s Role in the
Greater Middle East’, JFQ Forum,
Autumn 1995. The article can be
accessed at: http://www.dtic.mil/
doctrine/jel/jfq_pubs/1609.pdf.
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human rights, and economic considerations that define the West’s
post-Cold War interests.’4 Turkey of this period had come to be
labelled as a ‘post-Cold War warrior’ leading it to be perceived as a
liability rather than an asset for EU security policies.5

A quick glance at Turkish foreign policy especially in respect to
security-related issues reveals a pattern of behaviour worthy of the
above terms. The most striking of the many examples that can be
offered concerns the regular military incursions into northern Iraq
against the PKK. The presence of PKK bases in northern Iraq and
the authority vacuum there, accompanied by the worsening of the
security situation in the Kurdish-populated areas of southeastern
Turkey, provoked these incursions. The most significant of them
started days after the customs union agreement was signed
between Turkey and the European Union in March 1995. This was
also a period when the Turkish authorities regularly accused Iran
and Syria of harbouring PKK militants and threatened these coun-
tries with military action. In the case of Syria such a threat was
made in January 1996 but could not be put into effect because of
the crisis that erupted in Greek-Turkish relations. It would be in
October 1998 that Turkey came close to mounting a military oper-
ation against Syria to coerce the latter to cease its support for the
PKK and its leader Abdullah Öcalan. The threat was followed
through by an impressive show of military force on the Syrian-
Turkish border. As a result of this threat, Syria indeed expelled
Öcalan but this time Turkey entered into a confrontation with
Italy.

Italian products were boycotted across the country in Turkey
when the Italian government refused to extradite Öcalan after he
turned up in Rome subsequent to his expulsion from Syria. Rela-
tions with Russia soured as well when the Duma tried to grant asy-
lum to Öcalan during his passage through Russia on his way to
Italy. Relations with Russia had been deeply marred over allega-
tions of Turkish support for Chechen militants versus Russian
support for the PKK. In 1996 Turkish authorities apprehended
Chechen militants who had sea-jacked a ship carrying mostly Russ-
ian passengers but refused to treat them as terrorists and eventually
sentenced them to relatively light prison terms. In June 1995
Greek-Turkish relations were particularly strained when the Turk-
ish Parliament announced that if Greece were to increase its terri-
torial waters from the current six miles to twelve miles this would
be considered as a casus belli. Worst, in January 1996 Turkey came
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4. Michael Robert Hickok. ‘Hege-
mon rising: The gap between
Turkish strategy and military
modernization’, Parameters,
vol. 30, no. 2, Summer 2000,
pp.105-6. 

5. Dietrich Jung, ‘Turkey and the
Arab World: Historical Narratives
and New Political Realities’,
Mediterranean Politics, vol. 10,
no. 1, March 2004, p. 12.
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very close to a war with Greece over islets in the Aegean Sea. A very
nationalistic climate prevailed across the country at the time and it
was intense American mediation that prevented the crisis from
escalating into an all-out war between two NATO allies. This also
coincided with a period when Turkey vehemently objected to
Cyprus’s EU accession process starting. In December 1997 when
the EU decided to start Cyprus’s accession process and excluded
Turkey from the list of candidate countries for membership,
Turkey threatened closer integration with the Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus (TRNC). This came less then a year after Turkey
had threatened to strike any Russian S-300 missiles that might be
deployed on the Greek side of the island. 

Relations with Greece remained particularly strained during
this period. The two countries remained locked in an arms race and
frequent confrontations between the air forces and navies of both
countries in the Aegean Sea were reported in the media. The mood
of the foreign policy makers was probably best captured by a lead-
ing figure in Turkish diplomacy, Sükrü Elekdag, a retired ambassa-
dor and a former deputy undersecretary of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs. He advocated that Turkey should prepare itself to fight
‘two and a half wars’ simultaneously against Greece, Syria, and the
PKK.6 This thesis was also strengthened by a conviction that
Turkey was being encircled by an ‘alliance’ composed of Greece,
Russia, Armenia, Iran and Syria. It was partly in response to this
perception that Turkey began to develop a very close relationship
with Israel. Military and strategic cooperation was an important
aspect of this relationship. Interestingly, this policy was advocated,
deepened and pursued by the military and the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of Turkey at a time when the government included an
Islamist political party that tried to resist these developments.

Turkey’s expanding of military relations with Israel was not a
particularly welcome development in the region and provoked
considerable insecurity and resentment. This was further aggra-
vated by a long-standing conflict over the sharing of the waters of
the Euphrates and the Tigris with Iraq and Syria. The Arab media
very much reflected this resentment and presented the Israeli-
Turkish cooperation as an ‘alliance against all Arabs’ and defined it
as part of an effort to oppress Arabs.7 The peak of this negative atti-
tude and resentment against Turkey was best symbolised at the
Tehran summit of the Islamic Conference Organisation in Decem-
ber 1997. With the support of Iran, Syria and a number of other
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6. Þükrü Elekdað, ‘2½ War Strat-
egy’, Perceptions: Journal of Interna-
tional Affairs (Ankara), vol. 1, no. 1,
March-May, 1996.

7. Jung, op.cit., pp. 10-11.
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Arab countries the summit at its plenary session voiced strong crit-
icism of Turkey and of Turkey’s relations with Israel, in a move that
went against the well-established principle of consensus decision-
making. The then President of Turkey, Süleyman Demirel, found
himself having to leave the summit prematurely.8 This happened
against the background of the Turkish military’s decision to force
the leader of the Islamist party, Necmettin Erbakan, out of govern-
ment in June 1997. Erbakan had come to power with an anti-Israeli
agenda and while in government had tried to develop closer links
with Iran and Syria as well as Libya despite the resistance of the
state establishment.

EU-Turkish relations suffered as a result of Turkey’s national
security-centred and confrontationist foreign policy. The Euro-
pean position on the Kurdish problem and especially the Luxem-
bourg European Council decision to exclude Turkey from the list
of candidate countries for the next round of enlargement consti-
tuted at least two issues where this policy manifested itself. The EU,
and many EU member governments as well as the European Parlia-
ment, were bitterly critical of Turkey’s human rights record and its
handling of the violence surrounding the Kurdish problem. Typi-
cally, the EU’s calls for a political solution to the Kurdish problem
and its advocacy of ‘minority rights’ played into the hands of hard-
liners who would argue that the EU was only interested in weaken-
ing Turkey’s territorial integrity. For example, in 1995, Süleyman
Demirel reacted in an unusually forceful way to the remarks made
by the then French Minister of Foreign Affairs Alain Juppé, that
Turkey should find a political solution to the Kurdish problem.
Demirel argued that Juppé’s statement was unequivocal evidence
of Western intentions to create a Kurdish state in Turkey.9 The Lux-
embourg summit decision aggravated the tension and fuelled the
mistrust expressed in Turkey towards the EU. 

The Turkish government, at the time very much under the
influence of the advocates of the ‘national security’ approach,
decided to suspend political dialogue with the EU and refused to
participate in regular meetings with the EU. The first-ever report
on Turkey that was prepared by the European Commission in
November 1998 provoked a negative reaction too. The report
aimed to assess Turkey’s progress toward pre-accession to the EU
on the basis of the Copenhagen political criteria. The report found
Turkey wanting with regard to all these criteria. Regarding the Kur-
dish problem, the report noted that ‘Turkey will have to find a

16
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8. ‘Demirel Ýkö zirvesini terkedip
döndü’, Milliyet, 11 December
1997. 

9. Turkish Daily News, 10 May 1995. 
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political and non-military solution to the problem.’ The references
to minority rights and the need for a political solution provoked
criticisms and once more led to accusations of European aspira-
tions to undermine Turkey’s territorial integrity. During an inter-
view, President Demirel expressed his discomfort over the need to
meet the Copenhagen criteria on minority rights, because of
Turkey’s genuine fear of separatism. He argued that such criteria
imposed on Turkey could complicate its prospects of EU member-
ship.10

A striking characteristic of this period was the manner in which
advocates of change or reform in Turkish foreign policy often saw
their efforts being undermined by the military or hardliners within
the state establishment. A conspicuous case in point concerned
Mesut Yýlmaz when as Prime Minister he led an initiative in 1996
that aimed to recognise the jurisdiction of the international court
of justice on disputes over the Aegean Sea. His Foreign Minister,
Emre Gönensay, to his surprise and embarrassment, discovered at
the NATO Berlin meeting that the Turkish military were question-
ing the ownership status of an island called Gavdos south of Crete
under the pretext that there were certain parts of the Aegean Sea
that qualified as ‘grey areas’ in respect to ownership.11 Weak gov-
ernments did not help either. The frequent replacement of minis-
ters, especially ministers of foreign affairs, made it much more dif-
ficult for civilians to exert their influence over the state elite. Civil
society was much weaker too. 

These factors facilitated the predominance of the ‘security’
approach against the more liberal approaches. This was also facili-
tated by a public much more inclined to go along with a world view
based on the ‘security’ approach. In a survey conducted in Novem-
ber 2001 two thirds of those surveyed believe that ‘Turks did not
have any friends but Turks’. In the same survey, when asked how
worried they were that Turkey could be attacked militarily, close to
half of the respondents expressed some form of concern. On the
other hand, when these respondents were asked from which coun-
try a military attack would most likely originate, almost 30% of
them named Greece.12 This sense of isolation and vulnerability
naturally made it easier in Turkey to sustain the ‘national security’
approach and the discourses associated with it. In turn, this dis-
course and confrontationist policies helped to perpetuate public
beliefs about an unfriendly and threatening world surrounding
Turkey. This complicated the task of reformists who easily risked
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being labelled by the hardliners as ‘traitors’ serving the interests of
foreign powers.

Transformation of relations with Cyprus, Greece and Syria

The security approach was gradually abandoned from 1999
onwards. An area where the transformation of Turkish foreign pol-
icy became most conspicuous is reflected in the dramatic and
major turnabout when the government adopted a completely
novel policy on Cyprus. The decision of the Turkish government to
lend its support to the Annan Plan and encourage the Turkish-
Cypriots to cast a ‘Yes’ vote at the referendum was no less than rev-
olutionary. It is probably one of the most striking illustrations of
the transformation that Turkish foreign policy has gone through
recently. Turkey had been party to forty years of fruitless negotia-
tions13 and had basically supported the status quo on the island cre-
ated as a result of the events in the summer of 1974. 

The turnabout in Turkey’s Cyprus policy also demonstrates
how the Turkish foreign policy mindset is becoming much more
open to cooperation, dialogue and to the notion of searching for
‘win-win’ outcomes to international conflicts. During the course
of the first few months of 2004 especially the Turkish public
observed this new thinking unfolding on the question of Cyprus.
The Turkish public had long become accustomed to the well-estab-
lished view that ‘no solution is actually the solution’ in Cyprus. In
May 1999 the then President, Süleyman Demirel, in reaction to
arguments that a solution ought to be sought for Cyprus, had
responded with the remark that ‘trying to bring together the two
communities who do not want to live together would provoke con-
flict’.14 For a long time in Turkey advocating ideas challenging the
status quo in Cyprus normally amounted to virtual treason. The
country experienced a long and detailed public debate on the
Annan Plan. TV stations were filled with round tables and discus-
sion programmes in which a wide range of ideas and opinions on
various aspects of the Plan were freely expressed. In the midst of
this debate, the Commander of the Aegean Army, General Hursit
Tolon, made a public statement saying that he believed those who
advocated policies amounting to an abandonment of the Turkish
Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC) (‘ver kurtul’ was a slogan
used by the advocates of the status quo in Cyprus who were critical of
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those who supported the Annan Plan) were simply ‘traitors.’15 His
statements provoked a furore in the media as well as a public
rebuke from the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Abdullah Gül. Inter-
estingly, the Office of the General Staff distanced itself from the
General’s remarks. Instead the military associated itself with the
position of the government as well as the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs in support of the Annan Plan and the idea of an eventual ref-
erendum. During this period both the Prime Minister, Tayyip
Erdoðan, as well as Abdullah Gül, frequently alluded to achieving a
‘win-win’ solution for Cyprus. This kind of discourse was a rela-
tively new and novel one in Turkish foreign policy and undoubt-
edly the pressure created by the EU and the prospects of starting
accession talks played a critical role.

However, it is possible to argue that the transformation of
Turkey’s foreign policy started back in 1999 with the capture of
Abdullah Öcalan and the initial steps taken with regard to improv-
ing relations with Greece and Syria. The first major departures
from established traditional foreign policy came in the area of
Greek-Turkish and Syrian-Turkish relations. Actually, the seeds of
an improvement were sown immediately after the October 1998
crisis with Syria.16 The Adana Accords that were signed by both
sides committed Syria to ensuring that Öcalan would not return to
Syria and that the PKK would be denied support. The Accords also
put a verification mechanism into place. In return, Turkey sup-
ported policies aiming at normalisation of relations with Syria and
signed a series of agreements on ‘low politics’ issues and confi-
dence-building measures. The major breakthrough in relations
between the two sides came in the spring of 2000 when the Turkish
President, soon after his inauguration and in spite of considerable
resistance among the public and the state elite, attended Hafez
Assad’s funeral. This visit appears to have had a very positive psy-
chological impact on the Syrians, which was extensively reflected in
the Arab media. Economic and social relations between the two
countries expanded in an unprecedented manner. Syria became
much more receptive to publicly recognising Turkey’s sovereignty
over the Alexandretta (Hatay) region and ceasing the practice of
using maps that showed the region as part of Syria. Early in 2004
the President of Syria paid a visit to Turkey and became the first
ever Syrian head of state to visit Turkey since independence. This
was reciprocated by the Turkish Prime Minister’s visit in December
2004. Both countries reached a free trade agreement and even
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decided to cooperate on the exploitation of the waters of the Tigris
and the Asi river.17 These developments would simply have been
unthinkable back in 1995.

Greek-Turkish relations have come a long way too since the
mid-1990s when both sides had come to the brink of war. In Febru-
ary 1999, when Öcalan was apprehended in Kenya and brought to
Turkey, relations between Turkey and Greece had soured once
more. The President of Turkey at the time had even gone as far as
declaring that Turkey held the right to treat Greece in the same
manner that it had treated Syria for harbouring the leader of the
PKK and for supporting terrorism. There were also strong public
reactions. Istanbul University even took the decision to stop scien-
tific cooperation with Greece and banned its faculty members from
travelling to Greece. Yet the political embarrassment caused by
Greece’s involvement in the Öcalan affair allowed the Greek Prime
Minister, Costas Simitis, to purge hardliners. The hardline and
confrontationist Foreign Minister, Theodore Pangalos, was
replaced by George Papandreou. Papandreou represented a new
approach in Greek foreign policy towards Turkey that advocated
dialogue and engagement. His counterpart Ismail Cem in the new
government of Bülent Ecevit was able to reciprocate. As the new
government began to show signs of a commitment to political
reforms, the two foreign ministers took the very first steps in reach-
ing agreements on ‘low politics’ issues and confidence-building
measures. The earthquakes that both countries suffered in the
summer of 1999 triggered reciprocal waves of public empathy that
helped to strengthen the hand of both Foreign Ministers. This was
followed by the Greek decision to support Turkey being declared a
candidate country for EU membership at the Helsinki European
Council summit.

In a very short period of time, the two governments succeeded in
achieving an unprecedented level of cooperation that made it possi-
ble for the Greek and Turkish Foreign Affairs Ministers, George
Papandreou and Ismail Cem, to visit each other early in 2000. This
was very significant because these were the first reciprocal visits
between both countries to take place in almost four decades.18

These visits were also crowned by a series of agreements for cooper-
ation signed between the two countries.19 The two sides had finally
managed to cross a threshold after many stillborn efforts at cooper-
ation and produce results, even if these were agreements on rela-
tively uncontroversial issues. The fact that the two sides had worked
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together and produced agreements was in itself a significant contri-
bution to public confidence. This would also be the beginning of a
new era where the public would become accustomed to jovial
images of Greek-Turkish officials meeting and, compared to the
past, positive news about the relationship being reported. It is not
that crises did not occur. What was new and critical was that these
crises were addressed without the dialogue itself suffering and the
notion of war between the two countries lost its relevance.20

These developments were also accompanied by a significant
increase in inter-societal relations. The number of Greek nationals
visiting Turkey increased from just under 150,000 in 1996 to more
than half a million in 2005. Civil society relations in practically all
domains have simply exploded in recent years. Greek-Turkish trade
boomed from 300 million USD in 1999 to over 1.8 billion USD in
2004.21 Many have argued that this level of trade is still below the
actual potential even if it is a sign of the degree to which the Greek-
Turkish rapprochement has deepened.22 Clearly, there still remains a
series of bilateral conflicts between the two countries that have not
been resolved. However, both sides have been successful in prevent-
ing these conflicts from undermining the normalisation of rela-
tions between the two countries. Furthermore, in Turkish foreign
policy-making circles, relations with Greece have ceased to be seen
in the context of the old ‘win-lose’ confrontationist approach. It is
doubtful that without this change taking place Turkey’s Cyprus
policy would have altered. 

Helsinki 1999 and beyond

Turkey signed a customs union agreement with the EU in 1995
against considerable resistance from the European Parliament on
the grounds of Turkey’s poor human rights record. Turkey’s poor
democratic and human rights record continuously cast a shadow
over EU-Turkish relations. These relations hit an all-time low in
December 1997 when Turkey was not included in the list of candi-
date countries for the next round of enlargement. In 1998 relations
with the EU became further strained when Turkey experienced a
major confrontation with Greece, Italy and to a lesser extent Ger-
many over Abdullah Öcalan, leader of the PKK. In October he had
been expelled from Syria and found himself seeking asylum in Italy
after having travelled via Russia and Greece. The crisis reached a
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peak in February 1999 when Öcalan was finally captured in Kenya
at the Greek Embassy and brought to Turkey for trial. 

The capture of Öcalan in 1999 and his trial turned out to be a
blessing in disguise for Turkey. The PKK stopped its attacks and a
degree of normality returned to the southeast of Turkey. The
improvement in the security situation opened the way for the emer-
gence of a climate conducive to early reforms. This was accompa-
nied by a rapprochement in Greek-Turkish relations that would be
strengthened by the positive climate of reconciliation engendered
in the wake of the earthquakes that struck both countries. The
earthquakes demonstrated how inept the state apparatus was in
responding to a crisis on such a scale, while to the surprise of the
Turkish public assistance from the international community and
especially from supposedly ‘enemy’ countries poured in. At the
same time, the fledging Turkish civil society was able to rise to the
challenge and made a modest contribution to search and rescue
operations as well as to reconstruction efforts. A combination of
these factors very much undermined the legitimacy on which the
traditional ‘national security’ mentality had been based in Turkey. 

The decision to have the summit of the Organisation for Secu-
rity and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) in Istanbul and the visit of
Bill Clinton in November 1999 were two symbolically important
events. Clinton’s charisma and his reference to the twenty-first cen-
tury as ‘Turkey’s century’ if Turkey succeeded in reforming itself
and resolving its conflicts in the region impacted positively on the
public. These developments increased calls for reform and also
weakened the reticence of the Turkish public towards the external
world. However, the fundamental breakthrough of course came in
December 1999 when the European Council summit in Helsinki
declared Turkey a candidate country for membership. This
brought EU-Turkish relations to a new level, allowing the EU even-
tually to enjoy considerable influence over Turkey. Conditionality,
in the form of the Copenhagen criteria, but also the need for Turkey
to resolve its disputes with neighbouring countries, became impor-
tant vectors of change and reform for Turkey. 

The Helsinki European Council summit was not important just
for the decision it took on Turkey’s candidacy, but also because it
called for the establishment of military capabilities that would give
the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) some teeth.
However, ESDP also required the possibility of making use of
NATO facilities. Turkey, a long-standing member of NATO, made
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it known that it would veto the use of such facilities unless it was
included in the decision-making process. EU member countries,
particularly those keen to have ESDP developed, such as France
and Germany, resented Turkey’s position and regarded it as an
attempt to stall the development and deepening of European inte-
gration. Delicate negotiations pursued between the United States,
Britain (informally representing the EU) and Turkey culminated in
a preliminary agreement in November 2001 that broke the dead-
lock over the use of NATO facilities. It has generally been recog-
nised that Turkey’s willingness to compromise played an impor-
tant role in creating a positive climate for inviting Turkey to
participate at the Convention on the Future of Europe that would
in 2002 start to draft a constitution for Europe. Austria and Ger-
many were known to have objected to Turkey’s participation and
wanted to limit the participation to countries that had already
started pre-accession negotiations. The breakthrough on ESDP is
cited as an important factor that helped tip the balance in favour of
Turkey. In turn, in Turkey the decision reached at the Laeken Sum-
mit in December 2001 helped to make up for the deep resentment
that had been caused by the decision of the Nice Summit in Decem-
ber 2000.23 Turkish officials were very disappointed that the insti-
tutional changes envisaged in the Treaty had not made any
allowance for Turkey’s possible membership.

The reform process started slowly as the right-wing nationalist
party in the coalition government together with conservative cir-
cles in the country resisted change. The mentality associated with
‘national security’ made its presence felt as some of the more criti-
cal reforms relating to the lifting of capital punishment, introduc-
tion of broadcasting and education in minority languages and cur-
tailment of the powers of the security forces were bitterly resisted.
When these reforms were nevertheless adopted by the parliament
in August 2002, the coalition collapsed. Early elections in Novem-
ber culminated in a complete overhaul of the parliament. Each and
every political party in the outgoing parliament was replaced by the
Justice and Development Party (AKP) and the social democrat
Republican People’s Party (CHP). AKP received almost two-thirds
of the seats at the parliament on a ticket that advocated reforms,
EU membership and a commitment to improve relations with
neighbouring countries, including resolving the problem of
Cyprus. The AKP was formed by some of the young disciples of
Necmettin Erbakan who parted ways with him after the 1997 ‘post-
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modern’ coup. They had toned down the radical Islamic rhetoric of
Erbakan and replaced it with a discourse that emphasised liberal
democracy. They shied away from being described as Islamists and
preferred to be called conservative democrats. Subsequent to com-
ing to power, they were able to see through a series of reforms as well
as stick to the economic stabilisation programme begun by the pre-
vious government. 

By December 2004, when the European Council was taking the
decision to start accession talks with Turkey in October 2005, the
AKP government had achieved nothing less than a revolution since
coming to power in November 2002. The European Commission
in its Progress Report for 2004 concluded that Turkey had ‘suffi-
ciently’ met the Copenhagen criteria. The government had suc-
ceeded in seeing through a series of reforms that had also included
the scaling down of the influence of the military. It had created the
circumstances in which Turkey’s cultural and ethnic diversity
could much more easily be expressed even if certain problems con-
tinued to linger on. The report also identified Turkey as a ‘func-
tioning market economy’. The government had succeeded in navi-
gating Turkey through a difficult and demanding stabilisation
programme that had brought inflation rates well below levels that
the country had not seen for the past forty years. This was accom-
panied by unprecedented fiscal discipline together with a robust
general economic performance. 

Turkey, subsequent to the December 1999 EU Helsinki sum-
mit, engaged in a long and painful reform process. This process,
conducted under the watchful eyes of the EU, transformed Turkey
dramatically. Turkish democracy and human rights improved sig-
nificantly while the Turkish state permitted a much larger public
recognition of Turkey’s ethnic and cultural diversity. These devel-
opments played a critical role in the European Council summit
decision in December 2004 to start negotiations in October 2005.
Even if problems to do with the implementation of the reforms still
exist and if these are occasionally the subject of considerable media
attention, many of these problems are eventually resolved. It is this
transformation that has focused much attention on Turkey, espe-
cially from the Arab world, and has led many in Europe and else-
where to present Turkey as a model or example for regime transfor-
mation and democratisation. This has also been accompanied by
calls from a wide range of quarters for Turkey to play an inter-
cultural or civilisational dialogue role too.
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The Turkish economy looks very different too.24 The Turkish
economy has grown significantly in size and has continued to
become diversified. Turkish foreign trade has grown significantly
from 57.3 billion USD in 1995 to close to 190 billion USD in 2005.
Most dramatically, Turkey’s infamous hyper-inflation has been
brought under control and in 2005 was below 8 per cent compared
to 106 per cent in 1995. Similarly, the budget deficit has been
shrinking and there are already reports that Turkey could be meet-
ing the Maastricht criteria much earlier than previously
expected.25 Confidence in the Turkish economy and society has
been reflected in a conspicuous manner in two specific areas.
Tourism has significantly increased and become a major source of
income, especially for financing Turkey’s current account deficit.
Most fascinatingly, visitors to Turkey rose to more than 21 million
in 2005 from just under 8 million in 1995, suggesting a striking
growth in Turkey’s attractiveness as a tourist and business destina-
tion. A significant proportion in the increase actually came from
countries neighbouring Turkey, partly due to Turkey’s growing
economic attractiveness, and partly due to Turkey’s liberal visa pol-
icy. Foreign direct investment was another growth area. In 2005
FDI entries were close to 10 billion USD, more than the total of all
FDI that had previously entered the country until 1999.26

More importantly for the purposes of this paper, a parallel
transformation can be observed in Turkey’s foreign policy too. This
transformation became visible first with the Turkish parliament’s
refusal in March 2003 to allow the United States to use Turkish ter-
ritory to open a northern front for its intervention in Iraq. The deci-
sion cast a dark shadow over US-Turkish relations but on the other
hand it was received by the Arab world as well as in many European
countries as a sign of democratic maturity.27 This unexpected
development also helped to mitigate to a certain extent  fears of
some member countries that if Turkey became a member of the EU
it would be a ‘Trojan horse’ for the United States’ interests.28 The
decision was also critical because it reflected public opinion and
civil society preferences. Traditionally, such a decision would have
been very much the prerogative of the military and foreign policy
establishment. Furthermore, both the President’s office and the
military resisted becoming involved in an intervention that was not
multilaterally sanctioned. During the course of the summer
mounting concern about the growing chaos in Iraq, prospects of an
emerging Kurdish state and the growing presence of the PKK cul-
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minated in the adoption of a decision by the Turkish national
assembly in October 2003 authorising the government to send
troops to northern Iraq. The decision was very much reflective of
the old ‘national security’ approach yet at the end the government
refrained from using these powers in the face of growing resistance
to Turkish involvement coming from Arabs and Kurds in Iraq as
well as from European circles.

With respect to Cyprus, as outlined above, a miracle was per-
formed when Turkey’s ‘no solution is the solution’ approach to the
division of the island was turned upside down. Instead Turkey
decided to lend its support to the Turkish-Cypriots’ decision to go
along with the Annan Plan contemplating the reunification of the
island. This plan was originally announced by UN Secretary-Gen-
eral Kofi Annan in November 2002. This uniquely detailed and
comprehensive plan envisaged the establishment of a reunited
Cyprus, delicately striking a balance between the two sides on the
island. The Annan Plan went through a number of modifications
before it took the form that was submitted to a referendum on both
sides of the island in April 2004. Turkey’s support for the re-unifi-
cation of the island overnight changed Turkey’s image in the inter-
national community. Turkey’s standing increased also because of
the manner in which Turkey was demonstrating to the world – and
especially the Muslim world – that democracy and Islam could
indeed co-exist. 

In conclusion, more than a decade and a half after the end of the
Cold War when Turkey was first presented as the ‘star of Islam’,
Turkey has finally reached a level of development where it is mani-
festing a potential to play the role of a model for the Muslim world
awaiting or seeking democratisation. The events of 9/11 and its
aftermath also highlighted the potential of Turkey to pre-empt a
clash of civilisations and maybe even to help to nurture a dialogue
between the West and the Muslim world. 

In spite of these positive developments, Turkey remains stuck in
the midst of three troublesome regions in turbulent times. The
Balkans is still awaiting stabilisation even if considerable progress
has been made since the violence that followed the disintegration
of the former Yugoslavia. The former Soviet space neighbouring
Turkey on the other hand is still experiencing its difficulties. The
‘Orange’ and ‘Rose’ revolutions of Ukraine and Georgia have
increased prospects of democracy, liberal market economies and
the rule of law. However, the future is still uncertain in both coun-
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tries due to domestic politics as well as the ongoing ethnic con-
flicts. The Armenian and Azeri conflict remains unresolved. Fur-
thermore, the neighbourhood is a major supplier and transit
region for oil and natural gas. The instability and uncertainty in the
Middle East if anything has increased compared to the Cold War
and the 1990s. The US intervention in Iraq succeeded in unseating
a regime that was a source of instability in the region but failed to
replace it with a viable one. The deeply troubling and volatile situa-
tion has been further aggravated with the election of Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad as President of Iran. Iran’s nuclear policies, coupled
with the foreign policy discourse it has adopted against Israel and
the US, is further complicating an already fraught situation. Lastly,
although Syria’s withdrawal from Lebanon was welcomed as a pos-
itive development, the domestic situation and the nature of the
regime continues to constitute a source of instability for the region.
Open conflict between Israel and Hizbollah in summer 2006 has
added to this instability. Therefore the shape and form that Turk-
ish foreign policy takes can have an important bearing on how the
regions surrounding Turkey emerge from these turbulent times.
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‘New’ national security, ‘new’
foreign policy and structural
changes

The engagement of Turkey by the European Union and the prin-
ciple of conditionality that the EU employs with candidate coun-
tries are clearly two critical factors that have brought about the
emergence of this ‘new’ foreign policy in Turkey. However, there
are also other reasons behind this sea-change in Turkish foreign
policy. The legacy of Turgut Özal’s policies, which emphasized
the importance of interdependence and economic relations as
well as the interests of a growing vibrant export-oriented sector in
Turkey, can be cited as additional factors. The Turkish military’s
steady involvement in UN and NATO peacekeeping operations in
Turkey’s region also contributed to this transformation as well as
to the alteration of perceptions of Turkey especially in the
Balkans. A case in point is Turkey’s foreign policy posture towards
war in the former Yugoslavia and the crisis in Kosovo in 1999. In
spite of domestic pressure to intervene in the war between Serbs
and Bosnian Muslims, the Turkish government refrained from
adopting or pursuing policies that conflicted with the position of
the international community. However, at no point did Turkey
adopt unilateralist policies such as violating the UN embargo on
arms sanctions even if it was Turkey’s perception that these sanc-
tions clearly worked to the disadvantage of Bosnian Muslims. It
participated in UNPROFOR and the Turkish military unit in
Zenica earned itself a very positive reputation among both the
Bosnian and the Croatian populations. Once the Dayton Peace
Accords were signed, Turkey maintained its troops and con-
tributed to the efforts to stabilise Bosnia-Herzegovina. Similarly,
the Turkish government and foreign policy-makers worked very
closely with the international community during the Kosovo cri-
sis and deployed peacekeeping troops under NATO. The deploy-
ment of these troops was symbolically very important. It was the
first time since the collapse of the Ottoman Empire that Turkish
troops were returning to the Balkans in relatively significant
numbers and in a visible manner.
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This necessitated very close cooperation between Turkey on the
one hand and Bulgaria, Greece and the FYROM on the other. In
many ways, the fact that it was acceptable to have Turkish troops
back in the Balkans signified that all the parties involved had put
the images from the Balkan wars in 1912 and the First World War
behind them. Undoubtedly, Greece’s transformation or ‘Euro-
peanisation’ and adoption of constructive policies towards Turkey
as well as other Balkan countries were central if not critical to these
developments. A similar observation could be made about Bulgaria
too. Bulgaria in 1989 had expelled more than 310,000 Bulgarian
Turks and Pomaks to Turkey. The two countries risked becoming
embroiled in an armed conflict were it not for the restraining influ-
ence of bipolar politics. However, the collapse of the communist
regime and the gradual transformation of Bulgaria into a pluralist
democracy and a liberal market changed the nature of Bulgarian-
Turkish relations. The status of the Turkish minority in Bulgaria
improved dramatically and was reflected positively in Bulgarian-
Turkish relations. The Bulgarian-Turkish border in the aftermath
of the end of the Cold War became the first border to become com-
pletely demilitarised by the mid-1990s. The engagement of Bul-
garia by the EU and the massive reforms adopted in Bulgaria set a
precedent for Turkey’s own internal reforms.

The 1990s was also a period during which Turkey developed
closer relations with the ex-Soviet world surrounding it. The Black
Sea Cooperation Organisation, set up in 1992, became an impor-
tant forum for this purpose. This was an avant-garde project initi-
ated by Turgut Özal. The project slowly and surely, even if in a
modest manner, helped economic, functional, social and political
relations to develop in a region where almost none had existed
during the Cold War. Turkey invested considerable scarce
resources and intense diplomatic efforts into injecting life into
this effort at regional cooperation. This was a period when Özal
introduced a very liberal visa policy for nationals of countries of
the region. The number of visitors from the Balkans and the Soviet
Union was a little more than one million in 1990, at the end of the
decade the numbers had increased close to 2.4 million and to more
than 5.5 million by 2005.29 These measures helped to boost trade,
and societal contacts increased significantly. Bilateral business
associations were set up. Most importantly, commercial relations
with Russia exploded and Turkish companies became involved in
an ever-growing number of especially large construction projects.
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Turkish companies began to invest in Russia as well as other
regional countries such as Bulgaria, Rumania, Ukraine, Georgia
and Azerbaijan. There were also attempts to improve relations
with Armenia. Efforts involving civil society as well as diplomacy
to open the border with Armenia were made, even if this did not
produce positive results. 

One of the most striking developments in the 1990s with
respect to Turkish foreign policy was that the concept of security
became much more complicated and multi-faceted. Traditionally,
Turkish security policy was based on conventional security threats
from the Soviet Union during the Cold War as well as from Greece
and to a lesser extent from Iraq and Syria. However, in the 1990s
this situation changed drastically. The Soviet threat basically dis-
appeared. Greece continued to be defined as a major source of
security threat accompanied by the threat from growing weapons
of mass destruction capabilities of neighbouring Middle Eastern
countries. This was accompanied by the security threat emanating
from the PKK, which received considerable logistical as well as
political support from the very countries that posed a threat to
Turkey. These threats in themselves accounted for the large expan-
sion in Turkey’s armaments procurement programme especially
in the mid-1990s. In 1996 it was reported that the Turkish armed
forces would need resources amounting to 150 billion USD for its
weapons requirements in the coming 25 years.30 In 1994 Turkey
had the largest defence budget in proportion to its GDP in NATO
after Greece, Britain and the United States.31

Yet, besides these more traditional ‘high politics’ security
threats, Turkey was becoming familiar with a new set of ‘low poli-
tics’ threats. These ranged from organised crime, illegal migra-
tion, trafficking in human beings and the illegal arms trade to
money laundering. One very significant consequence of these new
and unconventional ‘threats’ is that inevitably agencies beyond
the military and the ministry of Foreign Affairs became involved
in foreign policy making. These agencies ranged from the Gen-
darmerie, the Police, the ministry of the Interior and even social
security agencies, not to mention non-governmental organisa-
tions. As a result, not only a greater number of agencies became
involved in ‘security’-related policy making but, because of the
transnational nature of these ‘threats’, these agencies willingly or
unwillingly found themselves increasingly involved in regional
and multilateral cooperative schemes and forums. In other words,
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officials from these agencies became more and more exposed to
the culture and need, if not urgency, of having to interact and
cooperate with their counterparts in other countries as well as
non-governmental organisations.

Hence, even if with respect to a number of bilateral conflicts
and ‘high politics’ issues Turkey in the 1990s was earning itself a
reputation for being a ‘coercive regional power’, there was also a
dimension of Turkish foreign policy that was composed of coop-
eration and dialogue especially on ‘low politics’ issues. Further-
more, with regard to a number of ‘high politics’ issues such as the
Armenian-Azeri conflict and the conflicts in the Balkans, Turkey
did display a willingness to use multilateral forums, employed dia-
logue and adopted constructive policies. These developments in
Turkish foreign policy especially involving the Balkan countries
led an expert on Turkish foreign policy, Þule Kut, to argue that
Turkey was in effect already a ‘benign regional power’ seeking to
play an active, stabilising role in its neighbourhood.32 Hence,
when evaluating the nature of current Turkish foreign policy this
legacy needs to be borne in mind. This legacy is also critical
because it reflects the gradual rise to prominence of commercial,
economic and other more technical interests in foreign policy-
making alongside narrowly-defined ‘national security’ interests.
In turn, actors both within the state as well as civil society acquired
a growing say alongside traditional foreign policy actors such as
the military and the ministry of Foreign Affairs. It is against such
a background that the characteristics of Turkey’s ‘new’ foreign
policy and foreign policy-making may best be understood.

Structural aspects of ‘new’ foreign policy and the ‘Sèvres
phobia’

A number of structural and substantive characteristics of this ‘new’
foreign policy can be identified. Foremost among these is the man-
ner in which the definition of ‘national security’ is changing and in
parallel Turkey’s infamous ‘Sèvres phobia’ is weakening. One
important aspect of Turkish political culture, which is very much
an integral part of Turkish political life, has been the conviction
that the external world is conspiring to weaken and carve up
Turkey. Turkey is depicted as surrounded by enemies, who are
extremely efficient and can act in unison. This phenomenon is
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often referred to as the ‘Sèvres phobia’.33 In essence it reflects the fear
that the Treaty of Sèvres of 1920 (drawn up by the victorious pow-
ers at the end of World War I and carving up the remaining Anato-
lian regions of the Ottoman Empire into small states and occupa-
tion zones) will be revived. The ‘Sèvres phobia’ is closely associated
with a long tradition of viewing the world from a realpolitik per-
spective.34 It is also a reflection of the Ottoman Empire’s relation-
ship with Europe and the manner in which the Ottomans con-
stantly lost territory to European powers during the nineteenth
and early twentieth century. This perspective on history has deeply
marked Turkish decision-makers. 

The ‘Sèvres phobia’ becomes important not only because it
constitutes a filter through which the world is perceived, but also
because the elite is able to manipulate it to influence public atti-
tudes towards the external world. In this manner ‘national secu-
rity’ becomes defined and stressed with respect to concerns and
threats, real or imagined, that might undermine Turkey’s territo-
rial integrity. As Pinar Bilgin notes, the ‘fear of loss of territory’ has
been all- pervasive.35 In Turkey, the military plays a critical role in
perpetuating the ‘Sèvres phobia’. Turkish national security cul-
ture, which is heavily influenced by the military establishment,
emphasises thinking and analysis influenced by the ‘Sèvres pho-
bia’. Military education and socialisation is a very important
process for the dissemination of this culture. All men in Turkey
serve in the army and most top bureaucrats attend a training pro-
gramme on national security run by the military. In this pro-
gramme, bureaucrats are exposed to a similar perspective on world
affairs to that to which all the officer corps of the Turkish military
experience. The military perspective is very much based on the
aforementioned realpolitik view of world politics that is charac-
terised by a deep sense of suspicion and a tendency to shy away
from cooperation. It was not astonishing that as late as in 1999 a
four-star General and Commander of a military graduate acad-
emy, Nahil Þenoðlu, during the opening ceremony of the new aca-
demic year, alerted the young officers that they were there to learn
about ‘how Turkey was the most lonely country in the world and
that the country was surrounded by the largest number of internal
and external enemies in the world’.36

This call for vigilance became particularly conspicuous in the
context of EU-Turkish relations. For example, in the course of
2002, as Turkey debated the adoption of reforms necessary to
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meet the Copenhagen criteria, there were numerous public figures
who made references to the Europeans’ or the West’s intentions of
weakening and dividing up Turkey. These allegations increased
especially in the context of reforms that would allow for ‘educa-
tion and broadcasting’ in mother tongue languages other than
Turkish. Many emphasised that these reforms were being
demanded by the EU with the thinly-veiled purpose of weakening
national unity and encouraging the Kurds to entertain the idea of
secession. A former mayor of Istanbul, a politician and at the same
time founder of a private university in Turkey, Bedrettin Dalan,
argued on a television programme that the EU demands for edu-
cation reforms in Kurdish was part and parcel of a ‘divide and rule’
policy to achieve the ultimate goal of reviving the Roman Empire.
He did also add that he himself was of Kurdish origin.37 Kemal
Gürüz, the then head of the Higher Education Board, a body that
oversees all universities in Turkey, argued that anybody who
demanded that there should be education in Kurdish were advo-
cates of secessionism.38 Similarly, a MHP minister in the previous
government, Abdülkadir Akcan, claimed that the EU was trying to
replace the Lausanne Treaty with the Sèvres Treaty by demanding
these reforms.39 The Lausanne Treaty had replaced the Sèvres
Treaty, which had never been ratified by the Ottomans, in 1923
when Turkey emerged victorious from a war of liberation against
occupying powers and achieved international recognition for its
independence. 

The problem of Cyprus was another issue where similar obser-
vations had also been made in the context of relations with the
European Union. As the deadline for reaching a settlement based
on the Annan Plan, 28 February 2003, approached, opponents of a
settlement invoked the ‘Sèvres phobia’. The most conspicuous
manifestation of this occurred when a public demonstration was
organised by the ‘supporters of the Denktaþ platform’, the plat-
form founded by leading public figures and non-governmental
organisations including also a former minister of Foreign Affairs,
Þükrü Sina Gürel. The platform presented itself as a reaction to
the public demonstrations that took place in support of the
Annan Plan led by Turkish Cypriots on the island in December
2002 and January 2003. During these demonstrations there had
been widespread criticism of Denktaþ’s policies. The demonstra-
tion organised by this platform took place on 2 February 2003.
The former minister of Foreign Affairs argued that with the
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Annan Plan there were efforts to undermine national unity and
that this could be protected only by standing behind Denktaþ and
the independence of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus.
Similar remarks were also made by the President of Istanbul Uni-
versity when addressing the demonstration.40 During the demon-
stration, banners with slogans such as ‘Turkey’s defence starts in
Cyprus’ and ‘Those who give away Cyprus will also give away
Turkey’ were displayed.

The manner in which ‘Sèvres phobia’ permeated all walks of life
for a long time facilitated the notion that foreign and security pol-
icy must be exempted from the day-to-day haggling of politics.41

One important consequence of such an understanding of foreign
and security policy-making has been the notion that limits to
democracy can be accepted in order not to jeopardise national
security in Turkey. This was expressed by one of the longest-stand-
ing politicians, Bülent Ecevit, a former prime minister and a social
democrat, when he noted that the vulnerability of Turkey
demanded a special type of democracy.42 This line of thinking also
manifested itself in the belief that, for example, the Copenhagen
criteria should be implemented taking the country’s special con-
ditions into consideration. There have also been some who have
even suggested the idea of a ‘privileged relationship’ that Christ-
ian Democrats in Europe have long advocated for Turkey as an
alternative to full membership. A former ambassador and deputy
permanent secretary of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Gündüz
Aktan, has for example been one prominent figure in Turkey who
has looked at the notion of ‘privileged membership’ somewhat
favourably in the belief that Turkey would enjoy greater freedom
this way on issues such as Cyprus, Kurdish minority rights and
bilateral unresolved conflicts in the Aegean Sea with Greece.43

This kind of ‘national security’ understanding was questioned
by a former prime minister, Mesut Yýlmaz, in August 2001. He
challenged the all-encompassing and broad manner in which
‘national security’ has been conceptualised. He argued that such a
conceptualisation would complicate prospects of EU reforms. Yil-
maz’s remarks at the time were not well received by the Turkish
General Staff. Nevertheless, there were also those who supported
the Prime Minister’s position. The Turkish Industrialists’ and
Businessmen’s Association (TUSIAD), for example, came out
forcefully in support of a redefinition of ‘national security’ in a
manner that could introduce greater scope for reforms. There
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were also prominent former diplomats, ministers and retired gen-
erals who voiced their opinion in favour of the need to revise
Turkey’s traditional definition of ‘national security’. There were
also those who advocated that the EU offered an opportunity for
Turkey to adapt itself to an increasingly competitive global envi-
ronment. These were also accompanied by the long series of EU
reform packages that did considerably increase the say of civilians
in the process of defining ‘national security’. However, more
importantly, the military itself has also been changing. Further-
more, and maybe most importantly, the EU’s engagement of
Turkey is seen increasingly as a development that is contributing
to Turkish security rather than eroding it.44

This is a relatively recent development in the ranks of the mili-
tary that has important implications in terms of the reconceptual-
isation of ‘national security’. Mistrust towards Europe and the EU
always ran deep in the military. This was vividly reflected when the
then Secretary General of the National Security Council, General
Tuncer Kýlýnç, at a military and internationally-attended confer-
ence in Istanbul in March 2002, declared that the EU was a ‘Chris-
tian Club’ and that it was a ‘neo-colonialist force determined to
divide Turkey’. He advocated that Turkey should abandon its bid
for EU membership and explore other avenues, including closer
relations with Russia and Iran. His controversial remarks precipi-
tated a lively debate in Turkey. However, the next day the former
President of Turkey, Süleyman Demirel, delivered a scathing criti-
cism of the General’s argument verging on mockery. The then
Chief of the Turkish General Staff, General Hüseyin Kivrikoðlu,
too felt the need to intervene and reassure the public that General
Kýlýnç had expressed his personal opinion and that for the military
membership of the EU was a ‘geostrategic’ objective.45 In a climate
of apprehension about the military’s stand, in May 2003 the new
Deputy Chief of the Turkish General Staff, General Yasar
Büyükanit, announced at a similar international conference: ‘I
state once again the views of the Turkish Armed Forces on this
issue with capital letters: the Turkish Armed Forces cannot be
against the European Union because the European Union is the
geopolitical and geostrategic ultimate condition for the realisa-
tion of the target of modernisation which Mustafa Kemal Atatürk
chose for the Turkish nation’.46

General Büyükanit’s remarks reflect this gradual change from
the traditional ‘national security’ definition to a new one that man-
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ifests itself in different ways. For example, early in 2002 the
National Security Council was advocating the importance of pro-
moting economic and commercial relations with all neighbouring
countries to promote peace and security rather than solely empha-
sise military measures. Again, on this occasion the military was pre-
pared to give its support to a pragmatic arrangement at the Turkish
frontier with northern Iraq, encouraging local trade and work for
thousands of trucks that would otherwise remain idle. The fact
that this benefited the local Kurdish population on both sides of
the frontier and that there was a risk that the PKK might abuse the
trade was overlooked for reasons of pragmatism. Early in April
2004 the Chief of Staff, Hilmi Özkök, noted that the Turkish mili-
tary increasingly needed personnel that could rely on knowledge
and pragmatism to meet the security challenges of the future; these
remarks, in comparison with the earlier remarks of General
Senoglu in 1999, reflected the extent to which there had been a
change of attitude. Possibly, a more important and telling remark
of his came again early in 2004 in reaction to General Hursit Tolon,
who had accused advocates of the Annan Plan in Cyprus of being
traitors. On this occasion Özkök noted that the military had to
learn to recognise that it was not only the military who loved the
country and that they were not the only patriots. It is against the
background of such remarks that it becomes easier to account for
the major turnaround in Turkey’s Cyprus policy. It is indicative of
the extent to which the elements of the traditional ‘national secu-
rity’ definition and the ‘Sèvres phobia’ were eroding by early 2004. 

As Alper Kaliber notes, traditional foreign and security policy-
making in Turkey, which was once excessively securitised and
insulated from the public domain, is dissolving.47 This process of
change is clearly not yet complete and is ongoing. Turkey’s rela-
tionship with the EU will in this respect be critical. The remarks of
a retired four-star General, Edip Baser, are very telling in this con-
text. At a conference in Ankara in September 2004 on governance
and the military, he remarked that he thought that EU member-
ship would constitute an anchor for Turkey’s internal as well as its
external security. Currently, this is probably not a very unusual
line of thinking in the ranks of the military, although it certainly
would not have prevailed only a few years ago. The military is
indeed adjusting to the recognition of diversity in Turkey, to civil-
ian contributions to foreign and security policy-making and to
the need for democratic accountability. This is being reflected in
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concrete policy outcomes on ‘high politics’ issues such as the new
policy on Cyprus and northern Iraq among others. However, as the
authors of a recent and perceptive article in Foreign Affairs have
noted, the Turkish military is likely to continue to adjust to a new
understanding of national security as long as there is ongoing evi-
dence of progress towards membership and the EU becomes a new
guardian of stability and security.48

The role of civil society

One important consequence of an evolving ‘new’ conception of
national security and foreign policy is the growing role of civil soci-
ety in foreign policy-making. Traditionally, civil society was seen as
a threat and non-governmental organisations were readily associ-
ated with foreign influence and seen as tools of external agents.
This is changing and it is possible to argue that one of the most
striking aspects of the ‘new’ Turkish foreign policy is actually the
role that civil society has acquired in policy-making. It would be
wrong of course to assume that civil society enjoys the kind of pres-
ence and influence that is associated with civil society in EU coun-
tries. Nevertheless, over the last decade or so civil society has started
to flourish in Turkey. The EU has contributed to this development
directly, by providing funds for non-governmental organisations,
and indirectly by encouraging greater democratisation in Turkey.
The idea of civil society and state cooperation especially on foreign
policy and international issues is an even more recent phenome-
non. Nevertheless, the first concrete steps in this area were taken
when the government and especially the ministry of Foreign
Affairs sought the support of civil society groups and representa-
tives during the run-up to the ratification of the Customs Union
Treaty by the European Parliament. Since then, considerable dis-
tance has been covered and today it is possible to find examples of
civil society involvement in foreign policy issues of both a ‘low’ and
‘high’ politics nature.

With regard  to ‘low’ politics, a case in point is the cooperation
that has taken place between the state authorities and civil society
in combating the trafficking of women and illegal migration. The
notion of cooperating with the external world was relatively alien
to the Turkish military and bureaucracy. The pervasive ‘Sèvres
phobia’, together with the accompanying deep mistrust towards48. Aydýnlý et al, op. cit, p. 7. 
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the West and the international community, often constituted a
major mental barrier for Turkish officials in developing coopera-
tive projects with foreign officials. This too began to change as
closer relations with the EU made it inevitable that officials had to
develop contacts at all levels with their EU counterparts and with
civil society as well as international organisations. Turkish offi-
cials from the Ministry of the Interior, Gendarmerie and Ministry
of Foreign Affairs have cooperated very closely with the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the International
Organisation for Migration and Turkish and international non-
governmental organisations. For example, the Interior Ministry
officials subsequently joined by the Gendarmerie were able to
make arrangements in September 2003 with a non-governmental
organisation, the Human Resources Development Foundation
(Insan Kaynaklarý Geliþtirme Vakfý) and the Directorate General of
the Status of Woman, to provide social assistance to victims of
trafficking until their safe return to their countries of origin could
be arranged. 

This development in itself is a significant indication of the
transformation that Turkey is going through and testifies to the
close cooperation that is developing between the bureaucracy and
civil society in Turkey. During the NATO summit in June 2004, a
major additional breakthrough was achieved when, in the pres-
ence of the US Secretary of State Colin Powell, a protocol was
signed between the municipality of Istanbul and the Human
Resources Development Foundation (HRDF). This protocol
improved the quality of protection to be offered to women victims
of trafficking. The HRDF also instituted a mechanism which
enables it to receive instant information about trafficked women
apprehended by the police. The police, together with the HRDF,
cooperate closely with the authorities and non-governmental
organisations of the country of origin of trafficked women to
ensure safe repatriation. Furthermore, the Interior Ministry has
also instituted the practice of granting humanitarian residence
permits of up to six months for victims of trafficking.

A similar example occurred in the area of asylum. The Turkish
government had acquired a notorious reputation for violating the
non-refoulement principle (the principle of not sending asylum
seekers or refugees back to their country of origin or to a situation
where they may face death, torture or degrading treatment). Many
western governments and human rights organisations as well as
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refugee advocacy groups used to criticise Turkey bitterly for this in
the mid-1990s. Often, the Turkish authorities would not allow
these organisations access to themselves or to Turkish society.
Today, government agencies cooperate very closely with Turkish
as well as foreign non-governmental organisations and interna-
tional organisations such as the UNHCR. This cooperation has
even involved an organisation such as the International Catholic
Migration Commission running training seminars for the Turk-
ish police on asylum law. Less then a few years ago it would have
been unthinkable that the Turkish Police would actually submit
itself to a programme run by an NGO, let alone an international
one carrying a religious name. In December 2004 the UNHCR
organised a major consultation meeting on Turkish asylum poli-
cies with the participation of a large number of Turkish non-gov-
ernmental organisations and Turkish government agencies. The
meeting involved an open debate and discussion over a pending
Turkish asylum law. In the past, such issues would have been
regarded as being too sensitive in terms of national interest and
security to debate with NGO representatives. Subsequently, a
number of similar meetings bringing together officials with aca-
demics and representatives of non-governmental organisations as
well as the UNHCR were held. Most fascinatingly, in the context of
the European Commission’s twinning projects there were foreign
government officials who shared offices at the Turkish Police
Headquarters in Ankara preparing Turkey’s Action Plan on Asylum
and Migration with the objective of programming the harmonisa-
tion of Turkish laws with those of the EU. Lastly, the government
in January 2006 amended its ‘Asylum Regulation’ from 1994 in a
manner that explicitly calls for the possibility of cooperation in
the area of asylum with non-governmental organisations.49

Another example concerns Russian-Turkish commercial rela-
tions. In late May 2005 a crisis erupted in Russian-Turkish rela-
tions when Russia halted and imposed an embargo on the impor-
tation of fresh vegetables, fruits and flowers from Turkey on the
grounds that they were infested by insects. These exports consti-
tuted a major source of income for local producers and very
quickly the developments filled the news and featured promi-
nently in the Turkish media. What was interesting was the
approach that the Turkish Prime Minister, Tayyip Erdoðan,
adopted. In a rather unprecedented manner for Turkish politics,
the Prime Minister not only adopted a conciliatory tone towards
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Russia in the context of a highly visible bilateral conflict but he
also promised that he would enter into direct dialogue with
Vladimir Putin. The approach was unusual and can be considered
as a typical example of the ‘new’ Turkish foreign policy because
such a problem in the past would either not have attracted the
attention of the Prime Minister or, if it did, it would have been
framed in a confrontational and populist manner, putting the
blame on the other party. Instead, the issue not only made it to the
top of the governmental agenda, and thus in a sense acquired a
‘high politics’ dimension, but the Prime Minister, in a critical
speech, argued that the problem was partly Turkey’s fault and that
he would dispatch the minister responsible for Agriculture to Rus-
sia to negotiate a solution to the problem. He added that they did
not intend to make enemies for Turkey but earn friendships.50

However, what was interesting was also that a number of non-gov-
ernmental organisations were involved in attracting attention to
the problem and mobilising the government’s support for its res-
olution. These organisations included the Turkish-Russian Busi-
ness Council, the Turkish Foreign Economic Relations Board
(DEIK), the Turkish Exporters Assembly (TIM) and the Cut Flow-
ers Association (Kesme Çicekciler Birliði).

Civil society and actors beyond the military and the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs have become involved in ‘high politics’ issues too.
A case in point is Turkey’s quest for membership of the EU. Tradi-
tionally, EU-Turkish relations from the time of their inception in
the late 1950s were very much dominated by the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs and to a lesser extent the State Planning Organisation.
Business interest and civil society groups began to make their pres-
ence felt particularly during the lobbying efforts directed at the
European Parliament (EP) in support of the adoption of the Cus-
toms Union Agreement. The EP had been somewhat reluctant in
approving the Customs Union Agreement signed in March 1995.
But EU-Turkish relations drifted back into the hands of the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs, especially with the government decision to
suspend political dialogue with the EU immediately after the Lux-
embourg European Council summit in 1997. It was the Helsinki
Summit decision in 1999 that would gradually open an important
public space for civil society in general and foreign policy-making
in particular. Civil society and the liberal media made their pres-
ence felt in a very visible manner during the first half of 2002 when
the country experienced a bitter debate between advocates of
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reform and those who considered the adoption of the European
Commission’s reports as a potential source of threat to Turkish
national security. This was a period when the coalition govern-
ment was internally split and hardliners both within and outside
the military were vociferously making their discomfort with
reforms such as those on broadcasting and education in mother
tongue languages other than Turkish known. Although the mili-
tary had expressed its indifference to the lifting of the death
penalty – another very controversial reform Turkey was expected
to adopt – there were many who were objecting to this on the
grounds of national security too. 

The standard accusations that the EU was a Christian Club
that would never admit Turkey as a member and that the reforms
that were being demanded aimed essentially at weakening Turk-
ish national sovereignty and territorial integrity gained intensity.
The campaign of the Eurosceptics included the hacking of the
email messages of the European Commission representative
Karen Fogg early in 2002. Many public figures supportive of mem-
bership who had communicated with her by email were branded
as collaborators and traitors to Turkey and its independence. Yet,
in spite of divisions within the coalition, at the end the govern-
ment did succeed in receiving enough votes in the parliament to
push through a critical reform package in August 2002 addressing
the above as well as other sensitive issues. Support from pro-EU
civil society groups ranging from TUSIAD, the Economic Devel-
opment Foundation (IKV) to ad hoc groups such as the Europe
Movement (Avrupa Hareketi) as well as media campaigns helped to
mobilise the critical parliamentary margin that was needed to
adopt these reforms. A powerfully pro-EU public opinion con-
tributed to this outcome too. However, relations within the coali-
tion making up the government became strained and eventually
the government had to take the decision to hold an early election
in November 2002.

The adoption of this reform package was critical because it
actually went further than the reforms that had been envisaged in
Turkey’s first National Programme for the Adoption of the Acquis
(NPAA). The role that civil society played can be better understood
against this background. In most of the other candidate countries,
the preparation of such a document was quite straight-forward
and was completed within a matter of a few weeks. However, the
preparation of the Turkish document dragged on until the end of
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March 2001, months after the EU had adopted its Accession Part-
nership (AP) Strategy for Turkey. The government had to negoti-
ate endlessly with different branches of the state in an effort to
find an acceptable formulation for reforms, especially on the more
sensitive issues such the lifting of the death penalty, expansion of
freedom of expression and the introduction of cultural rights. A
number of draft versions were prepared. The final version had
fallen well short of expectations and of the AP itself. 

The wording in the NPAA adopted for the critical reforms was
very vague and ambiguous. A case in point was the lifting of capital
punishment and introduction of cultural rights. The AP identified
the removal of ‘any legal provisions forbidding the use by Turkish
citizens of their mother tongue in TV/radio broadcasting’ and the
need to ensure ‘cultural diversity and guarantee of cultural rights
for all citizens irrespective of their origin’ as well as the need to ‘abol-
ish the death penalty, sign and ratify Protocol No. 6 of the European
Convention of Human Rights’ to meet the Copenhagen political
criteria. The AP also called for the reduction of the influence of the
military by noting the need to ‘align the constitutional role of the
National Security Council as an advisory body to the government in
accordance with the practice of EU member states’. The NPAA was
simply silent on the prospects of TV/radio broadcasting in ‘mother
tongue’ languages other than Turkish and the reduction of the mil-
itary’s influence. Instead it noted that the official language of
Turkey and that of education was Turkish. It did, though, add there
could be no obstacles placed to the free use of other languages and
dialects by people in their day-to-day lives. However, the NPAA did
say that this freedom could not be used for the purposes of sepa-
ratism. On capital punishment, the NPAA did not go beyond stat-
ing that the parliament would consider lifting it in the medium
term and remained silent on the adoption of Protocol No. 6.51 The
August reform package went well beyond these restricted goals. It
would be difficult to explain how the government and reformists
were able to eventually see through the adoption of this critical
reform package without including the role of civil society and the
media. Civil society and the media played a crucial role in weakening
the hold of the ‘national security’ discourse and priorities over one
of the most critical issues concerning Turkey’s future: membership
of the EU. It is doubtful whether Turkey could have reached the
point of ‘sufficiently’ meeting the Copenhagen political criteria
without the adoption of the August package of reforms. 
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Cyprus can be considered to have been one of the most impor-
tant issues – if not indeed the high politics issue – of Turkish for-
eign policy in the past couple of decades. During this period,
Turkey’s Cyprus policy had long been framed in a ‘national secu-
rity’ context. The newly elected government led by AKP had
included the resolution of the Cyprus problem in its party pro-
gramme together with support for EU membership. The then
Prime Minister, Abdullah Gül, and Tayyip Erdoðan, as the party
leader, had toured EU member capitals and attended the Copen-
hagen European Council summit in December 2002. They had
made it quite clear they intended to move forcefully on both the
issue of Cyprus as well as on EU membership. In January 2003 the
government was delivered a scathing warning and criticism
(couched in national security language) by the Chief of Staff
regarding their EU and Cyprus policies. The criticism was also
accompanied by the military’s concerns about the governing
party’s commitment to secularism. Özel, a leading analyst of
Turkish politics writing at the time, noted that the military’s
remarks would be very representative of the formidable challenge
that the government would face in office.52 Yet, within exactly a
year, the government had succeeded in winning the military over
to their side on the issue of Cyprus and very much on the issue of
the EU too. It would be difficult to offer a full account of such a
dramatic turnabout without also taking into consideration the
role that, again, civil society and the media played in the emer-
gence of Turkey’s ‘new’ Cyprus policy.

Preempting a solution over Cyprus had become a convenient
tool in the hands of those who either did not wish to see Turkey
progress along the path towards EU membership or simply
resented the damage the reform process was inflicting on their
interests. Cyprus was a particularly easy card to use as the plight of
Turkish-Cypriots was always considered to be a national cause.
Advocates of a solution in Cyprus easily risked finding themselves
facing accusations that they wanted to sacrifice Cyprus for the
personal benefits that would accrue from EU membership. The
election to parliament of Tayyip Erdoðan, in a by-election in
March 2003, and his popularity as Prime Minister, accompanied
by the decisiveness with which he was able to push two sets of crit-
ical reforms through parliament, strengthened the hand of the
government. The success in getting these reforms – one of which
involved curtailing the powers of the military – adopted brought
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Turkey very close to meeting the Copenhagen political criteria.
This was acknowledged by the European Commission in its regu-
lar progress report for 2003 as well as by the European Council
summit in Rome in December. However, these encouraging signs
from the EU were also accompanied by immense pressure on
Turkey: it was made clear that the absence of a solution over
Cyprus would severely complicate Turkey’s prospects of getting a
negotiating date in December 2004.53 This weighed heavily on the
government as well as on decision-makers within the state, includ-
ing the military.

Yet civil society and the media had been doing its share too. The
December 2002 and January 2003 Turkish-Cypriot demonstra-
tions in support of a solution and EU membership were accompa-
nied by an unprecedented public debate in Turkey on Cyprus. The
Turkish Economic and Social Studies Foundation (TESEV) had
already initiated a series of brain-storming sessions on Cyprus
that were attended by academics, journalists, retired diplomats
and generals. TESEV also produced regular reports on Cyprus to
inform public opinion and the media. These were accompanied by
conferences at various universities; the most significant of these
were probably those organised by Bahçeþehir University together
with the East Mediterranean University in Northern Cyprus.
These conferences became occasions for demonstrating the
impossibility of continuing with the ‘old’ policy. TUSIAD also
played a critical role. It too adopted position documents and its
leadership made statements that were highly supportive of the
need to look for a solution. TUSIAD also organised meetings in
Northern Cyprus with the participation of business people and
opinion leaders. The debate in the media became very critical in
terms of questioning given assumptions and analysis about
Cyprus. The public debate not only provided the possibility to air
alternative ideas but also to legitimise the holding of such views
without being automatically labelled a ‘traitor’. The public saw
prominent personalities from all walks of professional and busi-
ness life, including former ministers, diplomats and generals, sup-
porting a ‘new’ policy. 

It is against this background that the government was able to
respond to the outcome of the December 2003 elections in the
Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). The results of the
elections indicated a bitterly divided island with a slight edge
enjoyed by those who had run on a ticket that advocated a solution
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to the problem in Cyprus and EU membership. This opened the
prospects for the government in Ankara to engage in a last-minute
final attempt to lead an initiative to restart negotiations over the
Annan Plan. The government by now not only had consolidated
its power but had also acquired experience in mobilising support
for a political initiative and additionally had the enormous advan-
tage of an economy that was showing robust signs of a recovery. A
combination of these factors enabled the government, in the
course of January 2004, to skilfully negotiate a decision with the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the military and the president’s office,
and also Rauf Denktaþ, to revise Turkey’s policy. The government
had succeeded in persuading both the office of the President as
well as the National Security Council to un equivocally support a
solution on the island based on the Annan Plan.

Space precludes the possibility of offering other examples of
cases where civil society has had at least some influence on out-
comes with regard to ‘high politics’ issues. For example, non-gov-
ernmental organisations have been a key element of the Greek-
Turkish rapprochement. Civil groups were engaging each other even
during the intense crisis between Greece and Turkey in 1996. A
case in point was the manner in which both countries’ national
travel agency associations had come together to address the prob-
lem of the impact that the crisis would have on their business and
the measures they would need to take to control the damage. Sub-
sequently, once relations began to improve, contacts exploded.
Civil society interactions came to be seen as of vital importance for
consolidating the spirit of the rapprochement and resisting
‘national security’ based discourses. The EU played an important
role by supporting civil society contacts between the two coun-
tries.54 Business groups today have become important channels of
communication for both governments but also constitute the
basis on which both countries build their interdependence. 

Business in general and business companies in particular are
playing a growing role in shaping foreign policy. The influence of
TUSIAD has already been highlighted. The Turkish Foreign Eco-
nomic Relations Board (DEIK) monitors Turkey’s business and
economic relations very closely and hosts 70 bilateral business
councils. A cursory study of DEIK reports and statistics gives an
insight into the growing influence of business on foreign policy. It
is not only commercial relations that have been growing. Turkish
companies in 2005 had obtained construction projects in 38
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countries totalling 9.3 billion USD.55 Turkish companies have
also invested extensively abroad. Turkish foreign direct invest-
ment abroad as of October 2005 stood at more than 7.8 billion
USD and these official figures do not include many small enter-
prises set up by Turkish investors in neighbouring countries and
especially Russia.56 Major Turkish holdings have bought factories
and set up chains in these countries. A case in point is the Migros
chain of supermarkets and shopping centres owned by Koç Hold-
ing that operates under the name of ‘Ramstore’ in Azerbaijan, Bul-
garia, Kazakhstan, the FYROM and Russia. In Russia alone the
company has invested more than 250 million USD and operates
22 supermarkets and three shopping centres covering a surface of
300,000 square metres.57 DEIK estimates that Turkish business
investment in Russia amounts to 1.5 billion USD. These big com-
panies and construction contractors displayed their influence
when they were able to hold the inauguration of the Turkish Com-
merce Centre in Moscow with the participation of the President of
the Russian Federation, Vladimir Putin, and the Prime Minister,
Tayyip Erdoðan, in January 2005. 

The situation in northern Iraq and the prospects of an inde-
pendent Kurdish state emerging has meant that the agenda of
actors in Turkey has been dominated by a ‘national security’ dis-
course. If in the course of the last year the concerns about an inde-
pendent Kurdish state and its implications for Turkish national
security have somewhat diminished, business and civil society
contacts deserve at least some credit. Business associations and
groups have developed very close contacts in Iraq in general but in
the north in particular. Business considerations motivate these
players and consequently they seek dialogue. In this respect, the
Turkish Union of Chambers (TOBB) has been a critical organisa-
tion that has enjoyed access to top Iraqi officials as well as Kurdish
leaders. As will be discussed later on (see page 70), business inter-
ests played an important role in persuading the Turkish authori-
ties to authorise flights over and from Turkey to northern Iraq.
According to DEIK, in 2005 alone there were 86 Turkish compa-
nies that took up 109 new business projects worth 1.5 billion USD
in Iraq. It is estimated that together with business that has not
been reported this figure is more likely to be around 3.5 billion.
Among the major projects that Turkish companies have com-
pleted in Iraq is the American Embassy, a number of highways, the
Suleimania University, and the airport of Erbil. 
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Another example of the growing influence of Turkish business
on Turkish foreign policy comes in the context of the Palestinian-
Israel conflict. As part of its ‘new’ foreign policy the Turkish gov-
ernment has in many ways  been aspiring to contribute to the res-
olution of this conflict and has, as will be discussed later, tried to
even offer its mediation. This goes well beyond traditional Turk-
ish foreign policy. One other novel aspect of Turkey’s efforts is that
Turkish business has tried to offer its services to that end. TOBB
initiated a project centred around the management of the indus-
trial park at the Erez crossing between Egypt and the Gaza Strip
after Israel’s withdrawal. TOBB was able to develop contacts with
all parties including the Israeli government and the World Bank. It
succeeded in mobilising the support of all the parties including
the Israeli government. A prominent Turkish columnist, Murat
Yetkin, commenting on these efforts, defined TOBB as the ‘soft
power’ face of Turkey.58 He also argued that Turkey’s policy
towards Iraq is being increasingly shaped by economic considera-
tions and influence.59

The growth in the role of civil society with regard to ‘low’ as well
as ‘high politics’ issues in Turkish foreign policy inevitably needs
to be seen in the context of the broader civilianisation of Turkish
politics in general. The current government has been successful in
adopting a series of reforms that has reduced the influence that
the military had traditionally enjoyed in Turkish politics. In this
respect, the reorganisation of the composition of the National
Security Council (NSC) in favour of civilian members and the
appointment of a civilian Secretary General has been critical with
regard to foreign policy-making. The NSC continues to be an
important institution with regard to the definition of national
security and interests. Civilians have become much more assertive
and the change in policy on Cyprus and northern Iraq needs to be
seen in that context. Furthermore, the government also appears to
have succeeded in redressing the balance between what a leading
Turkish political scientist calls the ‘bureaucratic and military
(state)’ versus the ‘political’ elite.60 Traditionally, and especially on
critical security and foreign policy issues, the ‘state’ elite tended to
enjoy greater influence while ‘politicians’ were considered to be
too partisan and short-sighted to be able to defend and protect
Turkey’s national security and interests. This is changing and the
reform of the NSC needs also to be seen in that context. This
becomes critical to the understanding that the ‘state’ elite need
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not necessarily have the sole monopoly of knowledge and expert-
ise in foreign policy-making. This offers prospects for more ‘dem-
ocratic’ foreign policy-making and hence in turn for a greater role
for the public and civil society. In that sense the government in its
foreign policy- making is becoming more sensitive and receptive
to inputs from circles outside and beyond the ‘state’ elite. 

The current government and foreign policy

This development of civilianisation is critical to understanding
many aspects of the ‘new’ foreign policy as it affects key issues rang-
ing from Cyprus to northern Iraq and the Middle East. Without
this civilianisation, it would be difficult to understand how the
concerns of civil society, business circles and the media would have
prevailed over traditional national security concerns on Cyprus, for
example. Nevertheless, the current AKP government has also
brought its own flair to Turkish foreign policy. At least three char-
acteristics of the current government’s foreign policy approach can
be highlighted. The first one can best be described as a willingness
to be proactive and take risks. These are clearly two qualities that
are difficult to associate with traditional Turkish foreign policy. In
a classic article, Malik Mufti points out how Turkey has tradition-
ally been known as a status quo power in foreign policy, preferring
‘caution’ to ‘daring’ action.61 Turkish decision-makers and diplo-
mats too have been known to prefer to adhere to well-established
ways of conducting business rather than take risks. This aspect of
traditional Turkish foreign policy is sometimes highlighted as one
of the reasons for the many bilateral and unresolved problems that
Turkey has had to live with. In contrast, this government has been
much keener to be ‘daring’ in addressing and attempting to resolve
entrenched bilateral conflicts. The turnabout in Turkey’s Cyprus
policy is probably the most obvious example of a ‘daring’ initiative
on an otherwise extremely entrenched policy issue. In developing a
‘new’ policy on Cyprus, the government demonstrated its ability to
overcome the massive resistance to change through dialogue and
debate. This policy has also been frequently referred to as ‘being
one step ahead of the others’. 

Another example occurs with regard to the Armenian question.
Turkey has long faced the challenge of calls for it to recognise the
Armenian genocide from a wide body of actors ranging from the
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European Parliament to various EU member country parliaments
as well as local legislative assemblies. Traditionally, these calls have
met with bitter and sternly defensive Turkish reactions. Yet, in
March 2005 the government initiated a policy advocating the idea
of the setting up of an international commission of historians to
study the issue of the Armenian genocide. Both the government as
well as the opposition expressed their determination to have the
issue debated in all its dimensions. This was a major departure
from the standard established position of brushing the issue
aside. The Prime Minister, during the OSCE summit in May 2005,
went as far as announcing publicly that he would consider himself
bound by whatever conclusion such a commission would reach.62

His efforts to convince the Armenian government to support the
initiative subsequently failed. However, what is striking is that this
government was willing to take an initiative on as difficult a topic
as the Armenian genocide. This was also reflected in the readiness
and willingness both of the Prime Minister and the Foreign Minis-
ter to support the holding of a controversial academic conference
on the Armenian problem. The conference, which was initially
going to be held in May, was cancelled as a result of nationalist
pressures. Subsequently, a local court unsuccessfully attempted
to stop the conference from being held in September 2005. The
conference became the first public occasion when all views on the
Armenian issue were aired, including the idea that what had hap-
pened to the Armenians in 1915 was a genocide. A newspaper in its
headline the next morning declared ‘the word “genocide” has been
pronounced but the world has not come to an end’.63

A second salient characteristic of this government’s approach
to foreign policy is to address and attempt to resolve bilateral
problems and actively develop closer relations with neighbouring
countries. It has already been pointed out that Turkey was notori-
ous for its bilateral conflicts. Yet, starting especially from the very
late 1990s a dialogue with Greece and Syria had already emerged.
An important distance has already been covered with regard to
normalising Turkey’s relations with these countries. However,
what is interesting in terms of Turkey’s ‘new’ policy is that the gov-
ernment has actually adopted a policy that it has referred to as
‘zero-problems with neighbours’.64 In that context, the govern-
ment instigated regular high-level meetings with the governments
of neighbouring countries as well as encouraging the develop-
ment of closer cultural, economic and social relations. The minis-
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ter responsible for trade and economic relations, Kürsat Tüzmen,
has been particularly visible in this context. He has very closely
cooperated with Turkish companies as well as business associa-
tions and chambers to expand economic relations. In this case too
there have been efforts to improve relations with Armenia even if a
major breakthrough has not been achieved regarding opening the
border between the two countries. Nevertheless, direct flights
between Istanbul and Yerevan have been permitted as well as the
possibility of Armenian nationals entering Turkey on a facilitated
visa arrangement. Similar observations can also be made about
Iraq and Kurdish-populated northern Iraq with regard to efforts
to expand economic and social relations in spite of lingering con-
cerns about the future status of northern Iraq and the presence of
the PKK. 

The third and possibly most visible aspect of Turkey’s current
government’s ‘new’ foreign policy is a growing shift away from see-
ing the world from the perspective of ‘win-lose’ to ‘win-win’ games.
It has already been mentioned that traditional Turkish foreign pol-
icy thinking very much saw international relations from the per-
spective of realpolitik and power struggles. It is not that ‘win-win’
thinking did not exist in Turkish foreign policy at all. It did, but it
was often limited to low politics issues and it acquired some promi-
nence in the high politics context only during Turgut Özal’s leader-
ship. Even then it had a very limited impact on overall Turkish for-
eign policy. Hence the introduction and the first widespread
appearance of the term ‘win-win’ in the context of the Cyprus prob-
lem was very telling of the changes occurring in Turkish foreign pol-
icy – especially considering that the decades-old ‘no solution is the
solution’ policy on Cyprus was precisely based on a ‘win-lose’
approach to the problem. In the context of such an emotionally-
charged issue as the Cyprus problem it was very interesting to see
the manner in which the Prime Minister and in particular Abdullah
Gül, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, in numerous public and televi-
sion appearances actually emphasised the need to find a ‘win-win’
solution on the island. This was also accompanied by a language
and discourse quite different from what the public had until then
been accustomed to hear. Unlike in the past, Turkish officials and
government leaders began to replace terms such as ‘them’, the ‘oth-
ers’ or even the ‘enemy’ with simply ‘Greek-Cypriots’ and/or ‘part-
ners’ when expressing opinion or preferences about finding a ‘win-
win’ outcome to the conflict on the island.
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The ‘win-win’ approach has not been limited to the Cyprus
problem. Today, the idea of ‘win-win’ thinking is becoming part of
a common discourse with regard to a wide range of issues on
Turkey’s foreign policy agenda. Most recently, the government
lifted its veto against the inclusion of Armenia in ‘Euro-control’
governing flights over the European airspace.65 The departure
from established policy was explained by the authorities as a ‘win-
win’ agreement reached with the Armenians who promised that
they would not use a veto against Azerbaijan’s eventual member-
ship in the future. Similarly, the Turkish government softened its
position towards the participation of the Greek Cypriots in NATO
meetings. The media reported that the government had accepted
the Greek-Cypriots’ informal participation at the NATO meeting
in Sofia late in April and that the Turkish Foreign Minister would
be seated together with the Greek-Cypriot Foreign Minister at din-
ner.66 Interestingly, this development coincided with reports in
the Greek media that Condoleezza Rice, who had just visited
Turkey and was attending the NATO meeting in Sofia, would be
initiating efforts to avoid a crisis erupting in the autumn over the
failure of Turkey to implement the Additional Protocol (AP) fully
and open up its harbours to Greek-Cypriot shipping.67

The examples that were elaborated earlier on in the context of
the involvement of civil society in respect to cooperation on com-
bating trafficking, extending protection for asylum seekers and
the resolution of the ‘fruit and vegetable insect crisis’ with Russia
are all typical manifestations of the ‘win-win’ approach to resolu-
tion of conflicts. As was pointed out earlier on, the notion of a
‘win-win’ approach in Turkish foreign policy had been gaining
ground since Syria was coerced into expelling Abdullah Öcalan in
October 1998.  
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Turkish viewpoints on foreign
policy issues

Against this background of transformation, Turkish decision-
makers face a number of foreign policy challenges. One such chal-
lenge concerns the management of Turkish accession talks at a time
when resistance to Turkish membership in the EU is increasing and
the Turkish public’s confidence in the EU’s ability to meet its word
is falling fast. Relations with Greece and the Cyprus problem con-
stitute additional challenges. The Middle East in general, the situa-
tion in Iraq (especially in northern Iraq) as well as Israeli-Palestinian
relations in particular are issues that the government and public in
Turkey are following closely. The crisis over Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme and possible nuclear weapon ambitions is a pressing issue
that is especially taxing on foreign policy-makers in Turkey. This
crisis impacts directly on US-Turkish relations which have been
going through a difficult period for some time and coincides with
Turkish reluctance to support US policy towards Syria. Relations
with the US are also closely related to the current government’s
ambitions to play a role in transforming the Muslim world and even
promote a ‘dialogue’ between the West and the Muslim world. 

Relations with the EU

Undoubtedly, the greatest challenge and issue facing Turkey today
is EU membership. In many ways, almost all the other issues are
linked to this in one way or another. Membership prospects have
been an important agent of change for Turkey. The relationship
with the EU will continue to have an important impact on the sub-
stance and style of Turkish foreign policy. The trends that were
identified in the previous chapters are likely to continue if Turkey’s
EU membership prospects remain on course.

Turkey has proven that it can change and reform itself to meet
the Copenhagen criteria. In spite of a series of problems that
erupted during the course of 2005, especially concerning freedom
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of expression, the government appears committed to see through
the implementation of political reforms. However, from the gov-
ernment’s point of view, one of the greatest challenges in EU-Turk-
ish relations will be how to manage the Turkish public’s deep-
seated mistrust of the EU in the coming years. The Turkish public
in general is very supportive of membership and is cognizant of
the positive changes that have taken place over the last few years.
There is considerable recognition of the role that the EU has had
in this change. However, the public at the same time has very little
trust in the EU. Numerous surveys have shown that Turkish pub-
lic opinion overwhelmingly believes that the EU will not admit
Turkey as a member even if Turkey meets all the Copenhagen cri-
teria. This view was reinforced by the events that occurred and the
discourse used especially in Turko-sceptic circles during the run-
up to the December 2004 European Council summit and the
October 2005 Council meeting concerning accession talks. 

Some analysts have even attributed some of the nationalist
backlash in Turkey and the indictments accusing Orhan Pamuk, a
prominent Turkish writer, and others of slander against the Turk-
ish nation to the humiliation that the public has experienced as a
result of this discourse.68 This mistrust was also reflected in the
manner in which the ‘Accession Negotiation Framework’ was dis-
sected by the Turkish media for evidence of wording suggesting
double standards towards Turkey and reluctance on the part of the
EU to eventually admit Turkey as a member. Hence, it is no wonder
that emphasis was put on the document’s reference to the fact that
‘negotiations are an open-ended process, the outcome of which
cannot be guaranteed beforehand’ rather than to the pledge that
‘the shared objectives of the negotiations is accession’. A very recent
public opinion survey has shown that 63.1 per cent of the Turkish
public remains supportive of membership and 58 percent consid-
ers membership to be useful. Yet, at the same time, half of the pub-
lic (50.3 per cent) surveyed believes that the EU aims to harm
Turkey by aspiring to divide it up.69 It is not surprising that in April
2006 after the widespread disturbances in Diyarbakýr and else-
where in Kurdish-populated southeastern Turkey, the media was
filled with analysis blaming these disturbances on the EU’s and the
United States’ intentions to undermine Turkey’s territorial
integrity. 

Managing this distrust is going to be very critical for the govern-
ment both in the short and long term. In the short term, it will com-
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plicate the politics of the implementation of the Additional Protocol
in a manner that would allow Greek-Cypriot’ ships and aircraft
access to Turkish harbours and airports. The government adopted
the Additional Protocol in July 2005 to extend the application of the
customs union between the EU and Turkey to the new member
countries. However, so far it has resisted extending its implementa-
tion to Cyprus in spite of tremendous EU pressure, including threats
of suspension of accession talks. In June 2004 the EU had promised
the adoption of three sets of directives to ensure an end to the isola-
tion of the Turkish-Cypriot community from the international
community in return for their support for the Annan Plan. The
directive concerning the movement of people between the north and
the south of the island was put into place relatively easily. However,
the EU subsequently experienced great difficulties in adopting the
remaining directives due to Cypriot government resistance. In Feb-
ruary 2006 the EU finally did adopt the directive promising financial
assistance, while the one promising the lifting of the trade embargo
on the north remains blocked. In the meantime, the government
feels very much trapped between Turkish public opinion that feels
the EU is failing to deliver on its promises and EU pressure to nor-
malise relations with Cyprus soon. This stalemate could indeed lead
to a crisis in the autumn when the European Commission will have
to report on progress in respect to the implementation of the Addi-
tional Protocol in general and towards Cyprus in particular. Accord-
ingly the accession negotiations could risk being suspended. A first
taste of this crisis was experienced in June when Cyprus tried to
block the opening and closing of the first chapter in the accession
negotiations. The crisis was eventually overcome but in the mean-
time the Prime Minister Tayyip Erdoðan said he did not care if the
accession negotiations were to stop over the issue of the opening of
Turkish harbours and airports to Greek-Cypriot vessels and aircraft.

In terms of the long run, the government will be facing two
important challenges with regard to budgetary developments in
the EU and the resistance to Turkish membership in European
public opinion. It is generally recognised that budgetary problems
in the EU will complicate the possibility of Turkey receiving the
kinds of pre-accession funds that the previous round of candidate
countries enjoyed. Without such funds it will be much more diffi-
cult for the government to mobilise the public support that will be
necessary for pushing through costly administrative, economic
and technical reforms. This in turn may slow and complicate
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Turkey’s efforts to harmonise many of its policies with those of the
European acquis. The requirement highlighted in the Negotiation
Framework for Turkey that certain ‘benchmarks’ will have to be
met for opening and closing chapters will strain the government’s
relations with the public. In turn, the opposition will probably be
inclined to abuse these developments and fuel the already high-
level of general mistrust among the public towards the EU. 

In the long term the government will also have to develop a
strategy to address the issue of European public opinion that is
hostile to Turkey. In this respect three issues will probably become
important: (i) the issue of the potential movement of Turkish
labour to especially older EU member countries; (ii) the cost of
Turkey to the European Union and (iii) cultural identity issues.
These are all very tough and controversial issues that fuel resistance
towards Turkish membership in the European Union. The Negoti-
ation Framework document actually introduces a number of pro-
visions to address these three issues. Firstly, it provides for the pos-
sibility for member states to introduce safeguards to prevent or
restrict free movement of Turkish labour. Furthermore, the Frame-
work pushes membership prospects, if membership is indeed ever
going to happen, to beyond 2014. Secondly, the overall cost of inte-
grating Turkey remains a highly contested issue. Many in Europe
consider Turkey to be just too poor. This, accompanied by the views
of those who argue that culturally Turkey is not European and is
just too different, accounts very much for the reference to the ‘open
ended’ nature of negotiations. Thirdly, though, the Framework
does attribute importance to developing an intensive political and
civil society dialogue to improve mutual understanding and ensur-
ing greater support of European citizens. Lastly, of course, the gov-
ernment and the EU will need to manage the tensions that will arise
from constant efforts on the part of those opposed to Turkish
membership to raise the issue of a ‘privileged relationship’ with
Turkey in place of membership. So far, the Council as well as the
European Parliament has not granted any official status to such an
option. Attempts to introduce this option to the Negotiation
Framework and to reports by the European Parliament have been
thwarted. However, the issue is likely to regularly come up and
strain not only EU-Turkish relations but also the government’s
relations with the public in Turkey.

It is difficult to say what exactly the strategy of the government
in respect to these issues is going to be, other than to note that the
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government frequently reiterates its commitment to EU member-
ship. So far, all the evidence is that the government has been partic-
ipating in the screening process with goodwill and competence. At
the same time in April 2006 the government announced that it
aimed to adopt another package of reforms on outstanding issues
with regard to a full implementation of the Copenhagen criteria.
These developments continue to suggest that the government
remains firmly behind its commitment to the accession process
and membership. Nevertheless, the confrontation between the EU
and Turkey in June over the issue of the extension of the Additional
Protocol to Cyprus and the posture that the Prime Minister and his
Minister of Foreign Affairs have taken suggests that the govern-
ment intends to take a tough stand on the issue at least until the
national elections in 2007. Yet all the indications are that the gov-
ernment and state establishment will continue to seek full mem-
bership and full enjoyment of the four freedoms associated with
the EU, accompanied by a categorical refusal of the idea of a ‘privi-
leged relationship’. In this context, the Turkish Prime Minister has
on numerous occasions forcefully expressed the unacceptability of
any arrangement that falls short of full membership. It will be
remembered that on 3 October 2005 Abdullah Gül refused to
board his plane until it was quite clear that in the Negotiation
Framework there was no wording alluding to such an outcome.
However, the issue of what is to be done about European public
opinion and cultural resistance to Turkey is a matter that does not
easily lend itself to an answer. It would be unrealistic to expect a
comprehensive and detailed grand strategy from the government.
The best that the government will be able to do is to continue to
emphasise the centrality attributed to EU membership and con-
tinue to reflect this in its domestic as well as foreign policies. It is
likely that civil society, and especially leading Turkish non-govern-
mental organisations, as well as companies, will become active in
campaigns aiming to influence European public opinion. A num-
ber of such campaigns have already been launched by leading big
businesses in Turkey.

Greece and Cyprus

An area where the government’s commitment to eventual EU
membership is most conspicuously reflected is Turkey’s relations
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with Greece and the Cyprus problem. Turkey’s approach to rela-
tions with Greece and the problem of Cyprus cannot be seen inde-
pendently of EU-Turkish relations. It is doubtful whether there
would have been the same kind of improvement in Greek-Turkish
relations and a turnaround in Turkey’s Cyprus policy without the
EU. It also seems that it would be unrealistic to expect a return to
the ‘old’ Turkish foreign policy towards Greece and Cyprus as long
as Turkey’s membership prospects remain real. This does not how-
ever mean that the bilateral conflicts that have long dominated
Greek-Turkish relations have completely been resolved. Paradoxi-
cally, most of them remain in place. Disputes over the limits of ter-
ritorial waters and air space in the Aegean Sea, the delineation of
the continental shelf and the rights of minority communities have
not been resolved. Bilateral exploratory talks have been going on
for some time quietly. However, no major breakthrough has been
publicly announced even if there is speculation that considerable
distance has been covered, but for mostly domestic political con-
siderations this is not publicly mentioned. Hardcore security issues
and conflicts, such as violations of air-space or territorial waters
and dustups between the navies and air forces of both countries,
appear not to dominate the bilateral agenda or when they do arise
are quietly resolved or put on the back burner. A case in point was
the accident that took place between a Greek aircraft and a Turkish
plane in May 2006 over the Aegean Sea. The leadership as well as the
media of both countries chose to deal with the accident in a cool-
headed manner and the overall relationship did not seem to have
been affected in spite of the loss of both aircraft and the Greek pilot. 

Instead, what seems to be happening right now is that civil soci-
ety in both countries is increasingly able to dominate and shape
relations between the two countries as societal and economic rela-
tions continue to grow and deepen. Trade between Greece and
Turkey increased more than fourfold between 1995 and 2005.70 A
similar fourfold increase in the number of Greeks visiting Turkey
was recorded.71 The news in the media with regard to Greek-Turk-
ish relations is more often than not dominated by reports con-
cerning commercial deals and cultural and societal contacts
rather than hardcore security issues and conflicts. This growing
interdependence is likely to continue to tie the two countries
closer to each other. One school of thought advocates that as this
interdependence increases, the bilateral disputes will either lose
their ‘salience’ or will become easier to resolve. Another school of
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thought, on the other hand, argues that as long as the disputes are
not resolved they will be like a festering wound that will be open to
political exploitation and abuse in both countries. Furthermore,
there are also those who argue that the Helsinki European Coun-
cil summit decisions as well as various other EU documents make
it clear that outstanding bilateral conflicts have to be resolved
before Turkey’s accession, including of course the conflicts with
Greece. 

The absence of any substantive progress in the resolution of
outstanding bilateral conflicts between the two countries never-
theless does have some negative consequences. One such example
was the decision of the Greek Prime Minister, Costas Karamanlis,
to postpone his planned visit to Turkey in 2005. However, this did
not prevent the Prime Ministers of both countries from meeting
on a bridge on the border between the two countries in July 2005
to inaugurate a natural gas pipeline project and reiterate their
commitment to increased contacts. Similarly, the fact that the
visit of General Yasar Büyükanit, the Commander of land forces in
Turkey – the first ever of its kind – to Athens in June 2005 went
ahead two months after a highly publicised crisis in Greek-Turk-
ish relations that involved the destruction of the Turkish flag at a
Greek military school attended by Turkish officers, has been con-
sidered a sign of how much relations between the two countries
have evolved over the last few years. Both sides during this crisis
were able to manage the incident without resorting to any inflam-
matory nationalist and confrontationist language and without
jeopardising the General’s visit. The General’s visit received con-
siderable media coverage and Büyükanit on his return to Turkey
noted that they were received with great hospitality and added
that he believed ‘soldiers can also make peace’.72 Both militaries
agreed to intensify their relations, organise visits and student
exchanges, and also develop a direct line between two major air
bases to prevent ‘dog fights’ over the Aegean Sea. The media
reported that these contacts, confidence-building measures and
direct lines of communication helped to prevent the accident
involving two fighter planes in May 2006 from escalating into a
crisis. The Foreign Affairs ministers of both countries held a meet-
ing early in June and adopted eight additional confidence-build-
ing measures to avoid repetition of such crises.  

It is likely that Turkish foreign policy towards Greece will
maintain its current trend. Turkish businesses are keen to expand

59

Turkish viewpoints on foreign policy issues

72. Radikal, 24 June 2005.

cp92-text.qxp  12/09/2006  15:31  Page 59



3

economic and commercial relations, as are their Greek counter-
parts. The acquisition of a Turkish bank by the National Bank of
Greece in April 2006 and the emphasis that both sides put on busi-
ness considerations rather than political ones driving the decision
is very revealing about the future of Greek-Turkish relations.
Interdependence between both countries will visibly deepen when
ongoing construction of the natural gas pipeline between the two
countries is completed. Two political issues that have somewhat
soured relations may also be ripe for a breakthrough. Greece has
for some time been demanding the opening of the Halki Seminary
of the Greek Patriarchy in Istanbul, which has remained closed
since the early 1970s. The Turkish state establishment does not
appear to particularly object to its opening and the National Secu-
rity Council removed the opening of the Halki Seminary from its
list of threats to Turkish national security in its meeting in Octo-
ber 2005.73 However, a political decision appears to be stalled as
the Turkish side is seeking a reciprocal breakthrough concerning
the rights of the Turkish minority in Western Thrace. The opening
of the Seminary also affects an internal matter concerning secu-
larism in Turkey and restrictions on religious schooling. 

Another issue of concern for Greece has long been the Turkish
position that an extension of Greek territorial waters to 12 nauti-
cal miles would constitute a casus belli. In July 1997, in an early
effort to improve relations between the two countries, both sides
had adopted the ‘Madrid Document’. In this document, Greece
promised not to adopt any measures that would change the status
quo in the Aegean Sea and in return Turkey promised not to use
force or the threat of force. In this context the Greek government
has long demanded a repudiation of the casus belli policy. In June
2005 the Speaker of the Turkish Parliament, Bülent Arinç, did
raise the need to revise this policy and announced that contrary to
general belief the Parliament had not actually adopted a formal
decision supportive of this policy back in June 1995. Even if the
Speaker’s opinion is receiving growing support, it appears that the
military has insisted that the policy should remain as an option.74

On the other hand, what happens in Cyprus is likely to have an
important bearing on Greek-Turkish relations. The current gov-
ernment appears to be pretty much committed to finding a solu-
tion on the island and seeing through its eventual reunification.
Now that the policy change has taken place there is even a certain
amount of impatience about this outcome. Furthermore, major
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business interest groups as well as public opinion seem to be
behind the current policy. Most importantly, the NSC re-endorsed
this policy as late as early January 2006. Nevertheless, Turkey faces
two challenges in respect to Cyprus. One is that the current gov-
ernment of Tasos Papadopoulos in Cyprus has not been forth-
coming in supporting UN efforts to reunify the island. Instead, it
has been trying to Europeanise the problem. Turkey is dead
against this policy for two reasons. Firstly, Turkey is not a member
of the EU and hence is painfully aware what this would mean in
terms of the politics of finding a solution to the problem on the
island. Secondly, it fears that those member countries that are
against Turkish membership would actually hide behind Cyprus
to obstruct Turkish accession. Turkish diplomats as well as some
politicians have had long years of first-hand experience of how
Greece’s position with regard to EU-Turkish relations was
exploited by some member countries throughout the 1980s and
1990s. 

This is complicated by the fact that Greece has not been as
forthcoming as the Turkish side had expected in pressurising the
current Cypriot government to support a negotiated settlement
under UN auspices. Furthermore, this is complicated by the Turk-
ish government’s failure to achieve a major breakthrough in soft-
ening the international isolation of Turkish Cypriots. As pointed
out earlier on, in Turkey there was an expectation that the Turkish
Cypriots would actually be compensated for the rejection of the
Annan Plan by financial assistance and direct trade regulations.
Greece has preferred to play a low-key role in the politics sur-
rounding these two regulations. Even though the financial proto-
col was finally adopted, it fell short of Turkish expectations but no
progress was achieved in making direct trade with the north of the
island possible. The government has linked progress in these areas
to extending the Additional Protocol to Cyprus and opening
Turkish harbours and airports to Cypriot vessels and aircraft. The
position that the Greek government takes here becomes critical, as
many in Turkey had hoped that especially the new Greek Foreign
Minister Dora Bakonyani would take a position that would be
more sympathetic to Turkey.75 The statements by Bakonyani dur-
ing her visit to Cyprus in April 2006 that the Annan Plan is ‘his-
tory’ and that Turkey should open its harbours and airports to
Greek-Cypriot vessels and aircraft suggests that the Turkish gov-
ernment will be very much on its own in facing mounting EU pres-
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sure to implement the Additional Protocol fully. This will leave the
government vulnerable to criticism by hardliners and the opposi-
tion for having compromised on Cyprus without bringing about
any significant improvement in the lives of Turkish-Cypriots. This
naturally will make the opening of the harbours and airports to
Cypriots difficult and may not happen before national elections in
Turkey scheduled for 2007. This also explains the hardening of the
position of the Prime Minister on this issue mentioned earlier on.
In May 2006 there were media reports in Turkey, subsequent to a
meeting between Karamanlis and Erdoðan in Thessalonica, that
Erdoðan had sought his Greek counterpart’s support for post-
poning the issue until after the elections in Turkey. 

Relations with the Middle East

The most turbulent region neighbouring Turkey is undoubtedly
the Middle East. The region as a whole and Turkey’s Middle East-
ern neighbours in particular present both opportunities as well as
major challenges for Turkey. The nature of Turkey’s relations with
the Middle East has changed substantially since the mid-1990s.
The EU’s engagement of Turkey and the AKP government’s profile
have played an important role in this. The Arab Middle East is
much keener to have closer relations with Turkey than in the past.
As will be discussed in more detail later on, many reformists in the
Arab world increasingly see Turkey as an example from which to
draw lessons. There is also growing interest in developing closer
economic relations. Gulf states have shown themselves to be par-
ticularly keen to invest in Turkish real estate. Egypt and Syria have
recently signed free trade agreements with Turkey and trade is on a
modest upward trend.76 The general expectation is that trade will
especially increase between Syria and Turkey. In contrast to the
years when Turgut Özal had aspired to a mediatory role in the
Arab-Israeli conflict, and the mid-1990s when the Arab world bit-
terly criticised Turkey for its close relations with Israel, the Arab
world seems more receptive to such a role. There are indeed calls
coming from the Arab world for Turkey to play such a role in Israeli-
Syrian and Israeli-Palestinian relations. 

The controversy over the visit of the Hamas leader Khaled
Mashal to Turkey early in February 2006 needs to be seen from this
perspective. However, this visit also showed the limitations that
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Turkey faces in this regard. The visit provoked bitter criticism
from Israel and the United States. Israeli-Turkish relations cur-
rently lack the intimacy that characterised them in the mid-1990s.
However, today these relations are much more balanced. In the
past they were dominated by the military sector. In contrast, it is
economics that dominates these relations today. Trade is boom-
ing, especially since the signing of a free trade agreement in 1996.
Trade increased almost sixfold, the highest increase in Turkish
trade with countries of the region, from around 350 million USD
to almost 2 billion USD in 2005.77 Israeli investments in Turkey
are increasing while Turkish companies are becoming involved in
major construction projects in Israel. Trade and business rather
than military considerations have become much more important
elements of Israeli-Turkish relations. At the same time Israeli-
Turkish relations have also gone through a number of crises. In
April 2004 there was the crisis when the Turkish Prime Minister
accused Israel of employing state terror against innocent Palestin-
ian civilians. This was accompanied by an uproar over Israeli pres-
ence in northern Iraq and assistance to Kurdish pesmerghas.78 Nev-
ertheless, the two countries were able to overcome their
differences and both the Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs,
Abdullah Gül, as well as Tayyip Erdoðan subsequently visited
Israel. The newly appointed Israeli Minister of Foreign Affairs,
Tzipi Livni, made her first visit to Turkey late in May 2006. The
media extensively reported how, despite their differences, on cer-
tain issues Livni and her Turkish counterpart Gül were on very
relaxed and friendly terms. It also should not be overlooked that
both Erdoðan and Gül, not to mention various members of the
AKP, have on numerous occasions pointed out, including to
Khaled Mashal, that Israel has the right to exist and that violence
against Israel is unacceptable. The fact that this comes from pub-
lic figures with an Islamic background carries paramount impor-
tance in terms of the impact on the Muslim world. There is a huge
difference between such remarks being made by typical secularist
leaders in Turkey compared to members of the AKP who are dem-
ocratically elected but willing to operate within the bounds of a
western democratic and secular regime. This also would at least
partly account for the success that the AKP government had in
bringing the Israeli and Pakistani ministers of foreign affairs to
Ankara in an attempt to mediate the establishment of relations
between the two countries. The AKP and its leadership’s position
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on Israel is also in stark contrast with the discourse of Necmettin
Erbakan and his Welfare Party on Israel.79

The Palestinian problem however will continue to cast a dark
shadow on Israeli-Turkish relations. Turkey has a long tradition of
close relations with the Palestinians and was actually one of the
first countries to establish diplomatic relations with the PLO. It
was the Madrid peace process and the prospects of peace between
the Palestinians and Israelis with the adoption of the Oslo Accords
that had opened the door for the development of closer relations
with Israel in the mid-1990s. In contrast, the collapse of the peace
process and the ensuing violence have deeply marked public opin-
ion in Turkey, which greatly empathises with the Palestinians.
Hence, undoubtedly, pro-Palestinian sympathies, which are par-
ticularly strong among AKP constituencies, partly account for the
occasional brush-ups with Israel and also for the visit of Khaled
Mashal. This factor also explains this government’s enthusiasm
for playing a mediatory role between Israelis and Palestinians.
This runs against the traditional sobriety of the foreign policy-
making establishment with respect to Turkey’s capacity and capa-
bility to mediate between Israelis and Palestinians. Clearly, Israelis
do not foresee such a role for Turkey, nor do they seek it.80 Tradi-
tionally, Turkey’s role has been more of a messenger between the
two parties rather than a mediator. Yet, as long as the government
continues to feel pressure from public opinion and especially the
rank and file in the AKP in support of the Palestinian cause, the
government will continue to aspire to a mediatory role. The gov-
ernment’s aspirations to play a role in a ‘intercivilisational dia-
logue’ (to be examined in greater detail further on) will supple-
ment this pressure. In the meantime the Palestinian issue will also
remain a major obstacle preventing Israeli-Turkish relations from
living up to their full economic, social and political potential.

The future of Iraq

One of the greatest foreign policy challenges that face Turkey is
undoubtedly the future of Iraq. During the course of the last two
decades, Turkey had difficult relations with Saddam Hussein’s
regime and had actually also been a target of a number of outright
military threats in the immediate aftermath of the end of the Cold
War as well as in the late 1990s. Nevertheless, Iraq was an important

64

Turkey’s foreign policy in turbulent times

79. See p. 88 for an analysis of Er-
bakan’s discourse.

80. At a meeting on 10 April 2006
with a group of academics and
journalists, Dan Schueftan,
Deputy Director of the Centre for
National Security Studies at the
University of Haifa and consultant
to Israeli prime ministers, stated in
a very frank and unequivocal man-
ner that Turkey should just not get
involved in any mediation exer-
cise. Alon Liel, a former perma-
nent secretary of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs in Israel and a
member of the Israel Ministry of
Foreign Affairs with past postings
in Turkey, at a seminar organised
by the Bogaziçi University-TU-
SIAD Foreign Policy Forum on
‘The future of Iraq and Israeli-
Turkish relations’ (26 October
2004) had taken a similar view but
had underlined the importance of
Turkey’s involvement as a go-be-
tween and also underlined the im-
portance of the role that for exam-
ple Turkish business could play in
helping Palestinians to revive their
economy after the Israeli with-
drawal from the Gaza Strip.

cp92-text.qxp  12/09/2006  15:31  Page 64



3

economic partner until UN embargos were imposed. Even if during
this period a certain degree of border trade was tolerated, this trade
never reached the levels reminiscent of the period before the UN
embargos. The situation was further aggravated because shrinking
trade levels exacerbated the dire economic conditions in a prob-
lematic Kurdish-populated part of Turkey. It is generally consid-
ered that these economic conditions did aggravate the violence
that characterised the southeast of Turkey during the 1990s and
helped to mobilise support for the PKK. 

The American intervention in Iraq and the ensuing chaos came
just at a time when both the politics and economics of the south-
east had started to visibly improve. The PKK had laid down its
arms, and the Turkish government was introducing political
reforms promising greater rights for the Kurdish population of
the area. The southeast seemed to be fast returning to a degree of
normalcy that it had probably never experienced. Instead, the
security situation in the southeast started to deteriorate after the
PKK’s decision in 2004 to take up arms again. Many officials in
Turkey attribute these developments to the chaos in Iraq and the
PKK’s ability to operate from northern Iraq with impunity. One
major challenge for Turkey remains how to deal with the PKK at a
time, unlike in the 1990s, when Turkey is unable to mount opera-
tions against the bases of the PKK in northern Iraq and is also
unable to ensure the cooperation of either the Americans or the
Iraqi government against the PKK. The government has been able
to avert pressures to allow military intervention against the PKK
in northern Iraq with considerable difficulty. The fact that it is
widely recognised that such an intervention risks jeopardising
Turkey’s relations with the EU brings an additional complication
that the government has to deal with. The issue became particu-
larly sensitive in April 2006 when the Turkish military amassed
troops in the southeast, especially along the Iraqi border. The issue
came up during Condoleezza Rice’s visit and was used by the Turk-
ish side to demonstrate once more to the US  Turkey’s determina-
tion to stop PKK terrorism. However, as of early July 2006 Turkey
was continuing to refrain from mounting a major cross-border
military operation against PKK bases.

Another related challenge for Turkey is Iraq’s territorial
integrity. Those in Turkey who had advocated a policy supportive
of the American request to use Turkish territory to open a north-
ern front against Saddam Hussein had argued that this would
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allow Turkey a say in the process that would shape the future of
Iraq. This position very much reflected the concern and fear that
an American intervention would inevitably, by design or by
default, lead to the disintegration of Iraq and the emergence of an
independent Kurdish state in the north. They expected this would
lead to irredentist demands on the part of Kurds in northern Iraq
and separatist demands from Turkey’s own Kurds, thus throwing
Turkey’s own territorial integrity into doubt. This fear was aggra-
vated by the fact that Turkey had just defeated the PKK and was
finally entering into some degree of normalisation. These scenar-
ios have also been fuelled by the ‘Sèvres phobia’ mentioned earlier
on. Paradoxically, this concern and fear about Iraq’s disintegra-
tion and the dire consequences for Turkey is widespread among
the general public, including among those who had supported the
infamous March 2003 parliamentary bill that denied the US any
access to Turkish territory.

Fascinatingly, Turkey is learning to deal with this challenge
against all odds. The concern about the territorial integrity of Iraq
had played a central role in the adoption of a second parliamen-
tary bill during the summer of 2003 that authorised the govern-
ment to send troops into northern Iraq ostensibly to assist Ameri-
can forces to maintain order and achieve stability in Iraq. The bill
had provoked massive anti-Turkish demonstrations among the
Kurds of Iraq and many members of the provisional government
of Iraq made it quite clear that Turkish troops would not be wel-
comed. In the autumn of 2003, the government decided not to
make use of this bill when US Secretary of State, Colin Powell,
announced that the US after all would not need Turkish military
support. Yet, the idea and advocacy of a military intervention into
northern Iraq persisted. A number of ‘red lines’ were formulated
which, if crossed, would call for such an intervention. These
ranged from the emergence of a separate Kurdish entity in the
north, whether in a federated or independent manner, the annex-
ation of the city of Kerkük with its rich oil reserves into such a Kur-
dish entity and the protection of the Turkmen communities in
northern Iraq.81 It was generally assumed and believed that the
Turkmen were persecuted by the Kurds and that the Turkmen did
indeed seek protection against such persecution. Actually, as the
author of an important report on Iraq noted: ‘Turkey’s Iraqi policy
for a long time had an ethnic characteristic focusing on the Turk-
men as a counter-balance to the Kurds’.82
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81. On these ‘red lines’, see
Mustafa Kibaroðlu, op. cit. For an
early and powerful defence of a
policy of the ‘red lines’, see Ümit
Özdað, Türkiye-PKK ve Kuzey Irak
(Ankara: Avrasya Dosyasý Yayýn-
larý, 1999). For a criticism of ‘red
lines’ policies, especially of a pol-
icy based on ‘co-ethnic Turkmen’
versus ‘enemy Kurds’, see Mustafa
Alp Bengi, ‘Ankara’nýn Irak hata-
larý’, Radikal, 3 February 2006. The
commentary came soon after re-
marks by high-level Turkish offi-
cials concerning the status of
Kerkük and Talabani’s reaction ar-
guing that Kerkük is an internal
matter and that Turkish meddling
would lead to chaos and a situa-
tion where you would have Kur-
dish radicals claiming rights over
Kurdish-populated cities in
Turkey such as Diyarbakýr and
Van. Reported in Radikal, 30 Janu-
ary 2005.

82. Gökhan Çetinkaya, Seta Irak
Dosyasý: Irak’ta Yeni Dönem, Orta-
doðu ve Türkiye (Siyaset, Ekonomi
ve Toplum Araþtýrmalarý Vakfý,
Ankara, March 2006), p. 4.
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These ‘red lines’ that were virulently defended during the
course of 2003 and 2004 gradually eroded and today the Turkish
government seems much more at ease with the ‘realities’ of Iraq. In
the course of less then a decade, Turkish foreign policy in regard to
northern Iraq has evolved from the unacceptability of an erosion
of Iraq’s ‘territorial and political’ unity to one that is prepared to
co-exist and even cooperate with a federated Kurdish state as long
as its name is not ‘South Kurdistan’.83 The preferred ideal arrange-
ment would be one where Kerkük would not be included within
the federated state but  the issue of its inclusion seems also to have
ceased to be a realistic ‘red line’.84 The indication is that some com-
promise agreement reached with the consensus of all Iraqi parties
would become acceptable to the Turkish state establishment and
government. Furthermore, in the face of the ensuing instability
and an ever more violent Iraq, and the prospect of the emergence
of a theocratic Shi’a state in the south and an unstable violent
Sunni Arab centre, there have even been those who have suggested
that Turkey may well be comfortable with a stable Kurdish state
dependent on Turkey as an outlet to the external world.85 At the
same time others have urged that Turkey should prepare to co-
exist with an independent Kurdish state and that an automatic
adversarial security relationship should not be assumed between
northern Iraq and neighbouring Kurdish-populated areas in
southeast Turkey.86 Nevertheless, the general view in Turkey does
remain that if Iraq were to indeed disintegrate, the Middle East as
a whole would be an even more insecure and dangerous place.87

A number of reasons can be cited for this dramatic change in
Turkish policy towards northern Iraq. One important reason for
the erosion of the policy of ‘red lines’ is undoubtedly the United
States’ occupation of Iraq and its military presence there. There is
the weight of the sheer recognition that an intervention without
the support or neutrality of the US is simply not a realistic option.
US-Turkish relations have been strained over Iraq; however, as will
be pointed out below, cooperation is slowly but surely increasing.
There is an effort on the Turkish side not to dwell on the crises of
the past resulting from the humiliating manner in which the
American military in July 2003 arrested a group of Turkish sol-
diers based in Suleimania. The Turkish government had also
crossed swords with the US over US raids on Fallujah and Tela’far.
Instead the Turkish side has become much keener to cooperate
with the United States to ensure that a viable state can indeed
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83. Remark by a prominent Turk-
ish columnist with a special inter-
est in Northern Iraq, Ilknur Çevik,
quoted in Rainer Hermann, ‘Kürt
Korkusu azalýyor’, Frankfurter All-
gemeine, 23 November 2005, re-
produced in Turkish in Radikal,
29 November 2005.

84. In a closed ‘off the record’
meeting in May 2006, a high-level
Turkish diplomat from the cabinet
of the Minister of Foreign Affairs
insisted that Kerkük remained a
‘red line’. However, columnists,
business people and retired diplo-
mats present at the meeting did
not share the view and did not see
such a policy as being realistic. 

85. See especially commentaries
by Þahin Apay, ‘Türklerle Kürtlerin
Ortak Kaderi’, Zaman, 1 Septem-
ber 2005; based on a letter from a
reader, ‘Okur mektuplarý’, Zaman,
16 April 2006.

86. Gökhan Çetinkaya, op. cit.,
pp. 47-8.

87. This point was once more reit-
erated by the Permanent Secretary
of the Turkish Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Yiðit Alpogan, during the
run-up to the elections in Iraq; re-
ported in Radikal, 15 November
2005. 
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emerge subsequent to the adoption of the new constitution in
October and the national elections in December 2005 in Iraq. Fur-
thermore, there is also a recognition that a military intervention in
northern Iraq on the part of Turkey would not only adversely
affect Turkish-EU relations, but would also seriously undermine
the accession process in general. Against such a background, the
idea of a military intervention becomes pretty difficult to sustain.

Another important factor has been developments in Iraq itself.
The persistent chaos and instability is of deep concern to Turkish
decision-makers. There is a clear recognition of the dire conse-
quences in economic, political and national security terms to
Turkey if this instability and chaos were to get even worse. This
also explains the new position of the Turkish government, i.e. that
US troops should not be withdrawn until there is a viable military
in Iraq composed of all ethnic groups.88 A spillover of terrorism is
as much a concern as the loss of economic opportunities at a time
when Turkish decision-makers are attaching growing importance
to expanding commercial and economic relations with neigh-
bouring countries. Faced with the absence of any other viable
options, the Turkish government and state establishment has
become deeply attached to the state- and government-building
process in Iraq. They have given support to the drafting of the con-
stitution as well as to the electoral processes. These are seen as the
only way that may after all save Iraq as a unified entity. This has
also led the government to argue that Turkey has to respect what-
ever decision the Iraqis agree upon with regard to the internal
political arrangements. 

The Chief of Staff, General Hilmi Özkök, acknowledged this
reality when in October 2005 he argued that Turkey had to adjust
to the fact that Jalal Talabani, whom Turkey once considered to be
just a tribal leader, was today the President of Iraq. He made simi-
lar remarks concerning Masoud Barzani, who had earlier on been
received by George Bush as the ‘president’ of the ‘Kurdish region’
in Iraq.89 This line of argument played an important role in erod-
ing the policy of ‘red lines’ and casting doubt on the legitimacy of
intervention. Furthermore, the policy towards the Turkmen has
been revised. The relationship between the Kurds and the Turk-
men had previously been seen in terms of a ‘win-lose’ scenario. The
poor performance of the Iraqi Turkmen Front supported by
Turkey both in the January 2005 as well as December 2005 elec-
tions very much undermined the widely held notion of a unified
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88. This is a point that came out
from the meeting between the
prime minister’s advisor, Ahmet
Davutoglu, and some leading
columnists in March 2006. Re-
ported in Þahin Alpay, ‘Ankara nýn
“proaktif bariþ” politikasi’, Zaman,
7 March 2006. 

89. For an analysis of the meaning
and significance of these remarks
see Murat Yetkin, ‘Özkök: Irak’ta
durumu kabul etmeliyiz’, Radikal,
31 October 2005.
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Turkmen community needing Turkish assistance and support.
Instead, Turkish decision-makers have, during the course of the
last year, came to discover the diversity of viewpoints and political
leanings among the Turkmen, not to mention the fact that a con-
siderable proportion of the Turkmen are actually Shi’a, an empir-
ical reality of which many Turks had not previously been particu-
larly aware. Furthermore, the fact that the new constitution
ensured that their cultural and social rights were facilitated were
indeed factors that helped the emergence of a ‘new’ policy on
northern Iraq.

The role of the emergence of a ‘new’ Turkish foreign policy in
general needs to be highlighted too. With regard to Iraq, this man-
ifests itself at least in three distinct ways. Firstly, the government
and state establishment is much more open to dialogue and
efforts to find ‘win-win’ outcomes to difficult problems. It was
Turkey that initiated a process of constant consultation between
countries neighbouring Iraq. The foreign ministers from these
countries meet at regular intervals to discuss Iraq. This policy of
‘dialogue’ has also been extended to the parties within Iraq to
include not just the Turkmen, but also the other groups in Iraq.
Increasingly Turkey has adopted a policy of consultations with all
parties in Iraq, including the Shi’a and the Kurds. The special
envoy for Iraq, Ambassador Oðuz Çelikkol, and his predecessor
Osman Korutürk, paid numerous visits to Iraq while Iraqi com-
munity leaders were frequently invited to Turkey during the
course of the last year or so. Similarly, the Chief of Turkish Intelli-
gence paid visits especially to Kurdish leaders. The reports that
emerged from these consultations contributed to the emergence
of a consensus to give the domestic political process inside Iraq a
chance against interventionist policies as well as to prepare Turkey
to develop official relations with the Kurdish regional govern-
ment in northern Iraq once the new constitution in Iraq comes
into effect.90 Most significantly, early in December 2005, the
Turkish president, ahead of a regular National Security Council
meeting, stressed the need to adopt a ‘new’ approach to Iraq in the
light of the fact that a federal Iraq may emerge from the Iraq elec-
tions.

Civil society and especially business interests have been playing
an important role favouring dialogue and efforts to find ‘win-win’
approaches. Many Turkish companies have become involved in a
wide range of projects in northern Iraq ranging from commercial
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90. See media coverage on the re-
port prepared by the Turkish spe-
cial envoy to Iraq, Ambassador
Oðuz Çelikkol, Radikal, 28 Febru-
ary 2006. 
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projects to the construction of airports. These business people
and companies, who are often from the Kurdish-populated areas
of Turkey, have a stake in ensuring stable and peaceful relations.
TOBB, an association with very close links to the government, has
also been involved. The Minister responsible for economic rela-
tions, Kürþat Tüzmen, has led business groups to Iraq (including
northern Iraq) on a number of occasions. Turkish music is
extremely popular in northern Iraq and there is a lively music busi-
ness that includes concerts given by prominent Turkish singers.
Many businessmen often have direct and personal links to the
Kurdish leaders in northern Iraq. They are able to act as informal
channels of dialogue and help to diffuse tense situations from
otherwise escalating to high levels of conflict. A case in point is the
manner in which business people played a critical role in diffusing
tension over the granting of over-flight rights for ‘Kurdistan Air-
lines’ and also eventually ensuring authorisation for a private
Turkish airline company, Flyair, to fly to Erbil.91 One newspaper
announced the news in big front-page headlines. Late in Septem-
ber 2005, the media was reporting news about the challenge that
the government faced in relation to this demand, which would in
effect amount to a recognition of the term ‘Kurdistan’92, a term
that has traditionally provoked considerable aversion, especially
in Turkish security circles. The prominence of the ‘win-win’
approach and pragmatism was reflected in a deal that business
people were able to broker allowing the opening of flights routes
between Istanbul and airports in northern Iraq. 

In the 1990s, when the Turkish military regularly intervened in
northern Iraq, it would have been difficult to talk about the influ-
ence of civil society and business interests. For civilians, travelling
into northern Iraq was often a complicated challenge in itself. In
the mid-1990s it would have been difficult to imagine that one day
the Turkish Chief of Staff would actually be calling for pragma-
tism and recognition of the realities on the ground. These remarks
played a critical role in the eventual erosion of the policy of ‘red
lines’ and its replacement with a policy prepared to deal with the
Kurds in northern Iraq directly. The government has been more
reluctant to label and define Kurds of northern Iraq, whatever
their future aspirations, as ‘others’ and hence willing to seek dia-
logue and a cooperative approach to addressing security chal-
lenges. This is reflected in the willingness to achieve a resolution of
the tension surrounding the issue of Kerkük through dialogue.
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91. ‘Kurdistan’a uçus izni’,
Radikal, 30 November 2005. 

92. ‘Kürdistan havayollarý,
Türkiye hava sahasýndan geçiyor’,
Milliyet, 30 September 2005.
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However, the issue of the presence of the PKK in northern Iraq
remains a challenge. Turkish decision-makers are frustrated with
the ability of the PKK to mount operations from its bases in north-
ern Iraq into Turkey. The massive disturbances that erupted in
Diyarbakýr and other cities in southeastern Turkey in April, to
some degree provoked and instigated by the PKK, has not only
increased pressure to revise the current anti-terror law to give secu-
rity forces greater powers, but has also led to the deployment of a
massive military force on the border. Therefore, Turkey’s ‘new’
policy is likely to be tested severely if the PKK continues its terror-
ism activities and little cooperation can be extracted from Kurds in
northern Iraq and Iraq in general, not to mention the United
States. In turn, this issue will be closely related to how successful
the government is in overseeing the implementation of reforms
concerning the cultural rights of Kurds in Turkey and also going
beyond that by drawing radical elements among Kurdish nation-
alists into the regular political system in Turkey. 

Iran and nuclear weapons 

Iranian-Turkish relations have come a long way since the days
when an ideological conflict raged between the two countries. In
the 1990s relations between the two countries were dire partly
because Turkey was unstable. Iran was very good at exploiting both
political Islam and the Kurdish problem in Turkey at a time when
both were perceived as constituting a threat to the regime in
Turkey. Turkey felt itself to be very vulnerable to Iranian interfer-
ence. There was ample evidence of Iranian involvement in support
of the PKK as well as the Turkish Hizbullah. These would now and
then lead to serious conflicts between Iran and Turkey, including
occasional border skirmishes between the militaries of both coun-
tries. However, today the situation is very different. Turkey feels
much more confident towards Iran both economically and politi-
cally. Iran is an important supplier of oil and gas to Turkey. In turn,
Turkey attributes great importance to expanding its exports to Iran
while at the same time increasing the involvement of Turkish com-
panies in the Iranian economy. Furthermore, Turkey continues to
maintain a visa-free travel policy towards Iranian nationals that
attracted almost a million Iranians in 2005.

Faced with the new government of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in
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Iran, the major challenge for Turkey is how to ensure the kind of
pragmatic relationship that had developed between Iran and
Turkey during the reign of the previous president, Mohammad
Khatami. The Iranian nuclear policy is an important aspect of the
issues that will have to be addressed, but it is not the only one.
There are also economic considerations. Iran is a growing market
for Turkey and one that Turkey certainly does not wish to lose,
given that it needs the income from trade to be able to finance its
energy bill. Dependency on Iranian natural gas is another key
issue. This winter the Turkish government got a taste of what this
dependency means, when Iranian supplies were interrupted for a
brief period. It coincided with a time when difficulties were being
experienced with supplies from Russia. Hence vulnerability in
terms of energy supplies in general and particulary those coming
from Iran constitutes another major factor that has a bearing on
Iranian-Turkish relations. There is also some concern that the new
government in Iran may attempt to use its natural gas and oil as a
political weapon. This is of course exacerbated by the mounting
international crisis stemming from fears that Iran aims to acquire
nuclear weapons.

The issue of nuclear weapons constitutes a challenge for Turk-
ish decision-makers for a number of reasons. Turkish government
officials have pointed out on numerous occasions that they do not
have any particular objection to Iranian efforts to develop nuclear
energy. However, they do consider the acquisition of nuclear
weapons a threat to regional stability and fear the spectre of pro-
liferation. Turkey is a signatory to the Non-Proliferation Treaty
and has a long tradition of a preference to stay away from nuclear
energy. In the mid-1990s an attempt to build a nuclear energy
plant near the city of Silifke on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea
was defeated due to environmentalist and local opposition. How-
ever, the increase in the price of oil, growing concerns about
assured energy supplies accompanied by ever-growing Turkish
energy needs, has brought the issue of building a nuclear power
plant back into the spotlight. In April 2006 the government
announced and identified Sinop on the Black Sea as the location
where a nuclear energy plant would be constructed. The govern-
ment has repeatedly announced that nuclear energy policy will be
transparent and will be run under IAEA supervision. A senior
retired Turkish diplomat argued that in the absence of a nuclear
energy programme Turkey would be doomed to an asymmetric
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relationship with Iran. He added that this did not necessarily
mean that Turkey had to have nuclear weapons, but that for strate-
gic reasons it would be critical to have a nuclear energy capacity if
Iran were to acquire nuclear weapons.93 Hence, there has also been
speculation that if Iran were to develop nuclear weapons the pres-
sure would mount on Turkey to do the same and that this pressure
would be even greater if Turkey’s EU membership prospects were
weakened.94

The question of nuclear energy is quite likely to be a divisive
issue within Turkey. Developing nuclear weapons would be an
even more controversial issue. This would require the complete
overhaul of Turkey’s strategic thinking, which so far has been
based on national defence centered around NATO membership
and conventional military deterrence. A longstanding Turkish
expert on nuclear issues, Mustafa Kibaroðlu, went as far as arguing
that acquisition of nuclear weapon capabilities would actually
seriously undermine Kemal Atatürk’s famous motto for Turkish
foreign policy: ‘peace at home, peace abroad’.95 However, it is quite
likely that if Iran does indeed go nuclear there will inevitably be
advocates of Turkey doing likewise. This will be even more likely if
the Turkish state establishment’s confidence in the West and espe-
cially in NATO’s ability to stand by Turkey erodes. This danger of
erosion would be particularly vulnerable to any deterioration in
EU-Turkish relations. Of course the opposite is also possible. The
more Turkey becomes engaged by the EU, the more the likelihood
of membership increases, the more Turkey would feel confident
economically and politically, the less Turkey would perceive a
threat from a nuclear Iran.96 Ironically, it is such a Turkey that
would have the economic resources to develop a nuclear weapons
capacity, but its democracy and close relations with the interna-
tional community would surely shield it from nuclear ambitions.
On the other hand, a Turkey that feels isolated and abandoned
would be a Turkey that economically may not necessarily have the
resources for a nuclear weapons programme but its elite, or part of
it, may aspire to such a weapons capacity for reasons of insecurity.
In the absence of sufficient economic resources, it is Turkish
democracy that would have to suffer to ensure the diversion of
economic resources to finance such a programme.97

A second, and possibly more immediate, challenge resulting
from Iranian aspirations to acquire a nuclear weapons capacity
that Turkish decision-makers face is how to manage relations with
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an American administration that may seek a unilateral military
intervention against Iran. The Turkish government prefers to seek
a resolution to the crisis over Iran through dialogue and it has a
clear stake in such a resolution. It fears the economic and political
consequences of both sanctions as well as a possible military inter-
vention of a unilateral or even multilateral nature. After all, Turk-
ish decision-makers and the Turkish public have first-hand expe-
rience of what the UN military intervention against Iraq in 1991,
sanctions against Iraq during the 1990s and then the unilateral US
intervention against Saddam Hussein, have meant to Turkey eco-
nomically and politically. Nevertheless, on numerous occasions
Turkish government officials have declared that Turkey would be
prepared to go along with whatever the international community
decides through the United Nations Security Council. In the
meantime, both the Turkish Prime Minister as well as the Minister
of Foreign Affairs in April 2006 told visiting Condoleezza Rice
that the Turkish government would not support any unilateral
policies and especially none of a military nature. 

The most dreaded scenario is an American unilateral interven-
tion accompanied by tremendous pressure on Turkey to cooper-
ate. This would leave any government in Turkey in a pretty impos-
sible situation. Firstly, the current government would have to be
sensitive to an electorate that would expect solidarity with yet
another Muslim country under attack. For  Turkish public opin-
ion at large, especially given the situation in Iraq, any unilateral
intervention will be seen purely and simply as ‘imperialism’. The
government would have to take that into consideration too. Sec-
ondly, a military intervention would inevitably push oil prices to
astronomical levels with dire consequences for the Turkish econ-
omy whose performance so far is one of the current government’s
strong points. Thirdly, the whole region would risk being plunged
into even deeper political turmoil that could have serious conse-
quences for Turkish democracy and reform. Fourthly, no Turkish
government would want to be involved especially in a unilateral
military intervention that would run against the spirit of the Kasr-
i Sirin Treaty of 1639 signed between Safavids in Iran and the
Ottomans. The frontier that was delineated in this treaty still
holds to this day and the peace that this treaty brought to the par-
ties was interrupted only once, early in the eighteenth century. 

These challenges suggest that Turkey is in a major dilemma.
On the one hand, a nuclear Iran is clearly a threat and a source of
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instability. On the other hand, the imposition of sanctions on
Iran, let alone military intervention, would adversely affect Turk-
ish economic and political interests. Turkey’s relations with the
current American administration would be soured too as the gov-
ernment and the public is virtually certainly unlikely to support
such an intervention. However, for reasons of political realism
Turkey is likely, at the declaratory level, to advocate a policy of
going along with any decision that the international community
reaches through the United Nations Security Council. At the same
time it is quite likely that the government will look discreetly
towards Russia and China to preempt any dramatic decision
emerging from the Security Council. Furthermore, the govern-
ment will hope that the European Union will be able to discourage
the US from mounting a unilateral military strike and contribute
to efforts to persuade Iran to reach a negotiated settlement to the
crisis. Yet, at the same time Turkey has also seen itself drawn into
the diplomatic exercise to persuade the Iranians to support a
negotiated agreement. The Turkish daily Hürriyet reported that
early in June intensive telephone contacts and consultations had
taken place between the Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs, Gül,
his Western counterparts from Germany and the United States,
and Javier Solana. Subsequently, Gül entered into contact with his
Iranian counterpart and the Iranian chief negotiator on nuclear
issues, Ali Larijani, to explain the efforts of his Western counter-
parts to develop a dialogue with Iran and find a negotiated solu-
tion.98 Later in the month Gül, during his visit to Iran, tried to per-
suade his hosts to seriously consider the package deal that had
been put together by Germany and the United Nations Security
Council. If a resolution of the crisis over Iran’s nuclear policies is
indeed achieved, the role that Turkey plays in it would become a
concrete example of what some academics and officials mean
when, in the context of the debate on Turkish membership of the
EU, they speak of Turkey’s potential contribution to the European
Union’s Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP).99

Relations with Syria

Syria constitutes a challenge for Turkey that is somewhat similar to
Iran, even if at a lower level of intensity in terms of its relations with
the US. Like Iran, the Syrian regime too is in deep conflict with the
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United States. Syria is often labelled as a ‘rogue state’ by the current
American administration. The US accuses the Syrian regime of
supporting the resistance in Iraq as well as international terrorism
and terrorism against Israel. Syria also has poor relations with the
EU. The assassination of the Lebanese Prime Minister, Rafik Hariri,
in February 2005 and the Syrian government’s initial reluctance to
cooperate with the United Nations investigation into the assassi-
nation strained EU-Syrian relations. There is also a general disap-
pointment with Syria because Bashar Assad, after he became presi-
dent subsequent to the death of his father, failed to see through the
reforms that he had promised. In contrast, Syrian-Turkish rela-
tions are often defined as excellent. Never have Syrian-Turkish rela-
tions been so good since the days when Syria gained its independ-
ence from France. Relations between both countries were
traditionally characterised by persistent conflict. It has already
been mentioned that both countries came to the brink of war in
1998. However, similar situations had occurred in the past too. The
most notorious was the confrontation between the two countries
soon after Syria merged with Egypt in 1956 to form the United
Arab Republic. On that occasion, the intense ideological conflict
compelled both sides to amass troops against each other. This
often ideologically-driven conflict persisted throughout the Cold
War and both countries found themselves in opposing coalitions
on a wide range of issues. In the post-Cold War the conflicts per-
sisted especially over Syria’s support for PKK terrorism, the sharing
of the waters of the Euphrates and Turkey’s relations with the Arab
world.

Today the situation could not be any more different from the
situation that pertained less then a decade ago. Economic rela-
tions are booming. Trade between the two countries increased
almost 50% in the course of a decade from approximately half a bil-
lion to 570 million USD.100 This trade is expected to grow further
since a free trade area agreement was signed between the two coun-
tries in 2004. Furthermore, the frontier that was once largely
sealed and mined is much more relaxed. There is a joint project to
clear a huge piece of land the size of the island of Cyprus of land-
mines. The project aims to open this area to organic agricultural
production. In the meantime, there are a growing number of peo-
ple crossing the border and a greater number of Syrians are visiting
Turkey. The frontier region between the two countries has also
had longstanding family and social relationships that are being

76

Turkey’s foreign policy in turbulent times

100. See Annex III.

cp92-text.qxp  12/09/2006  15:31  Page 76



3

revived. Furthermore, Turkish business, especially from the
region around the border area, is increasingly interested in joint
ventures and investments in Syria. Syria is also an important gate-
way for Turkey to the Arab world both in the physical sense of tran-
sit trade but also in the political sense of the word. The conspicu-
ous improvement in Arab-Turkish relations is partly a function of
improved Syrian-Turkish relations. In the past Syria successfully
used Arab as well as Third World forums, such as the Non-Aligned
movement, very much against Turkey, complicating the ability of
Turkey to develop closer relations with the conservative Arab
world in particular. 

These developments leave Turkey at odds especially with the
United States. The US advocates a policy of isolation against the
Syrian regime and has even threatened it with sanctions. The US
government, and to a lesser extent the EU, have at times expressed
disappointment if not frustration with Turkey’s growing rela-
tions with Syria. The US Ambassador in Turkey did publicly state
that Turkey should act together with the US and the EU and
hoped the planned visit of the Turkish President would be recon-
sidered.101 The visit coincided with the aftermath of Hariri’s assas-
sination and US-EU joint efforts to pressurise and compel Syria to
cooperate with the international community and withdraw from
Lebanon. The American administration openly argued that such a
visit ran against efforts to isolate the Syrian regime. The Turkish
side on the other hand argued that Turkey aimed to counsel Syria
to cooperate. Indeed this point was highlighted by the Turkish
President during his contacts in Syria.102 Subsequently, the Turk-
ish Prime Minister, during his meeting with George Bush in June
2005, reportedly told him that Assad had promised both him and
the Turkish President that they would indeed withdraw from
Lebanon.103 Nevertheless, Bush subsequently did not hesitate to
state that Turkey’s relations with Syria were an obstacle to improv-
ing US-Turkish relations.

This leaves the Turkish government in a very difficult position.
One of the conspicuous features of the ‘new’ Turkish foreign pol-
icy is the emphasis placed on economic relations and improved
contacts with neighbouring countries. The Prime Minister during
an interview noted that he was not keen to close a frontier that had
in the past been impenetrable for thirty/forty years. He also added
that Turkey could not afford to jeopardise its commercial and
trade relations with neighbouring countries. He said this was par-
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ticularly the case because in the past the international community
had failed to compensate Turkey for its losses of revenue from
trade. He did though carefully note that Turkey would meet its
obligations under the United Nations.104 The remarks of the
Prime Minister reflect the feeling among the business community
in the major cities along the Syrian border and the southeast. The
business community in Gaziantep, a major and growing commer-
cial and industrial centre of the region, attributes great impor-
tance to relations with Syria. Furthermore, there is a lot of enthu-
siasm for reviving a whole natural regional economic zone that
once had included Aleppo and Damascus in Syria. This is also
reinforced by a recognition that the cities further east of
Gaziantep, in the mostly Kurdish-populated southeast of Turkey,
such as Diyarbakýr, suffer from high levels of unemployment. This
is also generally recognised as aggravating if not undermining
efforts to normalise the situation in the southeast. Therefore, it is
highly likely that as long as Syria does not directly threaten Turk-
ish security interests, Turkish decision-makers will prefer to fol-
low a policy that will continue to develop and expand economic
relations or at least not jeopardise them.

However, this does not necessarily mean that Turkey is on a col-
lision course with the United States or the EU. Actually, the Turk-
ish government continues to cooperate with the US in getting
Syria to respond to international community pressures. A case in
point is a critical impromptu visit that Abdullah Gül, in his capac-
ity as Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs, paid to Syria in Novem-
ber 2005, when he urged the government to cooperate and hand
over the Hariri assassination suspects to the UN. Later in the
month the Syrian government did indeed hand over the suspects
to the UN-appointed prosecutor. The media reported that Gül’s
visit had actually been planned during the ‘Broader Middle East
Forum for the Future’ gathering in Bahrain in November 2005, in
a meeting between Tayyip Erdoðan, the Turkish Prime Minister,
Gül himself and Condoleezza Rice.105 If this story is indeed cor-
rect, it is indicative of how Turkey’s good relations with Syria can
be used as an avenue for bringing pressure through dialogue con-
sidering that the alleged suspects were indeed sent to Vienna
about ten days later.106 The difference between Turkey and the US
appears to be more a difference of methods in reaching goals that
are after all fundamentally similar. In the case of Syria, Turkey has
repeatedly made it clear that it supports reforms in Syria and
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expects Syria to cooperate with the international community on
the investigation into the assassination of Hariri as well as sup-
porting its withdrawal from Lebanon. It was symbolically impor-
tant that Erdoðan visited Beirut in June 2005 just after an anti-Syr-
ian parliament was elected for the first time in thirty years. 

Relations with the United States 

Turkish-US relations have gone through rough waters since the
Turkish parliament’s decision not to allow American troops to use
Turkish territory in the opening stages of the intervention against
Saddam Hussein in 2003. Since then relations have hopped from
one crisis to another with some degree of normalisation taking
place in the background. After 9/11 both the government as well as
the Turkish public had stood behind the American decision to
intervene in Afghanistan to oust the Taliban regime and appre-
hend Osama bin Laden. Turkey provided troops for the multi-
national force and also led its command on two occasions. Turkey
has also lent both economic and political support to the Hamid
Karzai government in Afghanistan. A former Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Hikmet Çetin, serves as NATO’s chief civilian representa-
tive in Kabul. The same cannot be said about America’s invasion of
Iraq. Turkish public opinion right from the start objected to a uni-
lateral intervention in Iraq even if a part of the state establishment
was prepared to go along with it. However, what actually led to the
deterioration of public opinion towards the United States was the
failure of the American government to ensure a transition to a
degree of stability and normalcy in Iraq. The constant images of
bombardment and the suffering of ordinary people in Iraq, cou-
pled with the inevitable clashes of interests, became an important
source of the ‘anti-Americanism’ with which the Turkish public
has become associated recently. 

There have been occasions when the government has had to
succumb to this ‘anti-Americanism’ such as during the American
military operations in the cities of Fallujah and Tela’far. The exces-
sive use of force and the suffering of the civilian populations led
the government on both occasions to voice its criticism against the
American administration’s handling of the occupation of Iraq.
Such criticism has generally not been well received by the US
administration. This situation has also been aggravated by Turk-
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ish concerns and fears about Iraq’s territorial integrity. There is a
deep-seated belief in the public that the US intervention had
much more to do with control of oil supplies than bringing
democracy and the rule of law to Iraq. The issue of territorial
integrity when seen from that perspective fuels the conviction that
the US has a stake and an interest in a divided Iraq. This of course
exacerbates feelings especially in nationalist circles in Turkey as
they fear the implications of a disunited Iraq for Turkey’s own ter-
ritorial unity and domestic politics. Many in Turkey also see what
is happening in Iraq through the lenses of religion and suspect
that Iraqis have been singled out for being Muslims. Nevertheless,
in spite of this ‘anti-Americanism’ fuelled by the war in Iraq, the
Turkish government has by and large been cooperative in its rela-
tions with the US. As was pointed out earlier on, Turkey has come
to share the US’s broader objective of a federal Iraq as the only
viable way of holding Iraq together. The most concrete manifesta-
tion of Turkey’s readiness to cooperate occurred at a most critical
time when the Turkish government succeeded in bringing
together Zalmay Khalilzad, the US ambassador in Iraq, with Iraqi
Sunni leaders in Istanbul in December 2005.107 The meeting was
critical in ensuring the participation of Sunnis in the Iraqi
national elections in mid-December.

It goes without saying that an American unilateral interven-
tion against Iran and Syria would only worsen ‘anti-Americanism’
in Turkey and make it even more difficult for the government to
manage public opinion to prevent further damage to American-
Turkish relations. This is very unfortunate because currently the
government in power in Turkey does advocate democratisation in
the Middle East and unlike any previous government in Turkey it
does carry some clout in the Arab and Muslim world with regard
to advocating reform. The government, together with many circles
in Turkey, does clearly see that a democratised Middle East with
liberal market economies would actually serve Turkey’s interests.
This explains the support that Turkey eventually lent to the
‘Broader Middle East and North Africa’ project and why it played
an active role in the adoption of the Istanbul Initiative by NATO in
June 2004.108 The problem here between Turkey and the current
US administration seems to be over strategies of reform. Turkey
sees democratisation as a long- term transition process and ques-
tions the wisdom of attempting to achieve that transition at the
expense of current regimes, let alone by force or unilateral inter-
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vention. The chaos in Iraq and the challenges that this presents to
Turkey is a constant and daily reminder of the dangers of military
intervention or imposed transitions (transformations or regime
change). This difference partly explains the conflict over Syria in
particular and to some extent Iran too. 

The concern in Turkey is that any policies aiming to replace the
current regime by force in Syria may set off dynamics in Syria sim-
ilar to those that now prevail in Iraq. The current regime is prima-
rily dominated by the Alawites while the Sunni majority is kept
out of power together with an important Kurdish minority. Many
Turkish officials fear that a sudden collapse of the Syrian regime
could bitterly destabilise the country and possibly unleash a
process of territorial disintegration with dire consequences for
regional stability. Furthermore, among the Sunni population in
Syria there is a strong Islamic fundamentalist movement that
could also seize the occasion to wrest power away from moderates
and secularists in Syria. Such a situation would presumably create
difficulties for the United States too not to mention Israel. Hence,
Turkey advocates instead a gradual process of reform and trans-
formation in Syria rather than any attempt to bring about change
by intervention or compulsion. Undoubtedly such an approach
would present the advantage of not jeopardising Turkey’s eco-
nomic interests and would also allow Turkey to continue to enjoy
some degree of influence in Syria.

In the case of Iran, for Turkey the concern is not so much that
Iran might territorially disintegrate but that sanctions or military
intervention in Iran would simply strengthen the hold of the cur-
rent Iranian regime over the country. During the rule of President
Mohammad Khatami and the reformists in Iran, relations
between the two countries improved significantly. Turkey was
very supportive of Khatami’s policy of ‘dialogue between civilisa-
tions’. But the success of conservative mullahs in reinstituting
their control over the Iranian parliament followed by the election
of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad as president has changed the picture
in Iran dramatically for Turkey. In Turkey, Iranian efforts to
develop a nuclear energy and even – as many suspect – a nuclear
weapons capacity are seen partly in the light of Iranian domestic
politics. These developments are seen as a sign that the regime
feels itself to be insecure and is actually trying to rally public sup-
port by mobilising nationalist feelings around the nuclear issue.
Hence, there is a general belief that any attempt to impose sanc-
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tions or, worse, mount a military intervention would only gal-
vanise the Iranian masses in support of their government.109 In
this context, the Turkish government had traditionally supported
the EU’s constructive engagement policy and policy of dialogue. 

Clearly, current US decision-makers are frustrated with Turkey
with regard to Iraq, Iran and Syria. There is an important diver-
gence of opinion and also a considerable degree of mistrust that
seems to be building up between the two countries. This has been
aggravated by Khaled Mashal’s visit to Ankara. The initial Ameri-
can governmental response was relatively toned down. Immedi-
ately after the visit took place the American ambassador registered
his country’s displeasure with the visit. Yet he did also add that the
American administration had been informed in advance about
the visit and also chose to highlight instead the importance of the
message that the Turkish authorities gave to Mashal.110 At the
time both Gül, directly to Mashal, and Erdoðan, indirectly, had
stressed the importance of accepting Israel’s existence and the
importance of seeking a dialogue with Israel. Actually, Erdoðan
had noted that now that Hamas had come to power democrati-
cally it had to make sure to use ‘democratic’ means, in other words
peaceful means, to resolve the conflict with Israel. In Turkey there
were mixed reactions, from open support to bitter criticisms. The
leader of the opposition party, Deniz Baykal, called it an act of
cooperation with terrorism.111 Interestingly, an expert from the
Brookings Institute, Ömer Taþpýnar, argued on the other hand
that the Turkish government had encountered much more criti-
cism domestically than they had internationally, including in the
US.112 Nevertheless, since the visit the tone of US criticism seems
to have mounted. The Turkish media reported that two close con-
fidants of the Prime Minister were bitterly criticised for the visit
during their meetings in Washington DC in March 2006. This was
followed by the criticism of Representative Robert Wexler, a mem-
ber of the American-Turkish  Friendship Group, during his visit to
Turkey in April. On the Turkish side the mistrust has become
aggravated by the demonstrations that turned violent in
Diyarbakir and a number of other Kurdish-populated cities in
Turkey in late March and early April 2005. The demonstrations
were called for by the PKK and came at a time when PKK activity
both in the southeast as well as in the big cities of the west, such as
Istanbul, is increasing. The presence of the PKK in northern Iraq
and the reluctance of the US to intervene against the PKK on
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behalf of Turkey are fuelling this mistrust. The tension mani-
fested itself in a fiery exchange of words between a senior member
of the Turkish Parliament, Þükrü Eledað, former ambassador to
Washington DC in the 1980s, and Robert Wexler over support for
Hamas versus the PKK.113

The US and Turkey appear to have become locked in a cycle of
mistrust. What happens to this mistrust and Turkish ‘anti-Amer-
icanism’ in the near future will depend a lot on what shape US pol-
icy towards Iran first, and then Syria and Hamas, takes. The inter-
national community’s position will be critical too. Yet US-Turkish
relations were not always in this current state and ‘anti-American-
ism’ was not previously a particularly dominant feature of Turkish
public opinion. The US was hugely popular in Turkey during the
1990s, especially after the American-led interventions to stop the
violence in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1995 and Kosovo in 1999. The
US was after all defending Muslims from the deadly regime of
Milosevic. Bill Clinton was highly popular. He will be remembered
as the US president who addressed the Turkish parliament in a
speech during which he both praised and gently criticised Turkey.
He had argued at the time that the twenty-first century could be
Turkey’s century in the region if Turkey successfully reformed
itself. He will for a long time to come be remembered as the Amer-
ican president who received a standing ovation from the parlia-
mentarians and massive praise right across the Turkish media. His
popularity was further enhanced when he freely and almost casu-
ally mixed with the local people of the area that had recently been
hit by an earthquake in western Turkey. His administration had
also played a critical role in bringing the prestigious OSCE sum-
mit to Istanbul despite considerable Congressional opposition.
The summit is generally considered to have played a critical role in
encouraging the advocates of reform in Turkey. 

The current ‘anti-Americanism’ needs to be seen in the context
of the Bush administration’s policies in Iraq and their conse-
quences for Turkey. It is very telling that in contrast to Bill Clin-
ton’s visit, the visit of George Bush to Turkey during the NATO
summit in June 2004 provoked protests and George Bush was nei-
ther able nor willing to mix with the public the way Clinton had
done. Hence, Turkey’s ‘anti-Americanism’ need not be seen as a
permanent feature of US-Turkish relations and a symptom of
clashing interests. There are numerous areas where American and
Turkish interests do harmoniously overlap and extensive cooper-
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ation does take place. Afghanistan has already been mentioned.
Another important area of cooperation is EU-Turkish relations.
US support for Turkey’s aspiration to EU membership is one pol-
icy area where continuity has persisted from the Clinton to the
Bush administration.114 This support has been so open and force-
ful at times that it has provoked reactions from some European
leaders. A case in point is the Copenhagen summit in December
2002, when George Bush in person called on a number of leaders
to seek support for Turkey, provoking a somewhat undiplomatic
reaction from an irritated Jacques Chirac. Subsequently, there
were a number of Europeans and columnists who argued that
Turkey might well become a ‘Trojan horse’ of the Americans if it
were to become a member. This view, however, receded after the
Turkish decision not to support the US invasion of Iraq. 

Ironically though, this did provoke some in the US to question
the wisdom of supporting Turkish membership of the EU on the
grounds that the closer Turkey got to the EU, the more anti-Amer-
ican it was becoming. However, this view does not appear to have
changed the thrust of US policy on Turkish membership of the
EU. The Turkish media, for example, reported that Condoleezza
Rice lent her support to Turkey’s case during the negotiations that
culminated in the adoption by the EU of the Negotiation Frame-
work in October 2005 for Turkey. She played a critical role in help-
ing to resolve a dispute over the wording of an article in the Nego-
tiations Framework and Abdullah Gül thanked her in person for
her intervention.115 It is true that the EU’s engagement of Turkey
has indeed engendered a sense of confidence in Turkey. This may
at times culminate in policies that do not always coincide with
those of the United States, compared to the past when Turkey felt
itself to be much more dependent on the US. Yet a Turkey that is
embedded in the EU is much more likely to be an asset for the US
in terms of regional stability in the Middle East and the Caucasus
compared to a Turkey that may be adrift economically, politically
and socially. It is doubtful that such a Turkey would have much of
a contribution to make to efforts to expand democracy and liberal
markets in its region. Furthermore, a Turkey that is adrift could
also become a liability in terms of building and ensuring the secu-
rity of an East-West energy corridor as well as in terms of averting
a ‘clash of civilisations’. Clearly, Turkey’s EU membership in the
context of US-Turkish relations need not be seen as likely to lead to
a ‘win-lose’ outcome.
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Energy issues and the East-West Energy Corridor

Possibly for the first time in Turkey domestic energy needs
acquired ‘high politics’ urgency in January and February 2006. On
a number of occasions pressure in natural gas pipelines fell and it
looked like Turkish industry might come to a grinding halt, not to
mention households in big cities, like Istanbul and Ankara, experi-
encing the risk of freezing in the cold winter conditions. Turkey’s
huge dependency on external sources of energy was revealed in
almost a cruel manner. The issue was also taken up by the National
Security Council of Turkey in its April meeting. This dependency is
heavily centred on Russian and Iranian supplies, especially with
regard to natural gas.116 This is further complicated by the fact that
the Russian natural gas distribution company, Gazprom, will be
enjoying a significant say over the distribution of Russian gas in the
Turkish market.117 However, this dependency cuts both ways. Rus-
sia and Turkey are important trading partners and there is also a
certain degree of interdependency here, in the sense that, just as
Turkey needs Russia for these natural gas supplies, Turkey is an
important market for natural gas but also a potential transit coun-
try for markets beyond Turkey. After decades if not centuries of
rivalry and conflict Russian-Turkish relations over the last couple
of years have been flourishing in all senses of the word. Maintain-
ing a ‘win-win’ approach to the issue of energy between Russia and
Turkey will be critical. The opportunities in terms of cooperation
that this interdependence is creating and the importance of trust
were highlighted by the Russian Energy Minister Viktor Khris-
tenko, in a personal article published in the Turkish daily Radikal
entitled ‘There is more to this dream’.118 Furthermore, in Novem-
ber 2005 the Turkish Prime Minister Tayyip Erdoðan, the President
of the Russian Federation, Vladimir Putin, and the Italian Prime
Minister, Silvio Berlusconi, held a symbolic summit emphasising
future cooperation prospects at the Turkish port city of Samsun
where the Blue Stream gas pipeline ends.

Closely related to Turkey’s energy dependency is also the fact
that Turkey is situated right next to the very regions that not only
produce but also hold huge reserves of oil and natural gas. The
Middle East is estimated to hold more than 65 per cent while the
area corresponding to the former Soviet Union holds 13 per cent
of the world’s proven oil reserves. Similar figures can be cited for
natural gas reserves too. This brings up the issue of Turkey becom-
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ing a major transit country for energy resources between produc-
ing and consuming countries. The United States had long been
supportive of Turkey’s effort to realise the Baku-Tiblisi-Ceyhan oil
pipeline project to bring Azeri oil onto the world market inde-
pendently of Russia. The project had initially been signed in 1994
and construction had started in September 2002. The project has
been completed and the first shipment of oil reached the end of
the line, Ceyhan on the Mediterranean coast, late in May 2006
with the actual inauguration ceremony scheduled for July. In the
meantime, the European Union too has become interested in see-
ing Turkey become an alternative conduit of especially natural gas
from source countries other than Russia. In that context, the EU
has become keen to promote the Caspian-Turkey-Europe Natural
Gas Pipeline Project as well as to incorporate Turkey into the
South European Gas Ring. In the meantime, in late June 2006 the
European Union and a number of governments on the route of
this pipeline, including Turkey, signed an agreement lending
political support to the eventual construction of the pipeline.
Hence, Turkey is increasingly seen as an ‘East-West’ energy corri-
dor. This naturally opens great opportunities economically and
politically for Turkey. 

However, three obstacles remain in the way of this ‘corridor’
becoming thoroughly operational. Firstly, Turkey will need to be
stable and secure. In that respect the US as well as the EU will have
a stake in the continuation of the reform process in Turkey. Sec-
ondly, at least Russian acquiescence to this ‘corridor’ project will
have to be assured for especially Central Asian oil and natural gas
to be able to transit Turkey. Russia itself is interested in using
Turkey as a transit country for its own exports as well as Central
Asian oil and gas, especially from Turkmenistan. This could lead
to what a Turkish newspaper called a ‘cold war in natural gas
transportation’.119 Turkey will have to display considerable skills
in reconciling US and European Union interests to avoid depend-
ency on Russia and maintaining the current ‘win-win’ spirit in
Russian-Turkish relations. The third challenge is Iran. The nature
of the current regime in Iran and its efforts to develop nuclear
weapons may jeopardise the possibility of Turkey being used as a
transit for Iranian natural gas. Especially if the US and the EU
decide, one way or the other, to adopt sanctions or coercive meas-
ures against Iran. Additionally, Turkey becoming an energy ‘corri-
dor’ will also depend on the reform process in the oil- and natural
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gas-producing countries of the region. In that context, Turkey’s
ability to field ‘soft power’ in support of political transformation
and civilisational dialogue may become critical. 

Turkey as a regional civil power, ‘model’ and the intercivili-
sational dialogue

The government appears to be positioning itself to play the role of
a regional ‘civil’ power as well as conduct an intercivilisational dia-
logue. The Hamas overtures, the handling of the Danish ‘cartoon
crisis’ and the efforts to seek Sunni support for the elections in Iraq
are good recent examples. Traditionally, Turkey had shied away
from getting involved in Middle Eastern politics let alone aspiring
to a mediatory role in Arab-Israeli relations. At best, Turkey played
a low-key role with respect to confidence-building exercises such as
its role in the Working Group on Arms Control and Regional Secu-
rity of the multilateral Arab-Israeli peace talks, the observers it pro-
vided for the multinational force in Hebron and its contributions
to the monitoring of elections in Palestine and elsewhere in the
Middle East. In the past, from time to time the Turkish authorities
were also called on to carry messages between Palestinians and
Israelis as well as Syrians and Israelis. Recently, this tradition seems
to be changing as the government appears to be seeking a higher
profile. 

These efforts undoubtedly do have a domestic political con-
text. At a time when a lot seems to be going wrong for the Arab and
Muslim world, the government wants to be seen making an effort
to improve the situation. This is accompanied by greater self-con-
fidence coming with the recognition that Turkey carries more
prestige and weight in the Arab world and especially among
Islamic groups who prefer to distance themselves from violence
and seek to reform their countries. The reforms that this govern-
ment has succeeded in implementing, accompanied by Turkey’s
EU membership prospects, are critical factors that contribute to
the government’s credibility in the Arab and Muslim world. This is
further strengthened by the very fact that this is a government led
by a political party with an Islamist legacy capable of demonstrat-
ing that Islam and democracy can actually co-exist. This is an
important advantage that this government enjoys in the Arab
world compared to the previous image of Turkey as a country
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under the domination of a hardline secularist regime supported
by the military. Often there was a reluctance to consider it as a
democratic and pluralist regime. Instead in the Arab world
emphasis was put on the secularist aspect of the Turkish regime
and discomfort was expressed about the influence of the military.
This had led some to point up a rather ‘uneven fit’ between the
Turkish model and the Arab world that severely constrained those
who in the 1990s had once advocated Turkey as a political model
to emulate.120 The coming to power of the AKP government in
November 2002 and the manner in which this government suc-
ceeded in seeing through a wide range of reforms is, however,
changing perceptions of Turkey in the Arab world.

This change of attitudes in the Arab world is a very critical
reflection of the new government’s approach to foreign policy.
The improved relations with the Arab world have not been
brought about at the cost of relations with other countries, such as
for example Israel. The current government’s policy is in stark con-
trast to the foreign policy that was developed by Necmettin
Erbakan in the mid-1990s. Erbakan at the time led a political
party, Refah, that emphasised political Islam much more conspic-
uously. This was reflected in his foreign policy too. He had taken a
stance against the European Union and NATO. He advocated
what he called an Islamic Common Market and even an Islamic
NATO. He also did not shy away from using anti-Semitic lan-
guage, besides being anti-Israeli. He entered into conflict with the
Turkish state establishment when he tried to develop close rela-
tions with Iran, Libya and Syria yet at the same time provoked con-
siderable discomfort among conservative Arab regimes including
Egypt because of his efforts to cultivate close relations with radical
Islamic groups. The beginning-of-the-end of Erbakan’s stay in
government had partly been provoked by these policies and in par-
ticular by the open support that his party had given early in 1997
to an anti-Israeli demonstration held in a suburb of Ankara.
Erbakan’s policies and style succeeded in alienating practically
everybody, from leading conservative Arab governments to the
Turkish establishment, not to mention Israel.

It is against this background that the current government’s for-
eign policy becomes more striking and meaningful. The AKP gov-
ernment has succeeded in putting Turkey on a path of member-
ship to the European Union and has not seen a contradiction
between this policy and the party’s Islamic legacy. Instead, its abil-
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ity to emphasise democratic pluralism and the need for reforms
without throwing secularism into question has been central to its
success and credibility. This explains the government’s ability to
maintain positive relations with the Arab world as well as Israel
today. In April 2004 the Prime Minister raised the stakes with
Israel when he accused the government of state-terrorism when
the ageing leader of Hamas was assassinated by Israeli security
forces. Yet at no point did he question Israel’s right to exist in the
region within secure borders and indeed in the spring of 2005 he
visited Israel. He and his government continued to support
expanding trade and other relations between the two countries.
The visit of the Hamas representative, Khaled Mashal, is presented
by government officials in the light of this foreign policy approach
too. A similar observation can be made with regard to the cartoon
crisis in February 2006. The government and the Prime Minister
struggled to take the initiative during the crisis aimed at instigat-
ing a dialogue and reconciliation as well as seeking moderation
from both sides in the conflict, and criticised the use of violence
during demonstrations in the Muslim world bitterly and unequiv-
ocally.

An interesting manifestation of this change of heart in the
Arab world towards Turkey occurred again at the Organisation of
the Islamic Countries (OIC) meeting in late May 2003. Abdullah
Gül made the issue of democratisation a foreign policy objective
and stressed the need for Muslim countries to democratise and
pay greater attention to human rights and women’s rights and
encourage greater transparency in governance. This may well have
been the very first occasion when Turkey has openly attempted to
live up to the frequent calls on it to become a ‘model’ for other
Muslim countries with some credibility. The fact that this Foreign
Minister came from a political party that had Islamist roots and
that it happened in Tehran makes this transformation even more
significant. The Prime Minister, Tayyip Erdoðan, made a similar
speech emphasising self-criticism during the fifth Jeddah Eco-
nomic Forum in Saudi Arabia in January 2004 and received a
standing ovation, especially from the women who had been segre-
gated from the men in the conference hall. Erdoðan took a similar
position in respect to the growing tendency in the West to associ-
ate Islam with terrorism. During the sixth Euro-Asian Islamic
Council meeting in September 2005, he argued in front of an audi-
ence of more than seventy leaders from the Muslim world that ‘if
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today the word “Muslim” is associated with terrorism we, as lead-
ers of the Islamic world, must remind ourselves that this was not
the teaching of Islam we received from our forefathers’. He also
added that those in the Muslim world who saw the ‘Katrina’ disas-
ter as a punishment of God on the United States were simply igno-
rant. 

The changed image of Turkey in the Arab and Islamic world
also accounts for the adoption in June 2004 by the OIC summit of
the Istanbul Declaration with its emphasis on the need to move
towards greater democracy in the Muslim world. This was a decla-
ration on which Turkey had been working hard and could not
have been adopted without the support of the Arab membership.
At that summit, Turkey was rewarded with the election of a Turk-
ish Secretary General for the OIC Ekmeleddin Ihsanoðlu. Not just
the fact that he was Turkish, but also that this was the first time
the OIC was electing rather than appointing a Secretary General,
carried significant additional symbolic value. 

These are very significant developments in terms of Turkey’s
relations with the Arab Middle East and they can be partly attrib-
uted to Turkey’s EU vocation. More and more Arab officials have
openly welcomed Turkey’s relations with the EU and have made
statements to the effect that they consider this to be something
positive in terms of their own economic and political develop-
ment. Ironically, an Arab media that once used to bitterly criticise
Turkey’s western vocation during the Cold War and in the 1990s
today is presenting Turkey’s membership of the EU as a test
case.121 A test case of whether Europe will be able to live up to the
liberal values it preaches by admitting Turkey into its ranks and
thus shed its image of being a ‘Christian Club’.122 Some of these
commentaries present this also as a critical test case of whether
Samuel Huntingdon’s infamous ‘clash of civilisations’ can be
averted. Others have also raised the argument that Turkey advanc-
ing towards EU membership is welcome evidence against the idea
that reform cannot coexist with Islam.123 There were also those
who argued in favour of Turkey’s potential for constituting a
‘model’ for reform and transformation in the Middle East. One
author went as far as arguing that ‘it will be possible to learn from
Turkey’s experience. This will mean that the reforms will come via
from within a great Islamic country’. The author went on to argue
that reforms attained in this manner would become much more
palatable  than would otherwise be the case.124 Another author
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argued that the contest was between the model Turkey was offer-
ing in contrast to the one advocated by Osama Bin Laden.125 This
is particularly striking because the Portuguese Minister of Foreign
Affairs, as he emerged from the Council meeting in Brussels in
October 2005 where it was decided to start accession talks with
Turkey, had remarked ‘the US will be pleased while Bin Laden will
be disappointed’.126

This emerging change of attitude towards Turkey in the Arab
world is a remarkable one. Sadik J. Al-Azm, a leading Arab scholar,
notes that the adherents of three important Arab political move-
ments, the Arab left, the mainstream Arab Islamists and Arab
nationalists, have traditionally condemned and criticised Turkey
for a wide range of reasons. However, he goes on to observe that
recently these people ‘have come around to a new and different
look at present-day Turkey’.127 He recognises the transformation
that Turkey has undergone through its engagement with the
European Union and argues that the EU has a critical role to play
in consolidating the gains of Turkish democracy in a manner sim-
ilar to the way the EU ‘aided Spain, Greece and Ireland to overcome
their troubled fascist, militaristic and authoritarian pasts, respec-
tively’. He then goes on to add that 

‘Both the Arab world and Islam in general are in dire need right
now of a reasonably free, democratic and secular model that
works in a Muslim society. Turkey is at the moment the most
likely place for such a model to develop and mature, given the
assistance of the EU-membership and the safeguards it pro-
vides. In other words, what we need here is a credible function-
ing counter-example to the failed Muslim Taliban instance that
the Americans left us with in Afghanistan not so long ago, with
all its horrors and deformities.’128

A more recent manifestation of Turkey as a civil power and an
instigator of civilisational dialogue took place in the context of the
Danish cartoon crisis in January 2006. The efforts of the Prime
Minister were generally received favourably. His approach got sup-
port from numerous EU leaders and even culminated in a letter co-
published with the Spanish Prime Minister José Luis Rodriguez
Zapatero.129 The letter was presented as part of the Alliance of
Civilisations project launched by the Secretary General of the
United Nations in July 2005 at the instigation of Spain and
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Turkey. Both leaders stressed the importance of finding a balance
between freedom of expression and respect for religious sensitivi-
ties. What distinguished Erdoðan’s approach the most was his bit-
ter criticism of the Muslim world for hurting their own cause by
resorting to violence and behaving irrationally. His interventions
also stressed the importance of reform and democracy. The signif-
icance of his role and maybe of the role that Turkey could play in
helping to develop a dialogue between the Muslim world and the
West was commented upon by an Austrian journalist.130 The jour-
nalist noted that no Western leader could address the Muslim
world in such a blunt and forceful manner with the right messages
regarding reform. He recognised this as an important contribu-
tion that Turkey could make to the EU.

Furthermore, it is interesting to note that subsequent to the
opening of negotiations in October 2005 there were a number of
articles that appeared in the Arab media stressing the importance
of the decision in terms of developing a dialogue between the West
and the Muslim world. It was interesting to note that the leader of
the influential Al-Ahram daily in Cairo argued that with this deci-
sion the advocates of those who sought to brand the EU as simply
a ‘Christian club’ had lost. This, the leader argued, would increase
the prospects of dialogue between the two worlds.131 The idea of
Turkey playing this intercivilisational dialogue role has also been
stressed by leaders in the US and the EU. Public figures from
George Bush and Condoleezza Rice, representing the US adminis-
tration, to Tony Blair and Jack Straw, representing the British
presidency of the European Union in the second half of 2005, as
well as the EU’s High Representative Javier Solana and the Euro-
pean Commissioner responsible for Enlargement, Olli Rehn, are
good examples of advocates of this role. This is also accompanied
by a torrent of commentaries in prominent European as well as
Arab newspapers that support the idea of Turkey as a model for
transforming the Middle East and the Muslim world beyond it
from regimes that produce all kinds of ills, including terrorism, to
more democratic, accountable and economically-viable regimes.
This transformation and Turkey’s role is also seen as a panacea to
an impending ‘clash of civilisations’. But can Turkey really be a
model and a conduit for intercivilisational dialogue?

Against this background there are also those who advocate
caution.132 The reasons range from the fact that the transforma-
tion of Turkey is not yet consolidated to the fact that Turkey is very
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much a sui generis case. The democratisation and transformation
of Turkey that is so central to the ‘model’ and intercivilisational
dialogue discourse has indeed come a very long way in Turkey over
the last few years. However, the gains from this process are still in a
fragile state. Turkey needs a consolidation process. In that respect,
the EU’s decision in October 2005 to open accession talks with
Turkey was very important. However, there is tremendous resist-
ance to Turkish membership among many politicians in Europe
and a large proportion of the European public. So far there is no
candidate country that has started negotiations without actually
completing them and becoming an EU member. Of course there is
no reason why there could not always be a first case. In Turkey
there is a lot of concern and anxiety about whether Turkey, if it met
all the criteria, would actually be allowed to become a member.
The reference in the Negotiation Framework to the fact that ‘nego-
tiations are an open-ended process, the outcome of which cannot
be guaranteed beforehand’ fuels this anxiety. In the absence of a
strong EU anchor, keeping Turkish transformation on a track
leading to Turkey being worthy of being regarded as a ‘model’ may
become difficult.

Secularism is an important, even if problematic, characteristic
of the Turkish system that lends the Turkish model its uniqueness
in the Muslim world. It is the product of a very long, slow and often
painful process of westernisation and secularisation of politics
and law that may be extremely difficult to emulate in a short
period of time elsewhere in the Muslim world.133 The Arab world
by and large and the current regime in Iran are not particularly
receptive to secularism. The debate over both the provisional con-
stitution for Iraq as well as the final one adopted in September
2005 have clearly demonstrated the limits to secularism in the
Arab world. Just as there are commentaries in the Arab world
praising the political developments in Turkey, there are also many
in the Islamic world who see the Turkish model as pure and simple
heresy. In Turkey’s case secularism has been central to its democ-
ratisation and in Turkey there is a strong consensus that without
secularism Turkey would not be where it currently is today.134

Turkey’s secularism is clearly far from perfect. Tension has for
some time been building up between the government, which
would like to soften some of the sharper and more rigid aspects of
secularism, such as the ban on the wearing of headscarves by
women at universities and public institutions, and those circles
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that see such initiatives as an attempt to increase the role of reli-
gion in Turkey. Against this background, the violent attack on the
judges sitting in a session of the Council of State in May 2006 pro-
voked a major crisis in Turkey, leading some to even question
Turkey’s EU vocation.135 Clearly, Turkey is still far from having
found the right equilibrium between the exigencies of secularism
and the freedom of individuals to express their religious identity.
This also partly explains why some in Turkey have become nervous
of their country being presented as a ‘model’.

Many feathers were ruffled in Turkey when in April 2004 the
then US Secretary of State, Colin Powell, reflecting on the future
form of government in Iraq, remarked ‘there will be an Islamic
Republic of Iraq just as there are other Islamic republics such as
Turkey and Pakistan’ and went on to add ‘there is no reason why
Islam cannot coexist with democracy... Why shouldn’t an Islamic
country, such as Turkey, also be a democracy, as is Turkey?’136 The
Chief of the General Staff, General Hilmi Özkök, was quick to
point out that it was not appropriate to present Turkey as a model
(emsal) for other countries, as Turkey had unique values and was
secular. He emphasised the difference between being a Muslim
country as opposed to an Islamic state. There were also concerns
expressed that presenting Turkey as a model for Middle Eastern
countries could jeopardise Turkey’s European vocation. 

Similar points can be made about ethnicity in Turkey. The
Turkish state has come a long way from its old image of a state that
insisted on a rigid understanding of national homogeneity and
brutally suppressed any manifestations of identity that could
undermine this unity. Turkey was once notorious for denying the
existence of Kurdish and other ethnic groups in Turkey. Over the
last few years, with the adoption of the reforms to meet the Copen-
hagen political criteria, Turkey has become much more pluralist
and the government much more ready to accept cultural and eth-
nic diversity. A couple of years ago it would have been unimagin-
able that the Turkish government would accept broadcasting and
education in minority languages, including in Kurdish languages.
Clearly, the state has become much more at ease with the ethnic
and cultural diversity that exists in the country. However, there
still exist at least two challenges to Turkey’s stability with regard to
the Kurds.

In spite of the considerable progress recently achieved concern-
ing the cultural and human rights of Kurds, there has been an
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upsurge in violence. After the capture and trial of Abdullah
Öcalan, the leader of the PKK, in 1999 violence had pretty much
died down. However, the PKK in June 2004 started to mount ter-
rorist attacks. These increased significantly especially during the
course of the summer of 2005. This has led to criticism of the gov-
ernment and also to calls for the re-introduction of anti-terror
laws that had been eliminated by recent reforms. These criticisms
were intensified when the Prime Minister made a critical speech in
August 2005 in Diyarbakýr, a heavily Kurdish-populated city in
south-east Turkey, acknowledging that Turkey continued to have
a Kurdish problem and that the state had in the past made mis-
takes. He promised greater democracy, freedom and economic
support to address it. He was accused by the opposition of playing
into the hands of ethnic terrorism and endangering Turkey’s
national unity. This became an occasion for opponents of the EU
process to raise their voice too. The Kurdish problem rose to the
top of the political agenda in April 2006 after large demonstra-
tions and rioting took place, especially in Diyarbakýr. On this occa-
sion the Prime Minister seemed to slip into using populist lan-
guage and in his address to his party branch in Diyarbakýr early in
May 2006 he avoided putting emphasis in his talk on Kurdish
identity. In his talk he mentioned the word ‘Kurd’ only once, sug-
gesting how far the political mood had changed as a result of the
rise in violence. It seems that with national elections in 2007
approaching the government will remain reluctant to take any
new steps going beyond those reforms that have already been
adopted.

The situation is further complicated by a Kurdish leadership in
Turkey that entertains the nationalist agenda of the PKK. In this
regard the EU, unlike the Turkish state, has failed to convince this
leadership to respect diversity of opinion and the human rights of
Kurds especially with regard to freedom of opinion and expres-
sion. They remain reluctant to allow room for opinions other than
their own. They are also very much wrapped up in ideological dis-
courses and grand schemes rather than adopting a pragmatic
approach and addressing and trying to solve the day-to-day prob-
lems of Kurdish-populated areas of Turkey.137 It is still unclear
whether Turkey will be able to meet this challenge and succeed in
either neutralising the influence of this nationalist leadership or
incorporating them into day-to-day politics. The developments
on the Kurdish problem are also closely tied up with the develop-
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ments in northern Iraq. It has already been mentioned that Turk-
ish foreign policy towards Iraq and especially developments in
northern Iraq has changed significantly. However, there is the risk
that developments in northern Iraq may undermine Turkish sta-
bility. A Turkey that fails to manage its own Kurdish problem and
the situation in northern Iraq would clearly be far from constitut-
ing a ‘model’ for the region.

Nevertheless, as Aras notes, for Turkey the ‘task of putting its
house in order created self-confidence in regional policy’.138 In
many ways it is this confidence that lies behind the ambition of the
current government to develop policies associated with becoming
a country that is a ‘regional civil power’ and that can support ‘civil-
isational dialogue’.  The vision for such policies has been articu-
lated on numerous occasions by Ahmet Davutoðlu, chief foreign
policy advisor to the Turkish Prime Minister. He has argued that
the political development, economic capabilities, dynamic social
forces and ability to reconcile Islam and democracy at home are
the qualities that offer Turkey the possibility to develop and
implement such policies. Interestingly, Davutoðlu is uncomfort-
able with the notion of Turkey playing the role of a ‘bridge’
between the ‘East’ and the ‘West’ on the grounds that such a role
entails passivity. Instead he defines a more ambitious and central
role for Turkey. He argues that a self-confident Turkey would have
an ability to add its own flair to a ‘dialogue’ between the two
worlds based on its cultural, economic, historic, political and
social connections as well as experiences in both worlds.139

In the meantime, as long as Turkey’s democratisation and over-
all transformation continues, the best manifestation of Turkey’s
significance as a ‘regional civil power’ would be that Turkey can
continue to be a modest example and a concrete and tangible ref-
erence point of the benefits that a democratic and liberal market
economy provides in terms of stability, relative prosperity and
security. The consequences of economic growth in Turkey are
bound to spill over into regions neighbouring Turkey, including
Middle Eastern countries. The figures offered on foreign trade in
Annex III of this volume speak for themselves. Turkey’s trade with
neighbouring countries has increased significantly. This trade is
likely to continue to grow and be an important source of growth in
the region given that the size of Turkey’s GDP is almost equal to
the size of Bulgaria, Romania, Moldova, Ukraine, Georgia, Azer-
baijan, Armenia, Iraq and Syria put together.140 Business interac-
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tions will help to increase contacts, the development of mutual
interests and interdependence as well as modestly assist the emer-
gence of a civil society. All in all, these constitute the basis of
Turkey’s ‘soft power’ to induce transformation in Turkey’s region
and especially in the Middle East. Furthermore, the sum of these
interactions and the transformation it would induce would also
constitute the framework within which a ‘civilisational dialogue’,
particularly between the West and the Muslim world, can be nur-
tured. 

However, there is currently one major challenge. The recent cri-
sis over Iran and the manner in which the international commu-
nity manages it may have important implications in terms of
Turkey’s credentials in the region. Until very recently the Turkish
‘model’ was seen as the more attractive one compared to Iran. This
may be changing. The manner in which the American administra-
tion is handling the Iranian regime’s nuclear ambitions is helping
Iran to use the crisis to galvanise popular support in the region.
The rise in oil prices and the general shortage in energy are helping
to project the image of a powerful country that can challenge the
United States in the region. The Iranian regime’s confrontational
style and populist discourse towards the United States and Israel
on some of the hot issues of the Middle East, including the Pales-
tinian-Israeli problem, is succeeding in mobilising masses that
want to see an immediate change in the status quo. As far as the
viewpoint of these masses is concerned, this may well put the
Turkish model at a disadvantage, as it is much more gradualist,
reform-oriented and much more dependent on dialogue and on
seeking ‘win-win’ outcomes to conflicts. The Iraqi conflict is also
exacerbating this situation by driving a wedge between Sunni and
Shi’a Arab identities, risking a polarisation in the region that
would clearly benefit Iran. Under these circumstances, an escala-
tion of the conflict between Iran and the West and the actual use of
force against Iran would bring serious limitations to Turkey’s
long-term potential role in the region.
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Conclusion: between the EU and
three troublesome regions

The European integration project has been unequivocally success-
ful in expanding the zone of stability, peace and prosperity in
Europe. This zone is increasingly referred to as a zone of ‘demo-
cratic peace’ where the expectation of violent conflict is zero. The
early stages of this process overcame the historic rivalry between
France and Germany, an achievement that was considered to be vir-
tually impossible at the time. Subsequently, the European Com-
munity incorporated the formerly authoritarian and military-
dominated Mediterranean countries of Greece, Spain and Portugal
into the zone. The European Union has more recently achieved an
even greater task by anchoring Central and Eastern Europe into
this zone. The Balkans, the last remaining trouble spot of Europe,
is being engaged by the European Union with at least some
prospects of being drawn into the zone of ‘democratic peace’. Con-
ditionality attached to prospects of membership and actual mem-
bership itself has been the most potent tool of the European Union
in drawing countries into this zone. In this author’s view, Turkey
constitutes the next challenge to expanding as well as consolidat-
ing the zone of ‘democratic peace’ for neighbouring regions which,
for geographical reasons, do not have prospects of membership.

Alexander Wendt in his Social Theory of International Politics
(1999) argues that relations between states are shaped by distinct
‘cultures of anarchy’.141 Two of these are of particular interest in
the context of the Middle East. The first one is the Hobbesian
(derived from the ideas in Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan, 1651) cul-
ture, characterised by deep mistrust of the international system
and reliance on self-help rather than any cooperative schemes for
solving conflicts. The second one is a Kantian (derived from the
ideas in Immanuel Kant’s Perpetual Peace, 1795) culture. It exists
when states share a body of common values and norms, often
associated with pluralist democracies, and enjoy friendly societal
relations too. The relationship between such states is charac-
terised by cooperation and a general sense of security and stability. 
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Decision-makers and societies steeped in a Hobbesian culture
will visualise the international arena as one where one can trust
no one but oneself. The international arena will be seen as being
anarchic or dominated by conflict. This vision of international
relations will in turn be supported by a domestic political struc-
ture that emphasises national unity, national security and
national sacrifice. Questioning and criticising these tenets will
not be tolerated. Typically such countries are characterised by
domestic political structures that support little tolerance for
alternative views and arguments or cultures. In many ways
domestic political structures are perpetuated through the  pres-
entation of an anarchic world surrounding and threatening the
country. International relations are depicted as a ‘win-lose’ game
whose outcome is often determined by ‘hard power’ capabilities
and use of coercion. 

On the other hand, a Kantian culture is associated with a world
of ‘democratic peace’ and commitment to seeking ‘win-win’ out-
comes to international problems and conflicts. Such outcomes
are ensured by the willingness and ability to rely on and deploy
‘soft power’ rather than ‘hard power’. In a country whose decision-
making culture is dominated by Kantian values, there may well be
advocates of policies that are a function of Hobbesian considera-
tions. However, such decision-makers or policy advocates would
not be in a situation to undermine the dominant culture and the
domestic political structures with which it is associated. The
domestic system would always be capable of questioning the wis-
dom of such policies. Furthermore, the level of security and trust
in the system would be capable of resisting such occasional chal-
lenges. The very nature of a Kantian system would also be one
where states would be linked with each other with extensive inter-
societal contacts and cooperation. These interactions and the level
of interdependence between Kantian states would constitute
another set of safety mechanisms against intrusions of Hobbesian
thinking. Trust-building and dialogue as opposed to confronta-
tion and mistrust would become dominant features characteris-
ing relations between such states or cultures.

Traditionally, Turkish thinking towards international rela-
tions has been deeply influenced by the Hobbesian vision. The
international environment has traditionally been seen as being
anarchical and therefore creating the imperative need to be mili-
tarily strong and to be prepared to use military force for ‘win-lose’

100

Turkey’s foreign policy in turbulent times

cp92-text.qxp  12/09/2006  15:31  Page 100



4

outcomes. Little tolerance could be permitted for dissent on fun-
damental foreign policy issues. Economic and political sacrifices
were expected to ensure national security. Furthermore, the vio-
lence surrounding the Kurdish problem and the security chal-
lenges created by the PKK left Turkey on numerous occasions
stressing the importance of military capabilities and methods
over political ones. Turkey regularly intervened in northern Iraq
and continuously suspected neighbouring countries of support-
ing the PKK and of wanting to undermine Turkey’s territorial
integrity. Turkey’s approach to Cyprus and to its relations with
Greece was similarly characterised by Hobbesian thinking.

Yet in the course of the last few years Turkey has been experi-
encing a major political and economic transformation. This trans-
formation has brought Turkey much closer to Kantian values.
This is manifested in both Turkish domestic and foreign policy
behaviour. Domestically, the country has become much more
open to pluralism and much more at ease with its cultural and eth-
nic diversity. Its economy has become vibrant and a pole of attrac-
tion for other economies in the region. International cooperation
and improving relations with neighbouring countries has also
acquired importance for Turkish decision-makers. Civil society
has begun to play a growing role in domestic politics but also in
foreign policy-making. There was a time when it was almost taboo
to talk of Kurds in Turkey. They were then only referred to dis-
paragingly as ‘mountain Turks’. Whereas today Turkey is slowly
but surely coming to terms not only with a federated Kurdish state
in northern Iraq but also with the use of the term ‘Kurdistan’
which would once have been massively rejected. Similar observa-
tions can be made about the Armenian problem. The Turkish pub-
lic is becoming more inquisitive and critical about official knowl-
edge on this issue. Furthermore, on another extremely sensitive
issue, the Cyprus problem, Turkey has completely revised its posi-
tion and advocates integration of the two communities rather
than their separation.

This transformation of Turkey has major implications in terms
of the European integration project in general and in particular
with regard to this project’s ability to ‘export’ or expand the zone
of stability, peace and prosperity – the zone of ‘democratic peace’.
This paper has argued that Turkey is becoming crucial to the
expansion of such a zone not just because of its geographical loca-
tion but because of the way in which Turkey has evolved as a result
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of this transformation. Hence, when assessing the impact of
Turkey’s membership on the EU, it is paramount that this analysis
should also take account of the meaning of Turkey’s domestic and
foreign policy transformation in the context of the future of
Turkey’s neighbourhood. In the meantime, what might best be
hoped for is that Turkey can stay on course and that, rather than
being a ‘model’, Turkey can serve as an example from which les-
sons can be drawn. As Emerson and Tocci point out, as long as
Turkey can continue to be integrated with the European Union it
could become a ‘spearhead’ for values associated with the EU.142 It
can be a ‘source of inspiration’ for regions otherwise long steeped
in a Hobbesian culture of anarchy. Furthermore, a growing Turk-
ish economy as well as a vibrant business world and civil society are
themselves becoming tools of soft power by increasing interde-
pendence between Turkey and neighbouring countries. 

However for Turkey to wield ‘soft-power’ and contribute to the
expansion of ‘democratic peace’ there are three challenges that
need to be met. It goes without saying that Turkey must continue
its transformation and complete its reform process. Undoubtedly
in Turkey there are still circles that are resisting reform. They do
indeed stand a chance of derailing the process, especially consid-
ering that Turkey is still grappling with difficult domestic prob-
lems. These problems range from finding a manageable solution
to the Kurdish problem that goes beyond just recognising basic
cultural rights, to reconciling democracy and secularism with
Islam in a manner that gives the country a sense of stability and
security. How these problems will be addressed and managed and
whose preferences will prevail in the long term will also depend a
lot on how the second challenge is met. For the last couple of years,
the challenge of EU membership was always Turkey’s challenge.
Few in Europe believed that Turkey could meet the challenge.
Many actually feared and some hoped that Turkey would never be
able to meet the Copenhagen political criteria and transform itself
to qualify as a candidate for membership of the EU. This time the
challenge is Europe’s challenge. Will the EU remain engaged in
Turkey’s membership prospects and instill a sense of confidence
among the reformers in Turkey that Europe will indeed be ready to
admit the centuries-old ‘other’ in Europe into its ranks when the
accession negotiations are completed? The relationship between
these two challenges is critical.

The third challenge results from the very fact that Turkey
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142. Michael Emerson and
Nathalie Tocci, Turkey as Bridge-
head and Spearhead – Integrating EU
and Turkish Foreign Policy (EU-
Turkey Working Paper No. 1,
CEPS, Brussels, August 2004).
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neighbours turbulent regions in turbulent times. Iran and Iran’s
nuclear weapon ambitions, the future of Iraq and especially north-
ern Iraq, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, democratisation in the
Arab and greater Muslim world, resolution of ethnic and bilateral
conflicts in the Caucasus as well as the issues of secure energy sup-
plies and intercivilisational dialogue are some of the issues crowd-
ing Turkey’s foreign policy agenda. The transformation of
Turkey’s foreign policy from one characterised by its ‘coercive
regional power’ undertones to a ‘regional civil power’ has impor-
tant implications in addressing these issues. The more stable
Turkey is, the more the Turkish economy will grow, the more busi-
ness and civil society will enjoy influence and in turn the more
Turkey will have ‘soft power’ tools to field in relation to these for-
eign policy issues. This trend and the answers to the third chal-
lenge will in turn very much depend on how the above two chal-
lenges are managed. The EU has succeeded in having an impact on
Turkey’s ‘culture of anarchy’ and moving the country out of a
Hobbesian world towards a Kantian one. The process is far from
being complete. However, it should be possible to say that the
more Turkey is absorbed into a zone of ‘democratic peace’ the
more it is likely to constitute a source of stability and security as
well as prosperity for the very regions that are in turmoil. This
would mean more reform, more democracy, more stability, more
economic activity, more jobs and less violent conflict for the peo-
ple of these regions. In turn this would also mean more jobs and
economic growth for Europeans but also a more stable EU neigh-
bourhood, more secure and reasonably priced energy, a better dia-
logue between cultures as well as fewer asylum seekers, less illegal
migration and less organised crime. The European Union, Turkey
and its region should choose to help consolidate this ‘win-win’
game before it is too late. 
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a1 annexes

 1995 2005 

GDP (Billion)1 166.40 353.20 
Agriculture1 15 % 11.7% 
Services1 52 % 58.5% 
Industry1 33 % 29.8% 
GDP Real Growth Rate1 

- 5 % 
  7.3% 

 
 
FDI Inflows (USD Million)2 

885.00 9.650.00 

Inflation Rate3 106 % 7.7% 
Interest Rate (Overnight)3 

106.31 % 
14.8% 

 
 
Total Foreign Trade USD Billion1 

57.30 189.90 

Total Export (USD Billion)1 21.60 73.40 
Total Import (USD Billion)1 

35.70 
116.50 

 
 
Tourism Revenues4  

(USD Million) 
4.957.00 13.929 

Total Arrivals 
(in thousands of people)4 

 
7,726.00 21,122.00 

Comparative Turkish economic performance,
1995 and 2005

Sources

1. Turkey: Economic and Financial Data National Summary 2005,
www.die.gov.tr (consulted 12 June 2006).
2. Foreign Economic Relations Board, www.deik.org.tr (consulted 10 June
2006).
3. Central Bank of Republic of Turkey, www.tcmb.gov.tr (consulted 10 June
2006).
4. Tourism Investors Association, www.ttyd.org.tr (consulted 18 June2006).
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1. Columns 1, 2, 3: IMF World Economic Outlook, www.imf.org (consulted
12 June 2006).
2. Columns 4 and 5: CIA World Factbook, www.ciafactbook.com (consulted
12 June 2006).

Comparative economic performance of Turkey
and neighbouring countries, 2005
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Foreign trade relations between Turkey
and its neighbours, 1995 and 2004
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a1a4annexes

Abbreviations

AKP Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkýnma
Partisi)

AP (i) Accession Partnership 
(ii) Additional Protocol

CFSP Common Foreign and Security Policy
CHP Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi)
DEIK Turkish Foreign Economic Relations Board (Diþ

Ekonomik Iliþikiler Kurulu)
ECHR European Court of Human Rights
EP European Parliament
ESDP European Security and Defence Policy
FDI Foreign Direct Investment
FYROM Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia
GDP Gross Domestic Product
HRDF Human Resources Development Foundation

(Ýnsan Kaynaðýný Geliþ tirme Vakfý)
IAEA International Atomic Energy Agency
IKV Economic Development Foundation (Iktisadi Kalkýnma 

Vakfý) 
MHP Nationalist Action Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi)
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
NGO Non-governmental Organisation
NPAA National Programme for the Adoption of the Acquis
NSC National Security Council
OIC Organisation of the Islamic Countries
OSCE Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe
PKK Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistan)
PLO Palestinian Liberation Organisation
TESEV Turkish Economic and Social Studies Foundation

(Türkiye Ekonomik ve Sosyal Etüdler Vakfý)
TIM Turkish Exporters Assembly (Türkiye Ýhracatçýlar

Meclisi)
TOBB Turkish Union of Chambers (Türkiye Odalar ve Borsalar 

Birliði)
TRNC Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus
TUSAID Turkish Industrialists’ and Businessmen’s Association

(Türk Sanayicileri ve Ýþadamlarý Derneði)
UN United Nations
UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
UNPROFOR United Nations Protection Force
USD US dollars
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