
KHAZAR UNIVERSITY 

 

School: Graduate School of Science, Art and Technology 

Department: Political Science and Philosophy  

Qualification: History and Theory of International Relations 

 

 

MASTER’S THESIS 

Theme: Turkey's Middle East Policy in the Justice and Development Party 

Era: Strategic Objectives and Resources 

 

 

                                       Student: Chichak Nasirli Mehman 

Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Vasila Hajiyeva Cumshud 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Baku – 2024 



XƏZƏR UNİVERSİTETİ 

 

    Fakültə: Təbiət elmləri, Sənət və Texnologiya Yüksək Təhsil 

    Departament: Siyasi elmlər və fəlsəfə   

    İxtisas: Beynəlxalq münasibətlər tarixi və nəzəriyyəsi  

 

 

MAGİSTR TEZİSİ 

Mövzu: Ədalət və İnkişaf Partiyası Dövründə Türkiyənin Orta Şərq Siyasətində 

Strateji Hədəflər və Resurslar 

                                                         

 

                               Magistrant: Çiçək Mehman qızı Nəsirli  

Elmi rəhbər: s.e.ü.e.d, professor Vəsilə Cümşüd qızı Hacıyeva 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bakı - 2024 



 

                                                   

 TABLE OF CONTENTS 

INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................... 4 

I CHAPTER. LITERATURE REVIEW ................................................................................ 7 

1.1 Hypothesis based on literature review. ................................................................................. 9 

1.2 Theoretical Framework ......................................................................................................... 9 

II CHAPTER. METHODOLOGY ........................................................................................ 12 

2.1 Unit of analysis ................................................................................................................... 13 

III CHAPTER. THE PARADIGMS AND RESOURCES OF THE REPUBLIC OF                    

TÜRKİYE'S MIDDLE EAST POLICY ............................................................................... 15 

3.1. Peace at home, peace in the world, and a Westernized Turkey ......................................... 15 

3.2 The rise of political Islam to power and the AKP's foreign policy course with the legacy of 

the Caliphate ............................................................................................................................. 22 

3.3. Resources and opportunities underlying the AKP's Middle East strategy......................... 30 

IV CHAPTER. TURNİNG POİNTS İN THE AKP'S MIDDLE EAST POLİCY............ 36 

4.1. The era before the Arab Spring (2002-2010) ..................................................................... 36 

4.2. The period until the July 15 coup attempt (2010-2016) .................................................... 43 

4.3. The recent period ............................................................................................................... 47 

V CHAPTER. THE CONSEQUENCES OF THE AKP'S MIDDLE EAST POLICY .... 54 

5.1. The consequences of the AKP's Middle East policy on Turkey's foreign policy .............. 54 

5.2. The refugee issue in Turkey and its effects ....................................................................... 59 

CONCLUSION ....................................................................................................................... 65 

REFERENCES ........................................................................................................................ 68 

 

 

 



4 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Turkey has historically held a crucial position in the Middle East due to its geographical 

location and geopolitical importance. However, Turkey's Middle East policy has undergone 

significant changes under the Justice and Development Party (AKP) leadership. During this 

period, Turkey has established fresh strategic goals to expand its regional influence, protect its 

national interests, and promote stability in the area. 

The ascent of Political Islam and the AKP's foreign policy direction, coupled with the 

legacy of the Caliphate, have played a pivotal role in bolstering Turkey's regional sway. The 

resources and opportunities underpinning Turkey's Middle East policy have been notable 

throughout this process. Nonetheless, the shifts and transformations within this policy frame-

work have also presented Turkey with challenges in regional diplomacy. 

Turkey's strategic aspirations in the Middle East transcend mere concerns of regional 

stability and security, encompassing its economic interests and political clout. 

Relevance of Research 

            The study of Turkey's evolving role and policies in the Middle East holds significant 

importance for several reasons. 

Understanding Turkey's changing dynamics in the Middle East is crucial for compre-

hending the broader shifts in regional geopolitics. As a key regional player with historical ties 

and strategic interests in the Middle East, Turkey's foreign policy decisions have implications 

for regional    shifts, and challenges in the region, this study offers valuable insights into the 

evolving power dynamics and alliances in the Middle East. 

The study contributes to scholarly debates on the nexus between religion, politics, and 

international relations. By examining the influence of Political Islam and the AKP's foreign 

policy trajectory, the study provides nuanced perspectives on how ideological factors shape 

state behavior and foreign policy outcomes. This analysis is particularly relevant in understand-

ing the complexities of governance and diplomacy in regions where religion plays a significant 

role in shaping political discourse. 

This study meticulously delves into the impacts of Turkey's Middle East policy on its 

foreign affairs. By focusing on the outcomes of Turkey's policies in the Middle East, the study 

thoroughly evaluates Turkey's international position and influence. In this context, it sheds light 

not only on the effects of Turkey's Middle East policies on its foreign policy but also on the 

broader dynamics of international relations and Turkey's claim to regional leadership. Further-

more, this study is an important step in comprehending the extensive implications of Turkey's 
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Middle East policies on the country's internal politics, economy, and societal structure. Turkey's 

Middle East policies can lead to some debates and polarization in domestic politics. Especially, 

the reactions to crises or conflicts in the region can give rise to different opinions among polit-

ical parties and segments of society. 

This study bridges a gap in the literature by offering a detailed and nuanced analysis of 

Turkey's Middle East policy, providing valuable insights for policymakers, scholars, and prac-

titioners. 

Goals of Research 

1. Detailed examination of the strategic objectives set by Turkey’s AK Party government 

during its tenure regarding the Middle East policy and the resources utilized to achieve 

these objectives 

2. Analysis of the transformation in Turkey’s role and policy priorities in the Middle East    

following the AK Party’s rise to power 

3. Exploration of the consequences of the AK Party’s Middle East policy on various as-

pects, particularly focusing on Turkey’s foreign policy and the refugee issue within Tur-

key. 

Research question and proposition 

"What factors have been decisive in determining Turkey's strategic objectives in the 

Middle East during the AKP era, and how have resources been effectively utilized to achieve 

these objectives?" is going to be the central question of my research. 

The strategic objectives identified in Turkey's Middle East policy encompass various 

aims, including strengthening its interests in the region, promoting stability, combating terror-

ism, and enhancing its regional leadership role. This thesis aims to analyze the nature of these 

strategic objectives and examine the effective utilization of resources, including diplomatic, 

economic, and military means, in their realization. Additionally, this study seeks to contribute 

to the understanding of Turkey's role in the Middle East by exploring its policy instruments and 

interactions within the framework of international relations theories. 
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Independent and dependent variables 

    The independent variables in this research encompass “aspiration to become a regional 

power,” and “Turkey`s political interests”. Dependent variables are “policy priorities” 

“achievement of regional stability,” “success in combating terrorism,” and “security strategies”. 
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I CHAPTER. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Turkey's Middle East policy during the AKP era has garnered significant scholarly at-

tention, reflecting its evolving role and impact on regional dynamics. This literature review 

aims to synthesize existing research on Turkey's strategic objectives and resources in the Mid-

dle East, focusing on the period since the AKP came to power in 2002. The AKP era has wit-

nessed Turkey's emergence as a key player in Middle Eastern affairs, driven by historical lega-

cies, geopolitical imperatives, and ideological orientations. Understanding the context within 

which Turkey operates in the region is essential for analyzing its strategic objectives and re-

source allocation. 

Atatürk's principle of "Peace at Home, Peace in the World" constituted the foundation 

of Turkey's foreign policy. During Atatürk's era, Turkey's Middle East policy mostly encom-

passed neutrality and a peaceful approach to international relations (Aras,2010). In AKP's Mid-

dle East policy, strategic depth and neo-Ottomanism have been influential. This policy aimed 

to revitalize historical and cultural ties, as well as the Ottoman Empire's legacy, to generate 

effective solutions to regional issues. The concept emphasized Turkey's strong references from 

the past and its historical ties to the region while shaping its regional relationships, supporting 

Turkey's more effective role in the Middle East (Davutoğlu,2001). Soft power elements play a 

crucial role in AKP's Middle East policy. These elements include cultural diplomacy, humani-

tarian aid and development projects, and media activities (Can,2011). 

Turkey's policy before the Arab Spring aimed to minimize instability in the region and 

support regional peace. In this context, Turkey engaged in mediation efforts for the resolution 

of regional conflicts and supported peaceful solutions. Turkey focused on establishing close 

relations with the Arab world, emphasizing cooperation in both commercial and political do-

mains (Kutlay&Dinçer,2012). Between 2002 and 2008, Turkish foreign policy was primarily 

focused on economic growth and pursuing EU membership, resulting in a diminished influence 

of national identity on its formulation (Kiper,2013). Turkey's Middle East policy underwent a 

significant transformation during the Arab Spring, particularly with the onset of the Syrian civil 

war (Acar,2018). The Arab Spring presented a significant challenge to Turkish foreign policy, 

prompting the AK Party to explore new approaches to address this crisis (Özdemir,2019). As 

the Syrian conflicts evolved, Turkey was compelled to accommodate millions of Syrian refu-

gees, significantly impacting its internal politics and economic environment (Altund-

eğer&Yılmaz,2016). 

After 2016, a significant shift in Turkey's Middle East policy occurred, characterized by 

a tougher stance against Kurdish groups like the PYD/YPG. Concurrently, Turkey's inclination 
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towards cooperation with Russia and Iran in Syria increased, leading to shifts in relations with 

regional rivals, notably, the support extended to Qatar emerged as a pivotal factor (Al-

tunşık&Martin,2023). 

The refugee issue in Turkey, particularly exacerbated by the onset of the Syrian civil 

war, has grown to significant proportions. This has adversely affected Turkey's economy and 

public services, increasing competition in the labor market and leading to social tensions 

(Kutlay,2016). The topic of migration played a crucial role in shaping the political landscape 

of the 2023 elections in Turkey. Except for the HDP, which consistently upheld a pro-immi-

grant stance, all major parties underwent notable shifts towards more anti-immigrant positions 

to differing extents during this period (Balta et al.,2023). 

After conducting a thorough review of the existing literature, several key findings and 

gaps have emerged regarding AKP`s Middle East policy. 

• While external factors often dominate discussions on Turkey's Middle East pol-

icy, there might be a gap in understanding the role of domestic politics, public opinion, and 

bureaucratic dynamics in shaping policy decisions. Exploring how domestic factors influence 

Turkey's regional strategy could provide a more comprehensive understanding. 

• Research may primarily focus on Turkey's hard power capabilities and military 

interventions in the region, overlooking the significance of soft power tools such as cultural 

diplomacy, humanitarian aid, and economic cooperation. Analyzing the effectiveness of Tur-

key's soft power initiatives could fill this gap. 

• Existing literature may focus predominantly on specific events within the AKP 

era, such as the Arab Spring or the Syrian civil war, without providing a comprehensive longi-

tudinal analysis. A gap might exist in studies that systematically examine the evolution of Tur-

key's Middle East policy over time, considering shifts, continuities, and the impact of changing 

regional dynamics. 

• While many studies analyze Turkey's official policy objectives and actions, 

fewer explore how Turkey is perceived by actors in the Middle East and how these perceptions 

shape regional dynamics. Investigating regional perceptions of Turkey and analyzing compet-

ing narratives could offer valuable insights into the country's soft power, image projection, and 

diplomatic challenges. 

By bridging these gaps, future research can contribute to a more comprehensive and 

nuanced understanding of Turkey's Middle East policy during the AKP era. 
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1.1 Hypothesis based on literature review 

        By analyzing this data with the given methodology this research hypothesis that during the 

AK Party era, the most decisive factors in determining Turkey's strategic objectives in the Mid-

dle East have been the reaffirmation of historical and cultural connections, the aspiration to 

become a regional power, the maintenance of political stability in the region, and material fac-

tors. These material factors include economic interests, energy security, control of trade routes, 

and strengthening the defense industry. To achieve these objectives, Turkey has effectively 

utilized a broad range of resources, from diplomatic initiatives to military interventions, and 

from economic cooperation to humanitarian aid. 

      This research comprises several sections, including an introduction, an analysis with sepa-

rate chapters, a conclusion, and a bibliography. The introduction section provides a general 

overview, research questions, variables, and hypothesis. The following chapters examine the 

AKP's policy framework in the Middle East region, exploring its formulation, implementation, 

and subsequent ramifications. The paper concludes by presenting the final findings, answering 

the research question, and evaluating whether the hypothesis was supported.  

1.2 Theoretical Framework 

The realist perspective, grounded in the principles of structural realism, offers valuable 

insights into the formulation and execution of Turkey's Middle East policy during the AKP era. 

Realism argues that states play a central role in international relations and are primarily moti-

vated by their interests, especially in safeguarding their survival and security within a world 

lacking a central authority. Turkey's involvement in conflicts such as the Syrian civil war and 

its interventions in Iraq and Libya can be understood as efforts to secure its borders and prevent 

the emergence of threats to its security. 

Buzan and Waever's (1998) concept of security provides a lens through which to exam-

ine Turkey's regional policy. Buzan and Waever's notion of security sectors can help identify 

the multifaceted nature of Turkey's interests and objectives in the Middle East. For example, 

Turkey's policy may aim to enhance its economic security through trade partnerships, its polit-

ical security through diplomatic alliances, and its societal security through managing migration 

flows and addressing refugee crises. 

During the AKP era, Turkey's Middle East policy can be viewed through a constructivist 

lens, focusing on identity, norms, and social interactions. Under the leadership of Recep Tayyip 

Erdoğan, the AKP government aimed to redefine Turkey's regional role by emphasizing its 

Islamic heritage, historical ties, and cultural connections. This involved presenting Turkey as a 
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model Muslim democracy and mediator in regional conflicts while highlighting its historical 

links to the Middle East. 

Larrabee's research (2008) offers an in-depth insight into the elements that have facili-

tated the rise of political Islam in Turkey and the wider consequences for the nation's future. 

Wendt (1999) emphasizes the role of identity in shaping state behavior. Turkey's histor-

ical, cultural, and religious identity as a bridge between East and West, with a significant Is-

lamic heritage, influences its approach to the Middle East. Turkey may construct its identity in 

the region as a mediator, facilitator of dialogue, and promoter of Islamic solidarity, influencing 

its policy choices. 

Moreover, Turkey's actions in the Middle East during this period were influenced by 

the norms and values promoted by the AKP, such as democracy, justice, and solidarity with 

oppressed Muslim communities. The government portrayed its involvement in conflicts like 

the Syrian civil war as part of a broader commitment to humanitarianism and Islamic unity. 

Additionally, social interactions played a significant role in shaping Turkey's Middle 

East strategy during the AKP era. The government actively engaged with various non-state 

actors, including civil society organizations, religious groups, and diaspora communities, to 

advance its vision of Turkey as a regional leader. This grassroots diplomacy aimed to garner 

support for Turkey's initiatives in the region and strengthen ties with Middle Eastern societies. 

Overall, from a constructivist perspective, Turkey's Middle East policy during the AKP 

era reflected the government's efforts to construct a new identity for Turkey rooted in Islamic 

values, historical narratives, and social interactions within the region. This approach influenced 

Turkey's strategic objectives and resource allocation, positioning it as a key player in Middle 

Eastern affairs. 

From a neorealist perspective, Turkey's Middle East policy during the AKP era can be 

analyzed primarily in terms of power politics, security considerations, and the pursuit of na-

tional interests in an anarchic international system (Waltz, 1979). 

Turkey's interventions in conflicts like the Syrian civil war and its efforts to manage 

regional instability may be seen as driven by neorealist concerns for national security and sta-

bility. Similarly, Turkey's engagement with regional actors and its pursuit of strategic partner-

ships, such as with the United States and Russia, could be analyzed through the lens of balanc-

ing power and securing its interests in a volatile environment (Walt,1987). 

Liberalism emphasizes the importance of democracy and human rights in international 

relations. From a liberal perspective, Turkey's strategic objectives in the Middle East may in-

clude promoting democratic governance, respect for human rights, and the rule of law. Liberals 
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prioritize diplomatic engagement, negotiation, and conflict resolution in international relations 

(Fukuyama,1992). Turkey's strategic objectives in the Middle East may include promoting re-

gional stability, reducing tensions, and facilitating peaceful resolutions to conflicts. 
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II CHAPTER. METHODOLOGY 

In studying Turkey`s foreign policy in the Middle East, both philosophies-positivism 

and interpretivism can be used. Positivism could be employed to analyze quantitative data such 

as military expenditures, and public opinion polls. For example, the Stockholm International 

Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) reported that Turkey's military spending increased by 37% in 

2023 compared to 2022 (Middle East Monitor,2024). 

Interpretivist approaches are valuable for exploring the beliefs, values, and perceptions 

that shape Turkish policymakers' decisions and interactions with regional actors. Interpretivist 

methodologies may involve qualitative methods such as interviews, content analysis of 

speeches and official documents, and ethnographic research to uncover the underlying narra-

tives, discourses, and ideational factors influencing Turkey's foreign policy conduct. 

By delving into the subjective interpretations and contextual nuances of Turkey's en-

gagements in the Middle East, interpretivist research provides deeper insights into the cultural, 

historical, and ideological dimensions of Turkey's foreign policy behavior. 

Efforts have been made to utilize both primary and secondary research sources in order 

to define and analyze fundamental concepts and methodologies. Nevertheless, a higher priority 

has been given to secondary sources, such as literature reviews, review articles, and books. 

Qualitative data analysis is more suitable for studying complex phenomena such as Tur-

key`s foreign policy in the Middle East. By examining the rich details and narratives embedded 

in qualitative data sources such as interviews, speeches, and official documents, we can gain a 

nuanced understanding of the cultural, historical, and geopolitical factors shaping Turkey's in-

teractions with Middle East countries. This topic can be influenced by subjective factors such 

as political ideologies, cultural norms, and individual perceptions. Qualitative analysis allows 

to capture of these subjective perspectives through methods such as interviews and content 

analysis of speeches and statements by key policymakers, diplomats, and experts. Turkey's for-

eign policy in the Middle East involves a wide range of diplomatic, military, economic, and 

cultural activities that may not be easily quantifiable or measurable. Qualitative data analysis 

offers a means to explore the depth and complexity of Turkey's engagements in the region, 

providing insights into the motivations, strategies, and outcomes of its foreign policy actions. 

Content Analysis: Analyzing speeches, official documents, policy statements, media 

coverage, and academic literature related to Turkey's foreign policy in the Middle East can 
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reveal key themes, discourses, and policy priorities. Content analysis allows us to systemati-

cally examine the language, rhetoric, and framing used by Turkish officials and other actors to 

communicate their positions and intentions in the region. 

Discourse analysis was employed to analyze the language and rhetoric used by state 

leaders and policymakers. Recep Tayyip Erdoğan's "one minute" outburst at Davos can serve 

as an example for discourse analysis related to Turkey's Middle East policy. 

Limitations 

Access to Data: Accessing reliable and comprehensive data on Turkey's foreign policy 

activities in the Middle East can be challenging due to issues such as restricted access to diplo-

matic archives, and limited availability of primary sources. 

Bias and Subjectivity: Research on Turkey's foreign policy in the Middle East may be 

subject to bias and subjectivity, both in the collection and analysis of data. Researchers' own 

perspectives, backgrounds, and affiliations may influence their interpretation of empirical evi-

dence and their selection of case studies or sources.  

Complexity of the Topic: Turkey's foreign policy in the Middle East is a complex and 

multifaceted topic involving numerous actors, interests, and dynamics. Attempting to capture 

this complexity within a single research study may be challenging. 

Despite these methodological limitations, it is possible to mitigate potential challenges 

by adopting rigorous research practices, triangulating data from multiple sources, acknowledg-

ing biases and limitations, and maintaining transparency in their methods and interpretations. 

By carefully considering and addressing methodological limitations, we enhance the credibility 

and validity of the research on Turkey's foreign policy in the Middle East. 

2.1 Unit of analysis  

The primary unit of analysis in this research focuses on Turkey's strategic objectives, 

the resources mobilized to support these objectives, and the effectiveness of its policies in the 

Middle East during the era of the Justice and Development Party (AKP). This era, spanning 

from the early 2000s, marks a significant period in Turkish politics and foreign policy, charac-

terized by a proactive and ambitious approach in the region. 

Firstly, the formulation of Turkey's strategic objectives under the AKP government will 

be examined. This includes understanding the ideological, political, and economic motivations 

behind Turkey's foreign policy decisions. The research will delve into the AKP's vision for 

Turkey's role in the Middle East, exploring how historical ties, cultural affinities, and geopolit-

ical considerations have shaped these objectives. 
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Secondly, the research will analyze the resources mobilized by Turkey to support its 

strategic objectives. This encompasses a wide array of resources, including diplomatic efforts, 

economic investments, military capabilities, and soft power initiatives such as cultural diplo-

macy and humanitarian aid. 

Thirdly, the effectiveness of Turkey's policies in the Middle East will be critically as-

sessed. This involves evaluating the outcomes of Turkey's engagements in various Middle East-

ern countries, such as Syria, Iraq, Egypt, and the Gulf States. The research will consider both 

the successes and challenges faced by Turkey in achieving its strategic objectives. 
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III CHAPTER. THE PARADIGMS AND RESOURCES OF THE REPUBLIC OF                    

TÜRKİYE'S MIDDLE EAST POLICY 

3.1. Peace at home, peace in the world, and a Westernized Turkey 

"Peace at Home, Peace in the World" is an aphorism, a slogan, a political doctrine ex-

pressed by Atatürk, a great humanist. It has become a superior legal principle by being included 

in the 1961 and 1982 Turkish Constitutions. "The principle of 'Peace at Home, Peace in the 

World' aims to ensure domestic tranquility and security within the country and international 

peace and security among nations. This principle serves as the fundamental basis for both do-

mestic and foreign policies"(Eroğlu,1985). 

Professor Dr. Mehmet Gönlübol (1981) rightly evaluates the principle of "Peace at 

Home, Peace in the World" by associating it with Atatürk, considering it as the cornerstone of 

Atatürk's political doctrine. "Atatürk delineated both the domestic and foreign dimensions of 

this principle through his thoughts and practices. Atatürk served 'Peace at Home' through his 

domestic success and 'Peace in the World' through his international success. His success in one 

realm reinforced the other." 

"The principle of 'Peace at Home, Peace in the World' was first articulated by Mustafa 

Kemal Pasha (Atatürk) as the leader of the CHP (Republican People's Party) in his declaration 

to the nation on April 20, 1931, on the occasion of the elections" (Gönlübol,1981). 

It has been a matter of debate how nationalism aligns with the principle of "Peace at 

Home, Peace in the World." 

Firstly, it should be clearly stated that Turkish nationalism, Kemalist nationalism, is not 

an aggressive form of nationalism. It is a nationalism that is respectful of other nations, pro-

gressive, peaceful, and values human rights. Kemalist nationalism opposes imperialism and 

colonialism. It advocates for the independence struggles of nations (Sinagra,2003). 

During the Atatürk era, Turkey's foreign policy is generally seen as having two distinct 

phases: before and after 1932. Similarly, its approach to the Middle East can be divided into 

two periods: 1923-1932 and 1932-1938. 

Before 1932, Turkey's Middle East strategy was largely influenced by the obligations 

set out in the Treaty of Lausanne, with border issues being a major concern. However, from 

1932 onwards, Turkey adopted a proactive foreign policy guided by the principle of "Peace at 

Home, Peace in the World." This led Turkey to seek security through regional alliances and 

pursue a peaceful approach beyond its borders. 
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Turkey's active engagement in the pact's formation underscores its ambition to assume 

a leadership role in the region, highlighting its aspirations for regional prominence during the 

Atatürk period. After 1923, Turkey sought to emphasize its commitment to peace by avoiding 

involvement in limiting international alliances. Turkey chose a foreign policy that prioritized 

friendly relations with its neighbors while aligning with national interests. Mustafa Kemal At-

atürk shaped Turkey's foreign policy, with Foreign Minister Tevfik Rüştü Aras playing a pivotal 

role in its implementation. 

The guiding principle of Turkey's foreign policy during the Atatürk era, "Peace at 

Home, Peace in the World," was explained by Tevfik Rüştü Aras as endorsing a collective 

defense of global peace. Essentially, this principle aimed to address threats to peace through 

collective efforts (Aras,2010). 

Following the National Struggle, the Treaty of Lausanne was concluded with the Allied 

Powers, leading to the formation of the Republic of Turkey in 1923. This treaty underscored 

Turkey's strategic significance, with the country bordered by major European nations. After the 

treaty's border settlements, Turkey found itself neighboring the Soviet Union to the east, Iraq 

under British mandate, Cyprus under British control, Syria under French mandate, and Italy 

through the Dodecanese Islands. This geopolitical context prompted Turkey to adopt a prag-

matic approach and refrain from expansionist agendas. 

During the Ottoman Empire's waning years, imperial powers like Britain, seeking dom-

inance in the Middle East, fostered anti-Turkish sentiment among local communities. After the 

Republic's establishment, Ankara publicly declared its lack of interest in seeking dominance in 

the Middle East and distanced itself from expansionist aspirations. The lingering effects of Arab 

revolts against the Ottoman Empire during World War I and Turkey's Westernization efforts 

led Ankara to maintain limited relations with Middle Eastern nations. 

In Nihat Dinç's "Gönüllü Diplomat", he points out Atatürk's directives for foreign pol-

icy: "Atatürk advised the Foreign Ministry's chief technical officer as follows: 'Steer clear of 

involvement in the Arab world, refrain from siding with imperialist or colonial powers, and 

avoid antagonizing the Russians.'" Atatürk emphasized Turkey's autonomy in foreign relations 

and stressed the need for non-intervention, particularly in Arab matters (Dinç,1998). 

Turkey's decision to abolish the caliphate on March 3, 1924, caused some reactions 

among Muslim communities in Asia and the Middle East. However, these initial concerns to-

wards Turkey didn't persist, and its relations with Muslim nations remained stable (Edip,2018). 

In Turkey's dealings with Iran, changes in government and border disputes played sig-

nificant roles. Rıza Khan, serving as Defense Minister in 1921, was influenced by Turkey's shift 
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to a republic and sought to bring similar governance to Iran. He found support from Turkey, 

and some Iranian intellectuals began advocating for this change. However, Turkey's decision 

to abolish the caliphate on March 3, 1924, was met with unease in Iran. Iranian religious leaders 

saw this move as an inevitable consequence of forming a republic, leading Rıza Khan to pub-

licly oppose the idea. 

At the same time, border infractions by tribes residing along the Turkish-Iranian border 

caused tensions. To address these issues, Turkey and Iran signed a "Security and Friendship 

Treaty" in Tehran on April 22, 1926. Despite this agreement, border violations continued, 

prompting both nations to sign an additional protocol on June 15, 1928. Yet, border disagree-

ments persisted until 1932 when a definitive treaty was signed, resolving the border dispute 

between the two countries. 

Between 1923 and 1932, Turkey's relations with Middle Eastern nations didn't reach 

their potential due to concerns over Turkey's secular reforms. Despite this, Turkey maintained 

a certain level of engagement with regional countries through friendship treaties and addressed 

border disputes. During this time, Turkey prioritized its internal reforms over extensive foreign 

policy engagements. 

Hitler's ascension in Germany and Italy's growing threat in the Balkans spurred Turkey 

into action. Turkey's closer ties with Western nations holding colonies in the Middle East and 

Mussolini's expansion policies in Asia and Africa prompted Turkey to foster better relationships 

with Eastern countries post-1930s. The treaties with Iran in 1932 and the subsequent enhance-

ment of relations led to the resolution of border disputes, benefiting Turkey's foreign policy and 

setting the stage for the Sadabad Pact. Indeed, Turkey, along with Iran and Afghanistan—mem-

bers of the Sadabad Pact—met in Tehran in June 1928 to add new protocols to their existing 

bilateral agreements. These discussions marked a significant move towards regional coopera-

tion, but true collaboration came only after resolving the border issues. 

The border dispute between Turkey and Iran was settled with a treaty in January 1932, 

strengthening their ties. The relationship was further deepened when Iranian Shah Reza Pahlavi 

visited Turkey in June 1934. These positive developments also influenced the League of Na-

tions Council elections. In 1934, Iran withdrew its candidacy for the League of Nations Council 

to support Turkey, reflecting its goodwill as Turkey was also a candidate. 

One of the issues left unresolved at the Lausanne Conference was Turkey's border dis-

pute with Iraq, which was under British mandate. After unsuccessful discussions with Britain 

post-conference, the matter was taken to the League of Nations, which ruled that Mosul would 

stay within Iraq's borders. The Ankara Agreement of 1926 had initially decided to hand over 
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Mosul to Iraq, with Turkey receiving 10% of the oil revenue from Mosul for 25 years. However, 

Turkey gave up this right in exchange for 500,000 British pounds (Uyar,2007). 

During this period, Turkey also built strong ties with Yemen's Imam Yahya and King 

Ibn Saud of Nejd-Hijaz. Following discussions with Ibn Saud's representatives during his An-

kara visit in February 1929, Turkey and Saudi Arabia signed a friendship treaty and opened a 

Saudi representation in Turkey (Bilgin,2016). 

The friendship between Turkey and Afghanistan, which began during World War I with 

Cemal Pasha training the Afghan army, evolved into a partnership. This bond continued during 

Atatürk's leadership. Following this growing rapport, a friendship treaty was inked with Af-

ghanistan in Moscow on March 1, 1921, making Afghanistan the first Muslim country to rec-

ognize Turkey's Grand National Assembly (TBMM) government.  

During King Amanullah's visit to Ankara in May 1928, the Turkish-Afghan Friendship 

and Cooperation Treaty was signed on May 25, essentially renewing the 1921 agreement with 

similar terms.  Relations with Afghanistan saw further development during this period. The 

trust between Turkey and Afghanistan also positively influenced Afghanistan-Iran ties. Iran and 

Afghanistan, facing a border dispute since 1903, proposed Turkey as a mediator. Turkey formed 

an arbitration team headed by Fahrettin Paşa (Türkkan), successfully resolving the Iran-Af-

ghanistan border issue in 1934. 

Through its peaceful and cooperative approach, Turkey not only addressed its neigh-

borly issues but also showcased its leadership and reliability in the region by mediating conflicts 

between other nations. 

The Balkans and the Middle East were governed by Turks for centuries, creating both 

bitter and sweet shared memories. These memories are unforgettable and timeless. Atatürk was 

a realist; he made great efforts to convey the truths to his neighbors with complete transparency. 

However, Arab countries often viewed and interpreted everything through a religious lens, mis-

understanding Turkey's decision to abolish the caliphate and establish a secular Republic. Tur-

key signed the Balkan Pact with its western neighboring countries in 1934 to protect its western 

borders. Later, in 1937, Turkey aimed to safeguard its eastern borders by signing the Saadabad 

Pact.  

During the lead-up to the Saadabad Pact, Turkey not only settled its border disputes 

with Iran but also acted as a mediator to resolve conflicts among the Pact's member states. 

Turkey had previously formed friendship agreements with Iran in 1926 and Afghanistan in 

1928. Despite all efforts, only one pact could be established in this region: the Sadabad Pact 

among Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, and Iraq. This pact didn't have military intentions; it was a 
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friendship alliance. The countries agreed not to interfere in each other's internal affairs, to re-

spect mutual borders, and not to launch attacks against each other (Tünay,1986). Atatürk's ini-

tiatives to safeguard Turkey's borders led to the signing of the Sadabad Pact on July 8, 1937, in 

Tehran, involving Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Afghanistan. This pact aimed to foster friendly rela-

tions among the signatories for five years. By signing, they pledged to uphold the principles of 

the League of Nations and the Kellogg-Briand Pact of 1928. 

Despite these efforts, they couldn't fully address the world's geopolitical situation or the 

strategic positions of the countries involved. However, Atatürk's realistic endeavors demon-

strated that the Republic of Turkey was not pursuing the dream of the old Ottoman Empire. 

In a parliamentary speech in November 1937, Atatürk highlighted the Sadabad Pact as 

a significant milestone for peace. He drew parallels with the Balkan Pact, noting its positive 

impact on peace, and emphasized the Sadabad Pact's role in promoting peace in the East. Ata-

türk underscored Turkey's commitment to a peace-focused policy through the Sadabad Pact and 

expressed their continued dedication to pursuing peace. He also mentioned that Turkey care-

fully considers every peace proposal presented to them (Grand National Assembly of Turkey 

Proceedings). 

The Republic of Turkey's peaceful and solution-focused approaches in the region led to 

the establishment of the Sadabad Pact. While the pact mainly focuses on mutual non-aggression 

and collaboration in shared areas, it underscores Turkey's engagement with the Middle East. 

This pact, the first of its kind in the region, created a zone of peace and friendship stretching 

from the Aegean to the Persian Gulf and the Himalayas, enhancing relations with the Islamic 

world. However, a more robust policy towards the Middle East wasn't feasible at that time due 

to regional countries' lack of full independence and their colonial status. Moreover, the removal 

of the caliphate institution resulted in negative sentiments towards Turkey in Arab nations, 

which persisted until the end of World War II (Duran&Karaca,2011). 

After 1932, Turkey's approach to the Middle East culminated in the Sadabad Pact, es-

tablishing Turkey as a key player in the region. Turkey's cohesive policies during the Sadabad 

Pact negotiations boosted its global standing and empowered it to have a greater say in regional 

strategies. The pact illustrated that regional nations could chart their course independently from 

the mandates of colonial powers. It became a pivotal moment in the Middle East's fight against 

the mandate system, uniting nations previously seen as powerless to set their agendas. Despite 

the influence of mandate powers, the Middle East's intellectuals and media hailed the Sadabad 

Pact as a significant triumph and publicized it accordingly. Turkey, guided by Atatürk's "Peace 
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at Home, Peace in the World" principle, aimed to safeguard its borders through regional security 

agreements, achieving this through the Sadabad Pact along its eastern frontiers. 

After the founding of the Republic of Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk drove Westerni-

zation reforms with unwavering resolve. He was dedicated to modernizing Turkish society and 

aspired to position Turkey as a member of the Western world, aligning with the community of 

civilized nations. 

Atatürk's efforts to modernize Turkey were not about blindly copying the West or trying 

to imitate Europe. His answer to a foreign journalist asking, "What parts of Western civilization 

do you want your nation to adopt?", illustrates this well: "We don't adopt Western ways just for 

the sake of imitation. Instead, we choose what we consider beneficial and fitting for our society, 

integrating it into global standards of civilization." (İnan,1984) 

When it comes to Westernization efforts during Atatürk's leadership, they were primar-

ily focused on four key areas. Republicanism paved the way for secularism in the socio-political 

arena, while statism and populism were emphasized in the socio-economic sector. Additionally, 

cultural reforms served as tools for Westernization. 

Following the success of the National Struggle and the Treaty of Lausanne, Turkey em-

barked on reforms aimed at modernization. Westernization became a dynamic aspiration to 

elevate the country to a higher level of civilization. To instill the Republic's modern values, 

outdated institutions were dismantled, and Western achievements from the 17th and 18th cen-

turies were quickly integrated into action in the fledgling Turkish Republic. 

The state aimed to foster a conducive cultural atmosphere and cultivate a skilled work-

force. This led to reforms across political, economic, and legal domains, including the adoption 

of the Turkish Civil Code. Educational advancements, changes in dress code, closure of certain 

religious institutions, legal reforms, adoption of the new Turkish alphabet, moving the weekly 

holiday to Sunday, introduction of the Surname Law, acceptance of new Penal and Commercial 

Codes, women's rights, transition to the international calendar, and language developments—

all reflected Western-inspired revolutionary changes (Erşan,2006). 

Westernization involves adopting European ideas and behaviors rather than sticking to 

traditional local customs and behaviors. According to Mardin this process began during the 

Ottoman Empire and expanded with new facets during the Republic of Turkey. It represents a 

tendency to use Western models as a guide under all circumstances. While Western influences 

in the Ottoman Empire can be traced back to the 15th century, they became more prominent 

during the Tulip Era (1718-1730) under Ahmet III's rule. Later rulers like Selim III, Mahmud 
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II, Abdülmecit, and Abdulhamit II furthered Westernization across various areas including ed-

ucation, social life, customs, music, arts, and architecture. Therefore, the Ottoman Empire's 

experience with Westernization offers a diverse perspective on its development over time (Mar-

din,1983). Turkish society's shift from an Eastern to a Western identity is a key aspect of this 

era. According to foreign writers, Turks during this time had to adapt to a flexible and pragmatic 

approach, leading to a state where they were neither entirely Eastern nor Western. 

In the waning years of the Empire, the Young Turks began convening in Europe starting 

in 1865. Ahmet Rıza advocates for centralization and strong authority, while Prince Sabahattin 

champions liberalism. Both were influenced by French ideologies. A key observation is that the 

French Revolution showcased the equality of lower and upper classes, which is not mirrored in 

Turkish society. In Turkey, elites attempt reforms to bridge the gap between the lower and 

upper classes. However, these reforms neither succeed nor do they help the lower classes rise 

to the level of the upper class. This attempt to blend Western and Ottoman institutions has 

perpetuated a tug-of-war between modernization and tradition, trapping reforms in a cycle. 

The Tanzimat period, starting with the Gülhane Decree in 1839 represents the swiftest 

phase of Western integration. This decree emphasized that the decline of the Ottoman Empire 

was the responsibility of all its societal classes, from the rulers to the general populace. This 

document marked the beginning of reform movements aimed at aligning with Western prac-

tices. The Tanzimat Period (1839-1876) marks a significant shift towards Western-inspired ad-

ministrative reforms in the Ottoman Empire. Introduced to restructure the Ottoman State, the 

Tanzimat reforms, often termed liberal reforms, involved adopting numerous administrative 

laws translated from French. Inalcik notes that the Tanzimat edict shares key features with the 

French constitution. Consequently, this era witnessed socio-cultural transformations affecting 

Ottoman intellectuals, women, and family structures (İnalcik,2008). 

Two primary factors and shifts in mindset during the Tanzimat period from 1839 to 

1876 played a crucial role in promoting Westernization. The establishment of the first private 

newspaper in 1861 was perceived as a groundbreaking event in Turkish intellectual circles, 

leading to the emergence of a public opinion receptive to Western ideas. Additionally, the in-

troduction of new schools across the state facilitated the adoption of French intellectual life. 

Consequently, the ideology of the French Revolution permeated among intellectuals in various 

aspects before the advent of the Constitutional Monarchy (Akbaş et al.,2020). 

The efforts of Westernization emerged as a comprehensive restructuring primarily dur-

ing the decline of the Ottoman Empire, often shaped by external pressures. These initiatives 
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aimed at modernizing the state structure through the organization and standardization of mili-

tary and civilian sectors. As a reflection of this goal, various military and civilian institutions 

were established within the state administration. During this period, not only were the Ottoman 

military and administrative systems modernized, but the local governance structure was also 

reorganized, and the spatial planning of cities was reassessed in line with evolving lifestyles 

(Yerasimos,1992). 

In contrast, the concept of Westernization during the Republican era focused on restruc-

turing rather than mere reorganization. Following the establishment of the Turkish Republic 

after the fall of the Ottoman Empire, Westernization was reevaluated in a new context.   

Consequently, while a particular segment of society endorsed Westernization efforts 

during the empire's decline, another significant portion struggled to fully accept it. David 

Hotham captured this complexity by noting that the Turks seemed to be the sole nation attempt-

ing to shift from one civilization to another (Hotham,2000). 

This interpretation underscores Turkey's intricate relationship with Westernization, in-

dicating that while some segments embraced it, others grappled with reconciling it with their 

Islamic heritage. 

During the Republican era, the groundwork for Westernization was laid in the Commit-

tee of Union and Progress (CUP) period. While the CUP pondered Mustafa Kemal's reforms, it 

was Kemalist revolutionaries who put them into action. Mustafa Kemal didn't dismiss the cap-

italist system; he viewed Western integration as a pathway to advancement. The Kemalist rev-

olution removed conflicting institutions and introduced secularism to pave the way for new 

ones. In this vein, Tim Buton points out that secularism played a pivotal role in aligning Turkey 

with Western civilization (Buton,2007). 

The Republic of Turkey, in contrast to the Ottoman Empire, anchored its legal and ed-

ucational frameworks in a secularism reminiscent of the French laïcité. Westernization became 

foundational for Turkey. Reforms in education and law, modeled after the West, sustained Tur-

key's Westernization trajectory. The young Republic sought public involvement in reforms, 

emphasizing economic issues. Past errors from Ottoman reforms were carefully considered to 

prevent recurrence during the Republican era. 

3.2 The rise of political Islam to power and the AKP's foreign policy course with the leg-

acy of the Caliphate 

While Islam originated in the Arabian Peninsula, it has expanded to become a global 

religion, reaching from the Far East to Western Europe, and from Africa to North America. 
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Though the use of Islam in ideological contexts is not new, there has been a noticeable increase 

in discussions and research about Islam, both in Turkey and around the world, especially in 

recent times. After the September 11, 2001 attacks on the United States, Islam has been per-

ceived not just as a religious belief but also as a significant political ideology, gaining promi-

nence on the global stage. A commonly held view is that Islam's growing political impact and 

the rise of fundamentalism can be seen as reactions to globalization (Guibernau,2010). 

Islam stands apart from religions where its influence is limited to specific domains like 

politics, culture, or economy. Instead of being confined to certain areas, Islam is characterized 

by a holistic approach that extends to all facets of life (Lewis,1997). In this comprehensive 

view, the separation of religion and state isn't seen as a natural concept. Thus, there's a prevail-

ing notion within Islam that it should encompass governance, and any separation of religion 

from the state is seen as inconsistent with Islamic teachings. The idea of an integrated relation-

ship between religion and state, rooted in Islam's early days, is also championed by modern 

political Islamic movements, which stress the importance of unity among religion, state, and 

society (Zubaida,1993). 

Turkey stands out compared to other nations with predominantly Muslim populations. 

It identifies itself as a secular state, not recognizing Islam as the official religion (Serter,1997). 

This unique characteristic leads to frequent discussions about secularism in Turkey. Yet, con-

stitutional secularism doesn't necessarily eliminate religion's role in political affairs. 

Beginning in the 1920s, reforms were initiated to reduce religion's impact on politics, 

promote Westernization, and free social, cultural, and political spheres from religious influence 

(Yavuz,1997). Under Mustafa Kemal Atatürk's leadership, policies were crafted to build a sec-

ular nation-state, prioritizing national identity over religious factors. 

During the early years of the Republic, many felt that Islam was threatened within the 

new political system. This perception has been a major factor underlying the rise of political 

Islam movements in Turkey over time. Top-down policies aimed at diminishing religious in-

fluence led to a sense of estrangement between society and the state, ironically strengthening 

people's commitment to Islam (Karasipahi,2009).One of the main reasons for the current rise 

of political Islam stems from the strict Westernization and secularization policies of the 1920s 

and 1930s, which created a feeling among a large part of society that their religious beliefs were 

endangered. Starting from the 1950s, political parties have increasingly adopted Islamic rheto-

ric. 

The rise of political Islam in Turkey can also be attributed to the inability of current 

political leaders to enhance the welfare of the people and meet societal demands. Confronted 



24 
 

with significant challenges like high inflation, increasing unemployment, and corruption, the 

public has sought alternatives by supporting political parties highlighting Islamic values. 

After the single-party period ended and the Democratic Party (DP) took power, there 

were notable shifts in the realm of political Islam. The stringent secular policies towards Islam 

from Atatürk's time gave way to more lenient approaches. Under the DP's leadership, the call 

to prayer, which had been recited in Turkish during Atatürk's era, was switched back to Arabic. 

Moreover, the radio began airing verses from the Quran regularly. 

The transition to multi-party politics brought about key changes in the education sector, 

which have been crucial for the future of political Islam. To satisfy the traditional and conserva-

tive populace, the CHP implemented adjustments in the late 1940s, introducing elective reli-

gious classes in elementary schools and setting up imam hatip schools. 

The rise of political Islam in Turkey can also be linked to the 1980 coup (Duman,2014). 

While the September 12 regime closed down all political parties, measures taken to stabilize 

the country primarily targeted leftist groups, sparing religious organizations. The military re-

gime embraced an ideology known as the Turkish-Islamic synthesis, with its key principles 

influenced by the Aydınlar Ocağı. They were open to integrating religious elements into the 

state structure. Additionally, this Turkish-Islamic ideology was viewed as a tool to counter the 

perceived threats from leftist and communist movements. Under Kenan Evren's leadership, the 

military regime considered religion a means to achieve national unity. In his speeches to the 

public, Evren often cited verses from the Quran, displaying an attitude that contradicted the 

army's known stance on secularism (Serter). 

With Turgut Özal leading the Anavatan Partisi (ANAP) into power, the liberal reforms 

enacted went beyond just the economy. They also entailed easing the state's Kemalist and sec-

ular positions, recognizing Islam as an essential component of Turkish identity. 

After the 1980 coup led to party closures and bans on leaders, Necmettin Erbakan rose 

to lead the Refah Partisi (RP) in 1987 once these bans were lifted. He became a key figure in 

Turkish politics again. With his Islamic-focused messaging and ability to engage the public, the 

RP secured 19.7% of the votes in the 1994 local elections and performed strongly in the 1995 

general elections. In the 1990s, members of the Islamist Refayol Party (RP) perceived Turkey 

as facing a 'systemic crisis' due to the Kemalist state's imposition of a secular Turkish identity, 

which they believed clashed with Islamic values. They advocated for reintroducing an Islamic 

and Ottoman influence into Turkish politics as a solution. They also pointed to the Ottoman 

millet system as a successful model for integrating diverse communities, suggesting it could 

help resolve the Kurdish issue. Following the RP's disbandment, the Fazilet Partisi (FP) and 
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later the Saadet Partisi (SP) were formed. However, Islamic voter support eventually shifted to 

the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP), founded in 2001 under Recep Tayyip Erdoğan's leader-

ship. 

Before delving into the influence of identity on Turkish foreign policy, it's essential to 

grasp the AKP's 'neo-Ottoman' and Islamist perspectives. Both Erdogan and Abdullah Gül, key 

founders of the AKP, have expressed reservations about the reforms initiated by Kemal Ataturk 

and his successors. These reforms emphasized secularism and distanced the country from its 

Ottoman heritage (Mufti,2014). 

Neo-Ottomanism is a trend rooted in history, gaining attention with Turgut Özal's in-

volvement in politics and becoming prominent with the rise of the Justice and Development 

Party (AK Party), which has since shaped Turkish Foreign Policy (TFP). This political stance 

aims for Turkey to reclaim influence in areas formerly under Ottoman control by leveraging 

soft power in today's world. Built upon ideas such as "coming to terms with history" and "stra-

tegic, cultural, and historical depth," this ideology influences groups with a longing for the past. 

It has implications for both domestic and foreign policies. 

Neo-Ottomanism is a political narrative asserting that the Republic of Turkey holds in-

fluence over territories once governed by the Ottoman Empire but has since faded from histor-

ical prominence. Highlighting the role of soft power, this idea gained traction during Turgut 

Özal's prime ministership and reached its zenith under the AK Party's leadership. This senti-

ment, described as Turkey's "reconciliation with its past," impacts both its domestic and foreign 

policies. Also known as "Neo-Ottomanism," the concept has diverse interpretations. It embod-

ies an ideology that, while drawing from the Ottoman era's tolerance, moves away from the 

aggressive aspects of imperialist ideologies and emphasizes cultural and political inclusivity. It 

reflects Turkey's ambition to regain influence in its former Ottoman territories (Balkans, Cau-

casus, and the Middle East) through non-military initiatives. 

The concept of Neo-Ottomanism primarily outlines a foreign policy framework. Yet, 

the growing use of Ottoman references in the AK Party's national vision and the inherent link 

between domestic and foreign policies, highlighted by Wolfram Hanrieder's principle of de-

pendency, (Hanrieder,1971) blur the distinction between these two dimensions of Neo-Otto-

manism. 

The AKP secured a strong win in the 2002 parliamentary elections following the 2001 

financial crisis, marked by rising unemployment and an IMF rescue package (Yeldan,2002). 

Under the leadership of the Justice and Development Party (AKP), Turkey has been reconnect-
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ing with its Ottoman heritage. The AKP's adoption of the Neo-Ottoman ideology has empha-

sized and amplified the influence of Ottoman culture on domestic social policies. This has put 

it in conflict with the foundational principles of modern Turkey, namely secularism and repub-

licanism. Consequently, the AKP's main goal was economic revitalization, which they success-

fully achieved. Implementing economic and social reforms, Turkey saw an average growth rate 

of 6.8% annually from 2002 to 2007, with Foreign Direct Investment reaching a record $22 

billion in 2007 (Çağaptay,2017). Between 2002 and 2008, national identity had a limited role 

in shaping Turkish foreign policy due to the country's emphasis on boosting its economy and 

negotiating EU membership (Kiper,2013). 

From 2009 to the summer of 2013, national identity strongly influenced Turkish foreign 

policy due to the AKP administration's increasing flexibility in foreign policy decisions. The 

Arab Spring movements, resulting in a friendly government in Egypt, and the revived Kurdish 

peace talks, coupled with Erdogan's close ties with the leader of the Iraqi Kurdish Regional 

Government (KRG), bolstered confidence in the AKP's "neo-Ottoman" ambitions. Yet, set-

backs in Turkey's regional policies in Egypt and Syria diminished Turkey's regional goals, 

prompting a shift towards a more pragmatic and situational foreign policy approach, with the 

influence of identity waning. Following the forceful suppression of the Gezi Park protests in 

2013, Turkey veered towards authoritarianism. Prime Minister Davutoğlu's resignation in April 

2016, the subsequent coup attempt, and Erdogan's win in the April 2017 constitutional referen-

dum indicate a transition in foreign policy focus from national security to regime security while 

sidelining identity concerns (Katerina,2017). 

Erdoğan viewed democracy as a way to reflect public sentiment and potentially reshape 

Turkish politics, aligning with his vision. However, he didn't see democracy as an end goal but 

rather as a tool to achieve the desired governance. 

In terms of foreign policy, there was criticism of Turkey's Western-focused approach. 

The belief was that Turkey should broaden its horizons beyond the West and take a more active 

role in the Muslim world. This perspective was best articulated by former Turkish Prime Min-

ister Ahmet Davutoğlu through his 'strategic depth' doctrine. 

According to Davutoğlu's doctrine, Turkey's global stance is marked by its strategic 

depth, rooted in both its historical and geographical dimensions. Davutoğlu defines Turkey's 

historical depth as being a "modern nation-state that emerged as the successor to the Ottoman 

Empire". This historical tie to the Ottoman Empire gives Turkey its significant geographical 

reach. Davutoğlu describes Turkey as uniquely positioned in Afro-Eurasia, being simultane-
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ously European, Mediterranean, Balkan, Caucasian, and Middle Eastern (Davutoğlu,2010) crit-

icizes the Western-focused foreign policies of Turkish governments, which were largely influ-

enced by the Kemalist military establishment from 1923 until the end of the Cold War 

(Cook,2007). He argues that this pro-Western approach has led Turkey to become "alienated" 

from its neighboring regions, including the Middle East, the Balkans, and the Caucasus. During 

this era, stable factors were treated as dynamic ones, pushing Turkey towards the West and 

distancing it from its Ottoman heritage and Islamic roots. Therefore, Turkish foreign policy 

needs to pivot by reconnecting with its former Ottoman territories and aiming to play a promi-

nent and independent role in this expansive region, aligning with its 'zero problems with neigh-

bors' policy. Davutoğlu suggests that, as the heir to the Ottoman Empire, Turkey has the poten-

tial to not only be a regional power but also a global force capable of uniting and leading the 

Muslim world (Walker,2011). 

Despite its Islamist and neo-Ottoman rhetoric, the AKP maintained Turkey's strong 

Western alignment in foreign policy. Under Erdoğan's leadership, the focus was on EU acces-

sion talks, endorsing the Annan Plan for Cyprus, and not opposing the US invasion of Iraq, 

essentially adopting a liberal foreign policy approach (Robins,2007). The only instance where 

identity briefly surfaced in the AKP's foreign policy was in relations with Israel. Erdoğan crit-

icized Israel's actions as 'state terrorism' but later sought to mend ties through a state visit. 

The AKP prioritized Turkey's economic improvement through domestic reforms and 

increased economic ties with the West via Foreign Direct Investment and enhanced trade rela-

tions.  

Under the AK Party's rule, Neo-Ottomanism transformed into a more encompassing 

term, mainly associated with the foreign policy strategies led by Ahmet Davutoğlu, who served 

as the Foreign Minister starting in 2009 with his "Strategic Depth" approach. To sidestep any 

negative associations, Davutoğlu didn't directly use the Neo-Ottomanism term, opting instead 

for terms like "strategic depth" and "historical depth" (Akdeniz,2014). During the AK Party's 

rule, the Neo-Ottomanist ideology became intertwined with the policies of Foreign Minister 

Ahmet Davutoğlu. The post-Cold War era is a period of transition filled with unknowns. Na-

tions that can maintain both strategic consistency and adaptability stand to gain in this evolving 

global landscape. Davutoğlu believed that Turkey could confidently engage with the world, 

turning potential crises into strengths. Turkey's historical legacy sets it apart from the standard 

nation-states that emerged in the 20th century. With its unique geography, Turkey finds isola-

tion nearly impossible. Considering fixed factors like history, geography, population, and cul-
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ture, Turkey also has a solid foundation to translate its overall potential into actual power. Con-

sequently, Turkey is tasked with harmonizing its rich history with its strategic depth and imple-

menting this synergy within its geographic context. Achieving these goals would elevate Tur-

key to a pivotal role, achieving full integration on geopolitical, geocultural, and geoeconomic 

fronts (Davutoğlu,2004).  

Under Ahmet Davutoğlu's leadership as the Foreign Minister of the AK Party, Neo-

Ottomanism diverged from Özal's perspective of "Turkey as a bridge" and Erbakan's idea of 

"Turkey at the heart of the Islamic Union." Davutoğlu aimed for Turkey to be a central and 

influential country in its region, with ambitions to establish Turkey as a key player in global 

politics by 2023, under the slogan "Great Turkey." (Akdeniz,2014) 

The "New Ottomanism" strategy was presented by Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu 

during the AK Party's Kızılcahamam Camp in 2009. Davutoğlu described this approach as: 

"We have a legacy from the Ottoman era. It's termed 'New Ottomanism.' Indeed, we 

embrace this New Ottoman identity. We need to engage with our neighboring countries. We're 

also expanding our reach to North Africa... France is particularly curious about our North Af-

rican initiatives. I've personally given directions on this. Wherever Sarkozy travels in Africa, 

he'll see the Turkish embassy and flag prominently displayed. I've instructed to secure prime 

locations for our buildings." (Sol-Haber merkezi,2009) 

The AK Party has highlighted its foreign policy approach, known as "New Ottoman-

ism," by drawing on Turkey's historical and cultural ties to the Ottoman era. This view suggests 

that Turkey has both "duties" and interests in areas once part of the Ottoman Empire. This sense 

of duty has made it easier to justify the AK Party's foreign policy initiatives. Moreover, em-

bracing the New Ottomanism trend has allowed Turkey to further establish itself as a regional 

power. In essence, New Ottomanism reflects the foreign policy philosophy of both the AK Party 

and Davutoğlu (Cavlan,2010) 

Certain groups have viewed the Neo-Ottomanism ideology in a negative light. Critics 

argue that Turkey's policies are "expansionist" and "imperialistic." While this perspective began 

with Turgut Özal's opening-up policy, it has evolved into a derogatory term for the AK Party 

following its rise to power. 

The report by George Friedman, the president of Stratfor, an organization associated 

with the CIA, published in March 2009, claims that "Turkey will abandon its goal of joining 

the European Union, will strengthen in every aspect by 2012, will be the sole power in the 

region by 2023, will have a say in the former Ottoman territories by 2040, will appoint gover-

nors to these areas, and will eventually bring up the caliphate issue to become the leader of the 
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entire Islamic world." Additionally, according to some, the understanding of Neo-Ottomanism 

places Turkey in a position of being an "agent." According to this view, "Turkey is playing the 

role of a pawn and collaborator in the U.S.'s Greater Middle East Project. The U.S. aims to 

manage the Middle East with Turkey, as a regional power, being the ideal actor for this. Another 

criticism is that Turkey is pursuing a "submissive" foreign policy. Some argue that "the U.S. 

and EU are using Turkey in the Balkans and the Middle East, and Turkey fulfills the tasks 

assigned to it." (Yenigün,2010) 

The concept of "The Ottoman mission" is also discussed in global media. In a thorough 

analysis by Delphine Strauss in the Financial Times, this new approach is seen as Turkey's 

return to areas once under Ottoman rule after years of focusing on the West. With Foreign 

Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu at the helm, Turkish foreign policy seeks to play a leading role in 

the Muslim world. Nonetheless, the analysis warns that this aspiration could strain Turkey's 

capabilities and lead it to overextend (BBC News Turkish,2009). Additionally, although not 

directly linked to Neo-Ottomanism, there have been arguments against the Turkish-Islamic syn-

thesis. Another critique suggests that culture evolves, whereas religious doctrines remain static. 

In science, there's an emphasis on free inquiry and critical thinking, while religion is based on 

faith and divine commandments that are not open to questioning (Gülbay,2023). 

Turkey perceives the Middle East, along with the Balkans and the Caucasus, as signifi-

cant areas for cultural, economic, and political engagement due to its geographical and histori-

cal ties. As a result, any developments in these regions are seen as bound to impact Turkey, 

whether directly or indirectly. Thus, Turkish leaders, convinced that Turkey can't remain dis-

engaged from this region, aim to take on a more proactive role, seeking to "reshape" the area. 

When discussing the desired transformation, Turkish authorities consistently highlight two 

main objectives. The first is to establish peace and stability, while the second focuses on fos-

tering economic growth and prosperity in the region. These objectives effectively encapsulate 

Turkey's current approach to the Middle East. Additionally, the phrase "zero problems with 

neighbors, unlimited trade," frequently used by Turkish officials to characterize their foreign 

policy, offers insight into Turkey's regional strategy.  

The interplay between political Islam, neo-Ottomanism, and Turkey's Middle East pol-

icy reveals a complex and evolving landscape. The rise of political Islam, rooted in a critique 

of Kemalist secularism and a call for an Islamic identity, has influenced Turkey's domestic and 

foreign policies, leading to a more assertive and ideologically driven approach in the region. 
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The AKP's 'neo-Ottoman' ambitions, aimed at restoring Turkey's regional influence and em-

phasizing its Ottoman heritage, have shaped its foreign policy objectives, though faced with 

both successes and setbacks.  

While initially aligning with the vision of a democratic Turkey that reflects public sen-

timent, Erdoğan's leadership has seen a shift towards a more authoritarian stance, prioritizing 

regime security over broader democratic values. This transition has had implications for Tur-

key's foreign policy focus, with a move towards a pragmatic and situational approach, often at 

the expense of its once-prominent identity-driven policies. 

Turkey's Middle East policy, influenced by these ideological shifts and regional devel-

opments, has experienced fluctuations, oscillating between a proactive and ambitious stance 

and a more cautious and pragmatic approach. As Turkey navigates its role in the Middle East, 

balancing its neo-Ottoman aspirations with the complexities of regional politics and identity 

dynamics remains a challenging endeavor. 

Overall, the interplay of political Islam, neo-Ottomanism, and identity in Turkey's for-

eign policy underscores the multifaceted nature of Turkey's engagement with the Middle East. 

As Turkey continues to grapple with internal and external challenges, its approach to the region 

will likely continue to evolve, reflecting the ongoing tension between its ideological ambitions 

and pragmatic considerations. 

3.3. Resources and opportunities underlying the AKP's Middle East strategy 

To gain a deeper understanding of the Middle East's geopolitical importance in interna-

tional relations, it's essential to recognize the region's scope and historical significance 

(Davutoğlu). The Middle East has consistently been a pivotal player in shaping humanity's pro-

gress across political, strategic, cultural, economic, and broader perspectives, spanning from 

ancient times to the present day.  

Ever since the advent of writing, considered the dawn of recorded history, the Middle 

East has stood as a foundational hub for the birth and growth of various civilizations. It has 

functioned as a vital nexus, facilitating the exchange and dissemination of cultures, beliefs, and 

ideas between the East and the West. More than just a trade route, it has been a melting pot 

where diverse cultures and civilizations intersect and influence one another. 

Arguably, the Middle East holds a premier position among the world's most significant 

and influential regions both geographically and culturally. While the Industrial Revolution 

might have shifted global influence towards the Western world, before that era and notably after 
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the 19th-century oil discoveries, the Middle East's importance has undeniably grown. Histori-

cally, nations aspiring for global supremacy have prioritized gaining control or influence in this 

region. It's evident that throughout various epochs, major powers have engaged with the Middle 

East, aiming to bolster their power and shape the region's trajectory. 

From ancient empires like the Umayyads, Abbasids, Seljuks, and Ottomans to more 

contemporary players such as Britain and France leading up to World War II, and subsequently, 

the United States and the Soviet Union, all have endeavored to wield significant influence in 

the Middle East and extend their areas of dominance. In the Middle East, which was once under 

Ottoman rule, people still hold a favorable view of the Ottoman era. The Turkish governance 

that lasted for centuries, including the Seljuk, Ottoman, and Mamluk periods, has been seen 

more as direct rule akin to their own governments rather than that of colonial power, as Bernard 

Lewis pointed out (Lewis,1998). While Turkey's Republic has had times of inward focus and 

Western-aligned policies, somewhat diminishing this sentiment, its independent global initia-

tives in the new millennium have rekindled the admiration and nostalgia that the region's people 

feel for their past leaders. For over a thousand years, Turks have inhabited this region, estab-

lishing deep religious, cultural, and historical connections with its people (Jung,2005). With 

borders adjacent to three Middle Eastern nations, stability in the region holds significant im-

portance for Turkey, both from a security and economic perspective.  

 The Middle East has seen its share of invasions and occupations throughout history. 

Despite even the most brutal invaders adapting to the region after brief periods of conflict, they 

ensured that the commercial benefits from regional unity continued. However, none of these 

invasions have inflicted as enduring damage as the French and British occupations in the early 

20th century. Today, the effects of this intervention can be traced beneath every current issue 

in the Middle East. 

The world's most ancient regional and global civilizations have their roots in this region. 

The three primary universal religions—Islam, Christianity, and Judaism—emerged here. Egypt, 

Palestine, and the Hejaz have been revered as sacred lands where these religions originated, 

evolved, and spread, continually drawing global attention. The Middle East remains home to 

Islam's most important sites, and it holds a special place in the hearts of believers worldwide 

(Serjeant,2001). 

Until the 19th century, external powers had limited influence on the Middle East while 

the Ottoman Empire was strong. However, as Ottoman power waned, global powers began to 

shape the region's strategic and political landscape. The discovery of oil in the 19th century 
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increased the stakes due to its strategic value for industrial nations, heightening geopolitical 

competition over the Middle East. 

The colonial rivalries among Western powers and the East-West struggle led to signifi-

cant changes in the Middle East's political map after World War I. The Ottoman Empire's de-

cline resulted in a Turkey confined to Anatolia, while the Arabian Peninsula was carved up into 

British and French spheres of influence and mandates. 

During the Cold War, the Middle East's geopolitical and geoeconomic importance in-

fluenced international competition and conflict. After the Cold War, control over international 

energy resources and transit routes once again brought the Middle East's geopolitical signifi-

cance to the forefront. 

The oil and petrochemical industry stands out as the leading sector in the economies of 

the region's countries. British Petroleum (BP) reported in 2008 that around 60% of the world's 

confirmed oil reserves are in the Middle East. These countries contribute about 30% to global 

oil production. These statistics suggest that the Middle East's oil reserves are under less pressure 

compared to other global regions. The Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries 

(OPEC) controls about three-quarters of global oil reserves and accounts for roughly 45% of 

global production (BP Statistical Review of World Energy,2009). 

A key aspect of the oil industry is that discoveries made around 50 years ago are the 

foundation of today's oil production. Although new oil reserves are still being discovered, pro-

jections up to 2030 indicate that these new findings will contribute minimally to the expected 

production during that period. Even with advancements in exploration and extraction technol-

ogies, the declining rate and volume of discoveries suggest that most of the world's oil reserves 

have already been identified. 

Another primary energy source gaining importance is natural gas. While the Middle 

East possesses 41% of the world's natural gas reserves, it currently contributes only 12.4% to 

global natural gas production. This indicates that the Middle East's role in natural gas produc-

tion is set to grow in the future (Öztürkler,2009). 

The concept of "soft power," introduced by Joseph Nye in the 1980s, suggests that in-

ternational relations encompass more than just economic, and military might; alternative power 

dynamics also play a role. Nye outlines three main strategies to achieve objectives: coercion 

through threats and potential warfare, economic incentives or "buying out" the other party, and 

influencing or persuading others using "soft power." Soft power, as defined by Nye, is the ap-

peal of a country's culture, political values, and policies. The legitimacy and acceptance of a 

country's policies by others also contribute to its soft power capacity (Nye,2004). 
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Soft power is influenced by a range of factors including culture, education, arts, media 

(both print and visual), film, literature, architecture, higher education institutions (such as uni-

versities and research centers), non-governmental organizations, science and technology, inno-

vation capabilities, tourism, and platforms for economic and diplomatic cooperation. These el-

ements collectively contribute to a country's cultural diversity and social capital, shaping its 

soft power. 

Turkey's soft power stands distinctively apart from that of other nations in its form and 

substance. Stemming from its cultural and historical heritage, Turkey's soft power potential 

spans from the Balkans and the Middle East to the heartland of Central Asia. The values Turkey 

embodies, along with its rich history and cultural depth, activate regional dynamics and pave 

the way for establishing new spheres of influence. 

Public diplomacy involves the initiatives taken by states to influence public opinion in 

other countries, based on evaluations of interests, opportunities, threats, and potential threats. 

Unlike conventional diplomacy, it focuses on engaging non-governmental entities and public 

opinion rather than the governments of other nations (Doğan,2012). Hans Tuch defines public 

diplomacy as the communication effort by a government to convey its nation's beliefs, values, 

institutions, culture, and current policies to foreign audiences (Tuch,1990). 

According to İbrahim Kalın, public diplomacy, which governments use to penetrate 

public opinion through soft power, can be grouped into two main categories: "State-to-People" 

and "People-to-People" communication. In the State-to-People framework, the state conveys 

its policies, activities, and initiatives to the public using official methods and channels. Mean-

while, the People-to-People approach focuses on direct communication through non-state civil 

entities like NGOs, research institutions, media outlets, public opinion research companies, 

opinion leaders, universities, exchange programs, associations, and foundations (Kalın 2010). 

Gifford Malone states regarding public diplomacy: "To effectively communicate our 

society and policies, we first need to understand the culture, history, psychology, and particu-

larly the language of the audience we aim to reach." (Malone,1988) 

Public diplomacy has a long history in Turkey. The shaping of the country's image saw 

a significant advancement with Atatürk's initiatives in 1923. The AK Party's ability to form a 

government on its own led to shifts in both domestic and international policies. According to 

Davutoğlu, Turkey's geopolitical position presents vast opportunities that require an active for-

eign policy approach to seize.  Recent studies indicate that soft power has been a prominent 

tool in Turkish foreign policy. Public diplomacy plays roles like safeguarding national interests, 
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legitimizing countries, and shaping public perceptions. As Turkey aims to be a "central coun-

try," it's one of the crucial methods to influence and steer the global community (Öztürk,2015). 

Turkey's mediation efforts in the Middle East, TİKA's projects, diverse foreign aid ini-

tiatives, and specific foreign policy actions are examined in the context of soft power. (Al-

tunışık,2008, pp.41-50). Turkey’s rise as a center of soft power has also enhanced the effective 

utilization of public diplomacy. 

Countries recognizing the significance of influencing public opinion globally have 

turned to international broadcasting. TRT is prominently among the entities broadcasting inter-

nationally. TRT considers Arab nations and their populations as part of its target audience, 

striving to build mutual understanding and awareness between Turkey and the Arab countries.  

TRT El Arabiya was founded in 2010. Turkey made a notable stride in establishing 

direct communication with the region through this initiative.  

Cultural diplomacy focuses on boosting a country's soft power capabilities. Typically, 

it's carried out primarily by cultural institutions, including the Ministries of Culture and Foreign 

Affairs of nations. The Yunus Emre Turkish Cultural Centers abroad focus on engaging local 

communities and carry out cultural and artistic events while considering local sensitivities. For 

example, they held a Nowruz Concert in Tehran in 2015. 

Under the AK Party's overarching foreign policy perspective, TİKA has evolved and 

broadened its geographic reach. The Middle East has notably seen an uptick in TİKA's activi-

ties. 

Movies and television series are not independent instruments of foreign policy, but par-

ticularly popular culture products can significantly influence a country's international position-

ing. Turkish cinema and TV dramas, although civilian in nature, receive state support, making 

them integral to Turkey's cultural diplomacy strategy.  The viewership of Turkish TV dramas 

abroad has a ripple effect, notably impacting tourism, the nation's image, and perceptions of 

Turkish goods. This influence is particularly strong in Middle Eastern nations. The admiration 

for Turkey's cultural exports, such as TV shows, music videos, and movies like "Kurtlar Vadisi 

Irak" and "Kurtlar Vadisi Filistin," has boosted not just the fame of Turkish artists but also 

promoted Istanbul in Arab media (Can,2011). An element beneficial to one country may be 

seen negatively by another. Evaluating soft power elements in this context is crucial. For ex-

ample, "Kurtlar Vadisi-Gazze" resonated with the Arab population in the Middle East but 

caused diplomatic tensions between Turkey and Israel (Sevim,2012). TV series and films, 

which can be seen as part of soft power, also significantly contribute to tourism. Due to the 

influence of these series and films, tens of thousands of Arab tourists visit Turkey every year. 
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IV CHAPTER. TURNİNG POİNTS İN THE AKP'S MIDDLE EAST POLİCY 

4.1. The era before the Arab Spring (2002-2010) 

The Middle East's geographical position, its historical significance as a birthplace of 

civilizations, its diverse climate, flora, and water sources, along with its intersection of trade 

routes, have elevated this region to a pivotal status. 

In Ahmet Davutoğlu's "Strategic Depth," a text considered pivotal to the AK Party's 

foreign policy philosophy, there's a widely accepted idea of constructing an identity and 

civilization to reinforce Turkey's global position, rather than rejecting its historical and cultural 

legacy. Within this context, the AK Party's foreign policy has been anchored in Davutoğlu's 

"zero problems with neighbors" rhetoric. The foundational rhetoric of Davutoğlu's reimagined 

foreign policy, shaped by the principle of minimizing issues while maximizing benefits, reflects 

an approach that favors soft power elements and aims to establish economic interdependence 

to turn challenges into opportunities. A significant shift in the AK Party's foreign policy 

approach has been limiting the military's role in shaping it. 

While Davutoğlu identifies the Balkans, the Middle East, and the Caucasus as primary 

spheres of influence in his book, it's clear that he gives special importance to the Middle East. 

The "axis shift" debates that arose when he came to power were primarily due to his policies 

regarding the Middle East, not the Balkans or the Caucasus. Moreover, his discourse on Neo-

Ottomanism and Neo-Islamism is more aligned with his perspective on the Middle East. In his 

book "Strategic Depth," the Middle East stands out as the region he delves into most deeply 

among these three areas (Davutoğlu,2011). 

Davutoğlu's concept involves a harmonious interaction between Islamic and Western 

civilizations. He argues that Turkey, as the Ottoman Empire's successor and a representation of 

Islamic heritage, should foster a peaceful relationship with the Middle East. Describing Turkey 

as a key player implies it should have connections with both the East and West. He uses a bow 

and arrow metaphor to explain that as Turkey leans towards the East, it gains potential reach 

towards the West (Özpek et al.,2023). 

Davutoğlu's Middle East concept relies on two key features: the region's Islamic identity 

and its Ottoman legacy. Taking a closer look, it's evident that the geo-cultural cohesion fostered 

by Islam wasn't a product solely of the colonial era. Sources also indicate a population in the 

region that is multilingual and comprises diverse ethnicities and faiths (Hourani,2014). 

Furthermore, there isn't just one interpretation of Islam; different understandings of Islam have 

evolved (Cohen,2000). 



37 
 

In the post-Cold War period, Turkey's focus on its Middle East policy, much like its 

Balkan strategy, underscores the region's historical, religious, geopolitical, and cultural context. 

This emphasis stems from the Ottoman Empire's lasting influence over the area. With the 

Republic of Turkey emerging as a nation-state after the Empire's dissolution, leveraging the 

historical and cultural assets from its Ottoman legacy offers Turkey significant advantages. 

Activating these elements aligns with Turkey's Middle East strategy based on economic and 

security interests. 

Davutoğlu contends that the Middle East isn't solely an oil-centric region. He highlights 

its significance throughout history as an agricultural center and a trade conduit. Additionally, 

he underscores that nearly all transportation and trade routes across the Afro-Eurasian landmass 

are connected to this region (Davutoğlu,2016). 

The term "Inevitable Hinterland" used for the Middle East is quite striking. This term 

was often employed by the Nazis in their expansionist agendas. While the book doesn't directly 

label the Middle East as anyone's hinterland, it suggests through the information provided that 

the region has historically acted as a hinterland and will likely continue to do so. The issue isn't 

whether the region serves as a hinterland but rather who has influence over it: 

"In the coming years, the role of the Middle East in civilization is poised to become 

even more crucial, particularly in cultural aspects, which will undoubtedly reshape the region's 

entire geo-cultural landscape.  

Turkey, with its extensive historical background on this topic, faces the challenge of 

navigating this issue without internal strife and ushering in a new era of civilization. This is 

crucial not just for Turkey's unity but also for the region's future. The debates in our country in 

recent years seem to echo this deeply rooted geo-cultural issue" (Davutoğlu,2014). 

In formulating Turkey's Middle East policy, Davutoğlu seeks to optimize the country's 

interests. His strategies for achieving regional and global influence are supported by data rooted 

in power focused assumptions. Moreover, his advocacy for Turkey's engagement with a range 

of regional actors underscores the unique capabilities of each regional state and highlights the 

competition among major global powers, regional entities, and local players. This aligns with 

the neorealist perspective on international relations. 

One factor that contributed to the Middle East gaining a prominent role in Turkish 

foreign policy after 2002 was the "Greater Middle East Project" launched by the U.S. in the 

wake of the September 11, 2001 attacks. There was a complementary alignment between the 

core objectives and principles of this initiative and the AK Party government's perspective on 

the Middle East (  Bağcı, H., & Sinkaya, B,2006 ). 
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The September 11 terrorist attacks led to a notable change in the U.S.'s outlook and 

strategies towards the Middle East. While the U.S. has historically been interested in the region 

due to its unique democratic values and the need for cheap energy, (  U.S. Department of 

State,2015)  the events of 9/11 prompted a new direction. In 2002, the U.S. introduced the 

"U.S.-Middle East Partnership Initiative" to promote democracy, strengthen marginalized 

groups like women and youth, enhance civil society, and broaden economic opportunities in 

the Middle East and North Africa. This was later supplemented by the "Greater Middle East 

Project" announced in late 2003, aiming to bring transformation to the region. The Greater 

Middle East Project (GMEP) sought to eliminate sources of instability like radicalism, 

terrorism, and international crime from the region. Its goals included fostering political, 

economic, and social progress, establishing peace, and enhancing prosperity and stability in the 

area (Erhan,2005). 

Two key factors made Turkey an appealing and suitable partner for the U.S. in the 

context of the Greater Middle East Project (GMEP). Firstly, Turkey's longstanding democratic 

traditions set it apart from other regional countries. Since the early 20th century, Turkey has 

prioritized forming alliances with the West and the U.S., embracing Western values despite its 

mainly Muslim population, and maintaining a secular, Western-style regime. Its significant 

geopolitical position also enhances its importance to the U.S. 

Secondly, a pivotal change was the AK Party taking power in Turkey in 2002. The AK 

Party's policy, which emphasized Turkey's historical and cultural connections with the region 

more than ever before and focused on regional integration, positioned Turkey as a 

transformative actor in the region from the U.S. perspective (Bağcı&Sinkaya). 

Another contributing factor to Turkey's rise as a significant player in the region has been 

the internal challenges faced by countries that once aimed to lead the Middle East, including 

Syria, Iraq, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia. After Bashar Assad came to power in 2000 following his 

father Hafez Assad's death, he first focused on strengthening his control and later had to 

confront the civil war sparked by the Arab Spring. Iraq has been dealing with instability and 

challenges to its national unity since the 2003 invasion, exacerbated by ethnic and sectarian 

divides. In Egypt, political shifts saw Mubarak ousted by a civilian uprising during the Arab 

Spring, followed by a military coup that brought Sisi to power. Saudi Arabia, a country where 

radical terrorist groups have found support, has felt threatened by Iran due to its Shia population 

and nuclear ambitions. These circumstances made the Middle East a region where Turkey saw 

the potential to adopt a more proactive policy. 
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Thanks to the political stability brought about by the AK Party's sole governance, 

Turkey has sought to enhance its economic and trade ties, particularly with Middle Eastern 

nations, in its foreign policy since 2002. To benefit both its citizens and the country, Turkey 

has opted to promote mutual economic dependence as a strategy to integrate with the region 

and neighboring countries. In pursuit of more cooperative relationships, Turkey has put into 

practice the "Zero Problems with Neighbors" doctrine. Moreover, initiatives have been 

undertaken to transition into a "Trading Nation" by boosting the trade ratio within its economic 

partnerships. From 2002 to 2010, Turkey saw its exports to the Middle East grow significantly, 

jumping from $2.2 billion to $18 billion. This led to the Middle East's portion of Turkey's 

overall exports increasing from 6% to 16%. Furthermore, the total trade volume with the Middle 

East surged from $3.87 billion to $23.6 billion ( Kutlay&Dinçer,2012,p.78). In 2012, Turkey's 

main export partners in the Middle East were Iraq, Iran, and the UAE, while its primary import 

sources from the region were Iran, the UAE, and Saudi Arabia (Akbay,2013) 

Between 2000 and 2003, Turkey worked to strengthen its economic ties with Iraq 

despite challenges like the UN embargo, which caused trade to drop from $5.5 billion to around 

$1 billion, (Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Foreign Affairs,2015) even with the "Oil-for-Food 

Program" initiated in late 1996. Concurrently, Turkey prioritized efforts to prevent potential 

U.S. intervention in Iraq, fearing it could lead to an independent Kurdish state in Northern Iraq 

and harm trade relations. 

Furthermore, after the AK Party, which aimed to reshape Turkey's Middle East policy, 

took office in November 2002, the 2003 invasion of Iraq by U.S. and UK-led Coalition Forces 

brought about significant changes in Iraq's political landscape. This had notable implications 

for Turkey's relationship with Iraq from 2003 to 2013. 

The shift in Turkey's domestic leadership led to a reorientation towards its Middle 

Eastern neighbors, alongside maintaining ties with the West, as a means of exerting influence 

and fostering trade, which its Western allies haven't always welcomed. For instance, Turkey 

played a role in helping Syria break free from isolation imposed by France and the US, who 

were pressuring Syria to withdraw troops from Lebanon following the death of former Lebanese 

Prime Minister Rafic Hariri. Additionally, Turkey established a trilateral relationship with Syria 

and Iran out of concern for Iraq's future post-US invasion. This departure from aligning its 

foreign policy in the MENA region solely with that of the US and the EU began in the late 

2000s, as the AKP government expanded its engagement in the region while asserting greater 

autonomy. These shifts in Turkey's MENA policies and its broader foreign policy approach 

were influenced by former Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu's soft power theories,  such as his 
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concept of "rhythmic diplomacy,"(Davutoğlu,2008,p.82)  as outlined in his book "Strategic 

Depth." 

During and after the invasion of Iraq, Turkey took the lead in raising Iraq's situation 

with all relevant countries and international organizations, especially those in the Middle East. 

The objective was to foster cooperation and coordination for Iraq's stability. Turkey organized 

a series of meetings under the title "Neighboring Countries Process for Iraq," with the last one 

held in 2008 (Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Foreign Affairs,2015).In these meetings, 

consensus was achieved on several important issues: 

- Upholding Iraq's territorial integrity 

- Ensuring equitable access to Iraq's natural resources for its people 

- Advocating for the prompt withdrawal of occupying forces from Iraq and a more active 

UN role 

- Eliminating terrorist groups threatening neighboring countries from Iraq 

- Bolstering Iraq's central governance 

- Supporting Iraq's political and economic reconstruction (Yeşilyurt, pp.405-406). 

Between 2003 and 2005, Turkey largely observed Iraq's political and social 

restructuring from a distance, with only a few exceptions related to Kirkuk and the Turkmen 

community. Several reasons contributed to Turkey's limited involvement: 

1. Strained relations with the U.S. after the rejection of the March 1st Motion in 2003. 

2. The U.S. not granting Turkey a role in Iraq's reconstruction. 

3. Kurdish groups, backed by the U.S. during the Iraq invasion, were hesitant to involve 

Turkey in Iraq's developments. 

4. The U.S.'s tendency to exclude Sunni groups in Iraq's reshaping. 

These factors collectively reduced Turkey's active participation in Iraq's restructuring 

during that time (Yeşilyurt,p.409). 

After the 2003 Iraq invasion, economic and trade ties between Turkey and Iraq have 

fared better Under the AKP, Turkey's foreign policy underwent a significant shift concerning 

its relations with the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) from 2008 onwards. The 

conclusion of the Cold War facilitated the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, presenting several 

challenges for Turkey. These challenges included the potential loss of Baghdad's control over 

Kurdish-populated areas and the emergence of de facto Kurdish governance, which Ankara 

perceived as a threat to its security due to the presence of PKK militants. Following the downfall 

of Saddam Hussein's regime, the Kurds played a significant role in shaping Iraq's new political 

landscape, raising concerns among some about the possibility of an independent Kurdish state. 
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Facing an increase in PKK attacks and limited success in persuading the US to address 

PKK activities in Northern Iraq, the Erdogan government pursued direct engagement with the 

KRG to mitigate cross-border attacks. Turkish Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu's official 

visit to the KRG in October 2009 marked a shift in policy and paved the way for the opening 

of Turkey's consulate in Erbil in 2010. This move was a pivotal step in addressing what was 

commonly referred to as "The Kurdish problem." Prime Minister Erdogan's public use of this 

phrase when addressing the Kurds in 2005 represented a departure from the traditional rhetoric 

of Turkish leadership. than their political relations. 

Turkey has placed importance on Iraq's territorial integrity, security and stability, 

internal peace, consistent economic growth, and its role as a source of security and prosperity 

in the region, given their shared historical ties. Turkey also sees the need for collaboration in 

counterterrorism and the energy sector. In its dealings with the Iraqi Kurdistan Region, Turkey 

aims to foster relations that respect Iraq's territorial and political sovereignty. Moreover, Turkey 

has underscored the need to address the concerns of the Turkmen community, a foundational 

group in Iraq, and to enhance their representation in the country's governance. 

Towards the end of this period, particularly after 2007 when the AKP entered its second 

term, there was a noticeable divergence in AKP foreign policy from Turkey's previous 

approach. The AKP shifted its focus towards the MENA region and moved away from 

attempting to synchronize its regional activities with its relations with the West. In the MENA 

region, two significant changes occurred. Firstly, there was a general reorientation towards the 

region, and secondly, there was a shift in Turkey's stance towards the newly established 

Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG). This shift was exemplified by the AKP's adoption of 

a "new" policy dubbed "zero problems with neighbors." In line with this policy, the AKP made 

considerable efforts to transform Turkey's relations with Syria from hostility, primarily 

stemming from water disputes, territorial disagreements, and harboring the Kurdistan Workers' 

Party (PKK), into a relationship marked by increased trade, visa-free travel, military 

cooperation, and friendship. Consequently, Turkey's relations with Syria progressed beyond 

normalization to a level of "strategic partnership"( UPI.2009). This was highlighted by Bashar 

al-Assad's first visit to Turkey in January 2004, which led to the establishment of a "High-Level 

Strategic Cooperation Council."(Arslu,2009). By 2009, meetings between their respective key 

cabinet ministers were underway. Turkish-Syrian trade also saw significant growth, increasing 

from $1 billion in 2007 to over $4 billion in 2009 (Worth,2009). Syria also cooperated in 

repatriating PKK terrorists to Turkey, and notably, the two leaders and their wives vacationed 
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together. Assad referred to Turkey as Syria's closest ally, while Recep Tayyip Erdoğan referred 

to Syrians as his brothers (Phillips,2009). 

The AKP's new policies in the MENA region showed significant changes, exemplified 

by Saudi King Abdullah's historic visit to Turkey after 40 years, signaling a pivotal moment in 

Turkish-Saudi relations (Qusti&Khan,2006). Following this, Turkey's role as the first strategic 

partner of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) outside the Gulf, along with its mediation 

efforts in conflicts involving Syria, Israel,(Assad,2010) Hamas, and Fatah,(Jerusalem 

Post,2009) and Iran, highlighted its increased diplomatic involvement in the Middle 

East(Bonab,2009). Moreover, the establishment of the Quadripartite High-Level Cooperation 

Council with Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon aimed to deepen cooperation and establish enduring 

strategic partnerships. Although attempts to expand free trade agreements with Lebanon and 

Egypt faced obstacles, such as the failure to finalize an agreement with Lebanon, Foreign 

Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu, alongside his Egyptian counterpart, pledged to establish a high-

level strategic council to enhance political and trade cooperation, showcasing Turkey's 

proactive stance in the region. 

Between 2007 and 2011, the AKP sought to address the Kurdish issue in Turkey by 

enhancing its ties with the Iraqi Kurds (Altunşık&Martin). This strategy aimed to de-securitize 

Turkey's MENA policy, particularly its approach to the KRG, which was essential for the AKP 

to achieve its domestic goals. De-securitizing Turkey's MENA policy, including its stance 

towards the KRG, not only helped weaken opposition from civil and military bureaucracies but 

also bolstered the AKP's domestic and international coalitions. Moreover, it presented 

economic opportunities for the AKP, which prioritized economic prosperity as a key element 

of its power. The shift towards the MENA region created favorable conditions for Anatolian 

businesses to thrive, becoming a cornerstone of the AKP government. Strengthening relations 

with the KRG served this purpose and offered the potential for Turkey to access much-needed 

energy resources as its economy expanded (Tol,2014). In essence, the AKP leveraged its 

foreign policy to shape its domestic agenda, ensuring its political survival and electoral 

victories. 

After Israel's establishment as a state, Turkey established cordial relations with it, 

becoming the first Muslim nation to officially recognize Israel's sovereignty. However, the 

post-Cold War era brought significant regional shifts that deeply impacted the dynamics 

between Turkey and Israel. By the 2000s, concerns arose about the trajectory of their 

relationship with the rise of the AK Party to power in 2002. Israel anticipated that the AK Party 

government would adopt a foreign policy more aligned with the Islamic and Arab world. This 
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perception was further solidified after the AK Party assumed leadership. Turkey’s stance on the 

Palestine-Israel conflict diverged from the traditional approach, posing a considerable challenge 

for Israel. While the Palestinian issue had always been a significant aspect of Turkish foreign 

policy, it gained even more prominence during the AK Party's tenure. Consequently, Israel grew 

increasingly apprehensive, especially in light of Erdogan's accusations of Israeli state terrorism, 

leading to heightened tensions and confrontational rhetoric in their relations. The 

commencement of the military operation known as "Operation Cast Lead" in Gaza by Israel in 

December 2008 heralded a new phase in the relationship between Turkey and Israel. Turkey 

stood out as one of the nations providing the strongest opposition to this operation. The Davos 

Crisis and other diplomatic tensions in 2009 had a profound impact on the relationship between 

the two nations. Despite the political and diplomatic challenges, economic and trade 

connections persisted. In fact, economic and trade ties between Turkey and Israel seemed to 

strengthen further after 2009. Hence, it can be said that during the AK Party era, the economic 

relations between Turkey and Israel remained resilient despite political and diplomatic crises. 

Besides the significant influence of domestic factors, the AKP also found opportunities 

to enact changes in its foreign policy through international and regional dynamics. Globally, 

especially in the aftermath of 9/11, the West saw Turkey as a potential exemplar of democracy 

within Muslim-majority nations. Regionally, the shifts in the Middle East following 2003 

provided Turkey with openings. With the Shia influence growing in Baghdad and Iran's 

ascension in regional politics, countries like Saudi Arabia and its allies sought to involve Turkey 

as a counterbalance to Iran. Furthermore, the initiation of Turkey's accession process with the 

EU encouraged regional countries to foster ties with Turkey as a conduit to the West. 

Concurrently, Ankara aimed to align its foreign policy with that of the EU, leading to a focus 

on soft power tools, economic collaboration, and conflict resolution in the MENA region 

(Altunışık&Martin,2023). 

4.2. The period until the July 15 coup attempt (2010-2016) 

The second phase of Turkey's Foreign Policy towards the Middle East region emerged 

during the 2010s. Turkey started to increase its involvement in the region while showing less 

concern about demonstrating its importance to its Western allies, as exemplified by Foreign 

Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu's characterization of Turkey as a central state. This transformation 

was also evident in discussions in the literature regarding the extent to which Turkey's foreign 

policy was transitioning from a focus on Europeanization to "soft Euro-Asianism." 
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During this period, Turkey's stance towards Israel underwent a significant change. Ten-

sions heightened in 2010 when Turkey backed a flotilla organized by the Humanitarian Aid 

Organization (İHH) aimed at providing aid to Palestinians in Gaza, who were under Israeli 

blockade. Despite warnings, the AKP government allowed the flotilla to proceed. When Israel 

intercepted the lead ship, the Mavi Marmara, clashes ensued, resulting in the deaths of nine 

activists onboard. In response, Ankara escalated its anti-Israel rhetoric and withdrew its ambas-

sador from Israel. This incident underscored the divergence in perspectives on Hamas: while 

Israel, the US, and the EU designate it as a terrorist group, Turkey views it as an Islamist or-

ganization linked to the Muslim Brotherhood, which is perceived favorably by Erdogan's AKP 

(Tavernise,2010). 

"The phrase "Arab Spring" is used to describe the uprising of the people across North 

Africa and the Middle East, where long-standing authoritarian regimes, which had been in 

power for nearly two generations and could have lasted even longer, were brought down 

through brief yet violent struggles that lasted only a few months. The catalyst for what would 

later be termed the Arab Spring in the region occurred in December 2010 when a mobile vendor 

in Tunisia, citing economic difficulties, set himself on fire. This incident triggered a chain re-

action that rapidly spread throughout the area, destabilizing authoritarian regimes across the 

Arab world. Tunisia was the initial site of regime change, followed by Libya. The wave of the 

Arab Spring then extended to Egypt, Syria, Yemen, Bahrain, and Oman, disrupting the estab-

lished order in the region. 

Turkey chose to observe the situation for a period rather than immediately respond when 

the events began in Tunisia, the country where the process first unfolded. A similar stance was 

taken in Libya, with Turkey initially expressing opposition to external intervention. Some argue 

that this approach, contrary to the prevalent discourse of "activist foreign policy" at the time, 

was more in line with a traditional diplomatic approach aimed at gauging the reactions of stake-

holders before taking action (Çiçekçi,2012). 

One viewpoint suggests that Turkey's initial "hesitant" approach to the beginning of the 

Arab Spring stemmed from a reflexive fear of damaging its well-established economic and po-

litical ties with the countries in the region by endorsing the popular uprisings. However, as 

events progressed and regime changes unfolded in Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt, Turkey opted for 

a more proactive stance, concerned that continued silence or hesitation would erode its credi-

bility among the populations in the region (Öniş,2014). 

Being a major power in the Middle East, Turkey naturally couldn't remain unaffected 

by the unfolding events in its vicinity. Consequently, the Arab Spring presented a significant 



45 
 

challenge for Turkey, especially within the realm of foreign policy. It was inevitable that Turk-

ish foreign policy would undergo substantial changes, both in theory and in practice, as a result 

of the developments during this period. Faced with the wave of popular protests sweeping 

across the Middle East, Turkey found itself in a dilemma. On one hand, it could adopt a pro-

democracy stance and support the protests, risking damage to its established economic and po-

litical ties with regional countries. On the other hand, it could align itself with regional regimes 

and turn a blind eye to the protests, thereby jeopardizing Turkey's aspiration for a leadership 

role in the region. However, Turkey understood that maintaining silence amidst social upheaval 

would undermine its credibility among the peoples of the region. 

Turkey's response to the regional developments can be divided into two distinct phases. 

Up until September 2011, Turkey adhered to a stance opposing military intervention by both 

regional and non-regional actors, opting instead for peaceful approaches to resolving conflicts, 

as exemplified by its approach in Libya. Initially, Turkey remained silent regarding the uprising 

in Tunisia and attempted mediation between the Gaddafi regime and the opposition in Libya, 

refraining from immediate support for the opposition and strongly opposing NATO-led military 

interventions. However, Turkey's position shifted after the evacuation of thousands of Turkish 

citizens from Libya, leading to humanitarian aid for Libyan opposition forces and limited par-

ticipation in NATO's military operations. In Syria, Turkey initially assumed a mediation role 

between the Assad regime and the opposition, engaging in extensive diplomatic efforts and 

advocating for political and economic reforms. However, Turkey's approach changed signifi-

cantly after September 2011 due to the Assad regime's refusal to heed Turkey's calls for reform 

and its violent suppression of protests. In contrast to its stance in Tunisia and Libya, Turkey 

was among the first countries to support the protests in Egypt and call for the prompt removal 

of the Mubarak regime. Turkey openly backed the demonstrators and forged close ties with the 

Mohammed Morsi administration following subsequent elections. Turkey strongly opposed the 

military coup in Egypt, accusing General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi of overthrowing a legitimate 

government, while also criticizing Western countries for their initial silence on, and later sup-

port of, the military coup. This policy contributed to the tangible deterioration of Turkey's re-

lations not only with Western countries but also with Gulf states such as Saudi Arabia and the 

UAE, with whom Turkey had previously maintained close cooperation (Acar,2018). 

Relations with the Iraqi government started souring as Turkey faced accusations of 

providing support to Iraqi Sunni factions. The Shiite-dominated administration led by Nuri al-

Maliki blamed Turkey for meddling in Iraq's domestic affairs and adopting a sectarian-oriented 
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foreign policy, criticisms echoed by Western nations, notably the United States (Özpek&Demi-

rağ,2014). 

Disagreements between Turkey and the US became apparent during the later stages of 

the Syrian civil war. Initially, both countries advocated for the Assad regime to implement re-

forms to peacefully transition the country. However, following the breakdown in relations with 

the Syrian regime, Turkey diverged from the US by supporting almost all Syrian opposition 

groups except for the PYD, while consistently calling for a Syria without Assad. Turkey's For-

eign Policy Conduct (FPC) was even more noticeable in Syria. Erdoğan and Davutoğlu had 

aimed to establish a strong rapport with the Assad administration. However, when Assad de-

clined to modify his response to the Syrian uprising in line with Ankara's suggestions, Turkey 

not only severed ties with the Syrian regime but also adopted a resolute regime change stance 

and permitted the armed opposition to find refuge along the Turkey-Syria border (Tür,2019). 

Additionally, Ankara permitted foreign fighters wishing to join the Syrian opposition forces to 

cross the border and provided support to certain opposition factions (Itani&Stein,2016). 

Erdoğan likely anticipated Assad's downfall, akin to Mubarak's, which he believed would create 

opportunities for increased Turkish influence in Syria. Ankara's support for the Syrian Muslim 

Brotherhood, as part of the Syrian opposition, exemplified this stance (Balcı,2012). As noted 

by Mehmet Ali Birand in a 2011 article, Syrian state television accused Turkey of arming the 

Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, highlighting the regime's perception of the Brotherhood as a sig-

nificant threat, akin to Turkey's view of the PKK (Birand,2011). 

In contrast, the US began to selectively support opposition groups as radical factions 

gained influence, moving away from Turkey's proposals for a no-fly zone and international 

military operations. In fact, on October 3, 2014, then-US Vice President Joe Biden accused 

Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE of being overly committed to ousting Assad and stoking 

Sunni-Shiite conflict in the region (Ifantis&Galariotis). 

The clashes in Syria raised significant worries regarding Turkey's border security. In 

particular, there was a rise in infiltration attempts and terrorist assaults by groups like the PKK 

along the borders. The conflict atmosphere in Syria gave rise to terrorist entities such as ISIS, 

posing a threat to Turkey's safety. Turkey had to confront the presence of ISIS along its border 

regions. As the conflicts unfolded in Syria, Turkey found itself obliged to accommodate mil-

lions of Syrian refugees, a situation that profoundly influenced Turkey's internal politics and 

economic landscape (Altundeğer&Yılmaz,2016). 

After the Arab Spring, Turkey's relationship with Iran started to worsen due to Turkey's 

stance against Syria (Balcı,2014). Turkey's approach in the Middle East following the Arab 
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Spring, with neighboring countries looking up to Turkey rather than Iran, was not what Iran 

anticipated (Güner,2015). While Turkey pursued a policy of opposing Assad in the Syrian mat-

ter, Iran took a pro-Assad stance and backed the Syrian regime. Moreover, Turkey's authoriza-

tion of missile defense systems on its soil adversely affected Turkey-Iran relations. 

The Arab Spring had several adverse effects on Turkey, including a reduction in trade 

volume, strained political relations, a downturn in tourism, and an influx of Syrian refugees. 

Furthermore, the crisis in countries affected by the Arab Spring created opportunities for ter-

rorist organizations to flourish with backing from Western nations, posing direct security threats 

to Turkey. The absence of central authority in regions like Syria and Iraq has led to attempts by 

various factions, including terrorist groups, to exploit the power vacuum. This situation has 

directly endangered Turkey due to its extensive border with these countries. Terrorist organi-

zations such as the PKK/PYD/YPG and ISIS, benefitting from the lack of central control, have 

carried out attacks on Turkish soil using various means. Before 2016, over 500 fatalities and 

numerous injuries resulted from these attacks originating from Syria. The emergence of a new 

order in Syria now represents a significant threat to Turkey's security and existence. Hence, 

maintaining the status quo and central administrations in neighboring countries aligns more 

with Turkey's interests (Saylık,2022). 

4.3. The recent period 

In alignment with developments and challenges in the region, Turkey's approach to Syr-

ia's affairs has seen shifts since 2016, notably through military actions in 2016 and 2018. Espe-

cially after the critical July 15 coup attempt, both internal and external threats posed significant 

risks to Turkey's sovereignty and unity, prompting changes in foreign policy priorities and 

methods. Consequently, Turkey has adopted a holistic understanding of its security challenges. 

Following July 15, Turkey initiated comprehensive counterterrorism efforts against or-

ganizations like FETÖ, PKK, PYD, and ISIS, both domestically and internationally. Moreover, 

during this period, Turkey has recalibrated its relations with regional and global actors, empha-

sizing national interests and security considerations. As a result, the perceptions of threats, a 

pragmatic approach to regional power dynamics, and diplomatic relations, notably led by Pres-

ident Erdoğan, are seen as the new framework of Turkey's Middle East policy post-2016. 

Before the transformation, Turkey's stance on Syria primarily revolved around seeking 

humanitarian resolutions to the crisis. This encompassed safeguarding refugees fleeing the civil 

war, averting a fresh influx of migrants, safeguarding the nation's regional integrity, and ensur-
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ing internal tranquility to pave the way for Syria's restoration as a secure zone. Despite diplo-

matic endeavors aimed at persuading the Assad regime, Turkey found itself isolated following 

a shift in U.S. policy, which left it alone in advocating for Assad's removal from power. Fur-

thermore, Turkey encountered the Syrian branch of the PKK, the PYD/YPG, as the U.S. began 

constructing military bases in northern Syria, and the PYD/YPG initiated the establishment of 

cantons in the region in late 2013. Consequently, the U.S. opted for the PYD/YPG as an ally 

over Turkey, considering them a local force (Ekşi,2018). 

Confronted by Russia's direct military involvement in Syria during the summer of 2015 

and unable to convince Washington to withdraw its support for the PYD/YPG, the AKP gov-

ernment increasingly collaborated with the Russian camp in Syria. Ankara's warming relations 

with Moscow enabled it to initiate a second military campaign against the PYD/YPG in north-

ern Syria in 2018 and a third military operation in 2019 with the approval of Washington. Like-

wise, Turkey and Russia reached an agreement to establish a de-escalation zone in Idlib, com-

prising 12 observer points overseen by Turkey. Additionally, Turkey joined forces with Russia 

and Iran in establishing the Astana process, which served as a counter to the Western-led Ge-

neva process aimed at resolving the Syrian civil war. Through the Astana process, Ankara 

aimed to manage its relations with Syria and seek a political resolution to the conflict, which 

appeared to strengthen Turkey's role as a major player in the Syrian conflict. 

The pivotal shift, exemplified by tangible actions such as the Euphrates Shield and Olive 

Branch operations, transitioned from a liberal foreign policy approach towards Syria to a realist 

viewpoint, aimed at tactically addressing encountered challenges. This transition didn't com-

pletely alter the policymaking process and objectives but rather repositioned the prioritization 

of goals within the regional framework (Ataman&Özdemir). 

The developments that set the stage for the mentioned shift were the escalating activities 

of two influential actors in the Syrian civil war during that time: the Syrian offshoot of the PKK, 

known as the PYD/YPG, and the extremist Islamist militant group ISIS. Despite conflicting 

reports in the media regarding ISIS during this period, both organizations, operating along the 

Turkish border and asserting exclusive sovereignty claims, were designated as terrorist groups 

by Turkey. A decision by the Cabinet on September 30, 2013, formally recognizing ISIS as a 

terrorist organization was published in the Official Gazette on October 10, 2013. Additionally, 

the unilateral assertions of sovereignty under the banners of "canton" and "Islamic State," cou-

pled with the escalating terrorist activities targeting Turkey, prompted Turkey to reevaluate the 

Syrian issue from a broader perspective and take corresponding measures. This shift moved 
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Turkey away from solely perceiving the Assad regime as a threat and towards a more compre-

hensive assessment of the Syrian situation (Orhan,2016). 

The ongoing battle against the PKK, which has consistently held a paramount position 

in Turkish foreign policy and security doctrine, has gained urgency due to the escalation of 

activities aimed at bolstering the influence of the PYD/YPG in the Syrian context. Turkey's 

foremost concern in this regard is thwarting the emergence of an autonomous Kurdish corridor 

in northern Syria, particularly as Ankara's apprehensions have heightened following the de-

ployment of PYD/YPG forces to Manbij with backing from the United States (Erşen,2016). 

The escalation of threats from the PKK, targeting both Turkey's internal and external 

dynamics, has heightened existing concerns and emphasized the necessity for taking urgent 

preventive measures. In this regard, the PKK has primarily attempted to exert security pressure 

on Turkey by relocating conflicts to urban areas and has aimed to strengthen its military and 

political influence in Syria, aspiring to become a functional and valuable "actor" in the regional 

political landscape. Additionally, the PKK's objective includes opening a new front in the on-

going Syrian conflict, aiming to shift the focus of Turkey's regional security policy. By initiat-

ing a phase of "attrition warfare" against Turkey, the PKK has started expanding its sphere of 

influence in the region (Yeşiltaş et al.,2017). From 2013 to 2017, ISIS claimed responsibility 

for numerous attacks in Turkey, resulting in a significant loss of lives. Turkey announced the 

initiation of Operation Euphrates Shield on August 24, 2016, citing its legitimate right to self-

defense under Article 51 of the United Nations (UN) Charter. In a statement issued on Novem-

ber 30, 2016, the UN Security Council outlined that the operation aimed to ensure border secu-

rity and combat terrorism as per the UN Charter, specifically emphasizing the prevention of the 

PKK terrorist organization and its extensions, PYD/YPG, from establishing a terrorist corridor 

along Turkey's border. The primary objective, both geographically and strategically, is to pre-

vent the PYD terrorist organization from advancing west of the Euphrates, particularly focusing 

on the Jarabulus-Azaz line to obstruct the PYD's connection with Azaz. Within this framework, 

Operation Euphrates Shield marked one of Turkey's most extensive military operations, starting 

from Jarabulus and achieving significant objectives in its initial phases. Within the first 50 days 

of the operation, an area of 1100 square kilometers was cleared. The necessity for Operation 

Euphrates Shield arose from a geopolitical imperative rooted in Turkey's need to overcome 

security challenges along its border with Syria and establish a cross-border operational depth 

until a political resolution to the internal conflict could be achieved. Within this context, the 

operation is built upon a tangible political and military framework (Kasapoğlu&Ülgen,2016). 
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Broadly speaking, Turkey has transitioned its foreign policy approach towards Syria 

from one based on soft power to one emphasizing hard power. In 2016, it took its first direct 

military intervention, marking a shift towards a strategy of military engagement. This involved 

the implementation of a strategy involving direct military intervention and deployment in Syria 

(Ekşi). 

On March 30, 2017, the operational phase of the operation concluded after 216 days, 

conducted in coordination with the Turkish Armed Forces and the Free Syrian Army (FSA), 

which comprises regime opponents. By the end of the operation, 67 Turkish soldiers had lost 

their lives, while over 3,000 terrorists had been rendered ineffective. On March 31, 2017, the 

Turkish Armed Forces announced the completion of the operation with the following statement: 

"Following legitimate defense rights under Article 51 of the UN Charter and aiming to 

neutralize the existing terrorists in the region, particularly members of the ISIS terrorist organ-

ization posing threats to our country and people, the Euphrates Shield Operation initiated on 

August 24, 2016, in coordination with Coalition Forces, has been successfully concluded. 

In adherence to planned measures to safeguard our national security, our efforts persist 

to hinder any undesirable formations, facilitate the repatriation of displaced Syrian brethren, 

and uphold security and stability in the region."  (Sabah,2017) 

The second significant military operation representing Turkey's shift towards employ-

ing hard power in its Syrian foreign policy was the Olive Branch Operation. This operation 

aimed to disrupt the influence of PKK affiliates in Syria and prevent their efforts toward "state-

building". The objective of the Olive Branch Operation was defined as thwarting the United 

States strategy of establishing a PKK/PYD terrorist corridor along Turkey's southern border 

and fostering the militarization of the terrorist organization. Ankara perceived the US an-

nouncement of their intention to form a 30,000-strong military force in Syria, in collaboration 

with the PYD, as a threat to Turkey's national security. This declaration prompted Turkey to 

launch the Olive Branch Operation against Afrin with the Free Syrian Army (Ekşi). Following 

the Olive Branch Operation, the potential for the PYD to expand from Afrin to the Mediterra-

nean was nullified, and the area was cleansed of terrorist elements. 

Following the conclusion of the Peace Spring Operation, a ceasefire decision was 

reached after the elimination of terrorist elements within a 120-kilometer area between Ras al-

Ayn and Tel Abyad. According to the agreement made with the United States, the PKK/YPG 

terrorist organization was obliged to withdraw from the Safe Zone within 5 days, collect heavy 

weapons, and dismantle fortifications. 
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Besides intervening in Syria, this period of Turkey's foreign policy also saw increased 

involvement in the broader Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. Ankara adopted a 

more confrontational stance towards Egypt and Israel. Moreover, Turkey became more engaged 

in the Persian Gulf and pursued a more assertive foreign policy in Libya. In the Gulf, Ankara 

supported Doha by expanding its military presence in Qatar and assisting in resisting the block-

ade imposed by Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Additionally, the AKP government started to play 

a diplomatic and military role in Libya following Khalifa Haftar's assault on the UN-backed 

Government of National Accord (GNA) in Tripoli in 2019. With the support of the UAE, Haf-

tar's forces came close to capturing Tripoli, but Ankara intervened militarily, deploying Turk-

ish-paid mercenaries from Syria and Turkish troops to prevent this (Debre,2020). As a result of 

Turkey's intervention, the GNA signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with Turkey 

for an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) extending into the Mediterranean, granting access to 

oil and gas resources under the continental shelf. After Haftar's forces were ousted from Tripoli 

and faced setbacks in the conflict, Turkey extended its military presence into 2020, stating that 

it aimed to protect not only Turkey's security but also that of the entire region from Libyan 

rebels. This justification explicitly highlighted Turkey's interests in the Mediterranean basin 

and North Africa. 

Turkey's engagement in the Mediterranean, particularly its recent offshore exploration 

and drilling activities, has sparked controversy, notably drawing ire from Greece and the Greek 

Cypriot Administration of Southern Cyprus (GKRY), as well as Western nations .The European 

Union and the United States have attempted to impose stringent maritime jurisdiction limits on 

Turkey in the region, prompting Turkey to devise the Blue Homeland Doctrine in response to 

what it perceives as unjust and unlawful measures. As part of this doctrine, Turkey inked an 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) pact with Libya in 2019, officially registering it with the 

United Nations to establish the legal foundation for its maritime jurisdiction borders and assert 

its determination to uphold its rights in the area. 

The Eastern Mediterranean, a key aspect of Turkey's foreign policy strategy aimed at 

safeguarding its water security and continental shelf, has emerged as a pivotal component of 

Turkish diplomacy. The contest over maritime jurisdiction zones in this region has been chiefly 

fueled by efforts from Greece and the GKRY to stake claims that exclude Turkey, contravening 

international law (Yaycı,2020). Turkey's conclusion of the EEZ agreement with Libya repre-

sents a significant milestone. Through this agreement, Turkey has forged an EEZ delineation 

pact with a neighboring coastal state for the first time, securing a legal and legitimate basis for 

its claims in the area. The demarcation of the western boundary of maritime jurisdiction areas 
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has been conducted by international legal principles, signaling Turkey's commitment to em-

ploying legal and diplomatic channels. This move has disrupted political maneuvers aimed at 

confining Turkey to a restricted sea area of 41,000 square kilometers, as advocated by the 

GKRY and Greece, and supported by the EU, reflecting historical diplomatic dynamics akin to 

the Treaty of Sèvres. 

Starting in 2021, there was a notable shift in Turkey's foreign policy in the Middle East 

region. This period was characterized by Ankara's efforts to mend relations with the UAE, 

Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Israel, following strained ties with these countries in the preceding 

years. Initially, Turkey aimed to normalize its relations with the UAE, which had been accused 

by the AKP government and President Erdoğan of backing the failed coup attempt. This process 

commenced with a visit to Turkey by Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed in November 

2021, during which the UAE announced a $10 billion investment fund for Turkey 

(Coşkun,2021). Subsequently, during President Erdoğan's return visit in February 2022, the two 

nations signed an additional thirteen agreements covering defense, trade, and technology 

(Hamad,2022). 

Normalization between Israel and Turkey began in 2022 with a visit from Israeli Presi-

dent Herzog to Turkey, followed by the mutual appointment of ambassadors after a four-year 

break. One key incentive behind Ankara's decision to normalize relations with Israel appears to 

have been its desire to gain support from the pro-Israel lobby in the United States. During a trip 

to New York for the annual UN General Assembly meeting in September 2022, President 

Erdoğan met with the President of the World Jewish Congress and representatives from various 

Jewish organizations, reportedly expressing intentions to visit Israel (Daily Sabah,2022). This 

normalization also offered domestic advantages for the AKP, including enhanced economic 

relations, tourism, and the potential for transporting Israeli natural gas through Turkey. 

The most striking among all the normalization endeavors was the AKP's declaration of 

its intent to enhance relations with Assad's government, leading to intelligence-level discus-

sions with Syria. In December 2022, the defense ministers of both nations convened in Moscow, 

marking the first ministerial meeting in 11 years (The Guardian,2022) 

Turkey's Middle East policy saw several shifts and outcomes from 2016 to 2024. During 

this period, Turkey intervened in the Syrian crisis, conducted military operations against the 

PKK/YPG, and underwent changes in its relations with other regional actors. There was a dis-

cernible inclination towards strengthening ties with countries like Russia, Iran, and Qatar. 

Moreover, Turkey actively engaged in regional issues, including bolstering its military presence 

in Libya and asserting claims to energy resources in the Eastern Mediterranean. Nevertheless, 
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Turkey's military and political interventions sparked debates domestically and internationally, 

ultimately shaping its influence in the region. 
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V CHAPTER. THE CONSEQUENCES OF THE AKP'S MIDDLE EAST POLICY 

5.1. The consequences of the AKP's Middle East policy on Turkey's foreign policy 

In the post-millennium period, Turkish foreign policy has undergone significant events, 

primarily influenced by the West, leading to substantial changes to adapt to the new circum-

stances. In this context, the key determinants of the crisis in Turkish foreign policy are the Iraq 

intervention, the Greater Middle East Initiative (GMEI), Neo-Ottomanism, and the Arab 

Spring. 

The US intervention in Iraq, which significantly influenced Turkey's foreign policy, 

stemmed from the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, attacks, leading to a shift in US foreign 

policy towards a more assertive stance in the East (Güdek,2017). The US aimed to transform 

the Middle East into a secure region for the West by removing "undemocratic regimes that fuel 

religious-based terrorism." After the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, Iraq was invaded in 2003, 

and the Greater Middle East and North Africa Initiative (BMENA) was launched in June 2004 

(Yeşilyurt&Akdevelioğlu,2013, p.389).  In response, Turkey felt compelled to reassess its 

stance. Before these events, Turkey had maintained a cautious distance from Middle Eastern 

nations to protect its "Western, modern identity and Republican principles," as noted by Çiftçi 

and Ertugay (Çiftçi&Ertugay,2011). However, the events during the AK Party era prompted a 

"shift in perspective" towards the Middle East, resulting in "progress in relations" with countries 

in the region. As a result, Turkey's foreign policy shifted towards a more pragmatic approach 

aimed at maintaining stability and securing its borders. Thus, while maintaining its Western 

image, the AK Party administration strengthened political and economic ties with Muslim na-

tions (Kardaş,2010). 

In this period, the AK Party faced a tough test when the United States invaded Iraq and 

sought Turkey's assistance. The party was put to the test with the possibility of Turkey being 

marginalized in the Middle East and confronting economic repercussions if it didn't endorse the 

US intervention (Yeşilyurt&Akdevelioğlu,2013). In these conditions, the AK Party initially 

started expressing pragmatically that "it is imperative to stand by the US." Erdoğan, in his 

speech regarding the 1 March Resolution, unequivocally highlighted this by stating, "Use your 

wits, don't be fooled by the games of the CHP. Look at Iran, Libya, and Sudan. They have oil, 

they defied the US, what happened? Some countries and circles talk about Turkey as the leader 

of the Islamic world. Let's not delude ourselves." (Kardaş,2010) 

The AK Party faced a significant dilemma due to the 1st of March Motion. Despite 

diplomatic endeavors to prevent warfare, the AK Party failed to secure adequate support in 
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Parliament, mainly because of the Turkish public's strong "No to War" stance, even though it 

leaned towards endorsing the passage of US and coalition forces through Turkey for an Iraq 

invasion. Criticism from the US administration targeted Erdoğan and Gül for their perceived 

failure to exhibit the anticipated leadership (Çaralan,2022). In response, the AK Party initiated 

a limited motion on 19th March to break free from the impasse. This motion, which proposed 

the deployment of Turkish Armed Forces to Northern Iraq and the opening of Turkish airspace 

to foreign air forces instead of allowing the deployment and passage of foreign troops through 

Turkey, was passed on 19th March 2003 with 332 votes in favor and 202 votes against. The US 

did not gain significant benefits from the delayed motion. As a repercussion of Turkey not 

complying with its demands, the US detained Turkish Armed Forces troops patrolling in North-

ern Iraq (Süleymaniye) and covered their heads with sacks. Although CHP Chairman Baykal 

suggested issuing a note to the US after this incident, Prime Minister Erdoğan's statement high-

lighted the current dilemma:  

"Will you issue a note? What kind of note would that be? I've already explained... Is it 

a musical note? You need to analyze the situation thoroughly before deciding what action to 

take. Disagreements between two parties should be resolved through dialogue. A disagreement 

doesn't necessarily rupture the partnership just because it was 'handled incorrectly.” (Su,2022) 

The March 1 Resolution clashed with Turkey's conventional foreign policy mantra of 

"Peace at Home, Peace in the World." (Çaralan,2022) This was because the AK Party openly 

leaned towards supporting the U.S., which was imposing regimes on neighboring nations and 

turning the region into a battleground. The consequences faced by Turkey for its defiance of 

the U.S. were not limited to the hood incident alone. Apart from the strained relations between 

the two countries, Turkey's position within the Western alliance was called into question. Ad-

ditionally, Turkey found itself excluded from shaping the political landscape of Iraq and its 

surroundings, anticipating significant challenges in the years ahead (Kardaş,2010). As the 

Kurds began reaping the benefits of their support for the U.S. in Iraq, especially with the bol-

stering of structures in Northern Iraq, it became a substantial threat to Turkey. Given Turkey's 

exclusion by the U.S., it also suffered losses on the international stage. Consequently, the AK 

Party had to engage in the region's redesign by aligning itself with the U.S.'s global project, the 

Greater Middle East Initiative, to offset these losses. 

Turkey's participation in the BOP has been highly significant for rectifying the soured 

relations due to the failure of the March 1, 2003, motion. Furthermore, the AK Party's ideolog-

ical goal of harmonizing "modernism, liberal democracy, and tradition (Islam)" has also played 

a role in shaping the decisions taken during this period (Bağcı&Sinkaya,2006) 
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The emergence of a power vacuum in the Middle East following the intervention in Iraq 

has presented a significant series of challenges for the AK Party. The efforts of both regional 

countries and global powers to exploit this vacuum for their interests have posed various risks 

for Turkey. In such a context, Turkish foreign policy has had to undergo a shift. Thus, the 

formerly "passive" foreign policy approach of the early 2000s transitioned to become "active" 

post-2003, and then "proactive" from 2006 onwards, aiming to pursue economic and political 

interests in the Middle East. Consequently, Turkey began to witness a diverse evolution in its 

foreign policy, offering an alternative to the West. In this regard, economic and political initia-

tives were accelerated in regions such as the Middle East, the Caucasus, and Central Asia 

(Çiftçi&Ertugay,2011). The AK Party's embrace of a "conservative democracy" ideology, 

which lacked rigid constraints on the party's actions, facilitated its engagement in both the im-

plementation of the BOP with the U.S. and the pursuit of Neo-Ottomanism during this period 

(Yeşiltaş,2022). 

AK Party has desired Turkey to play an active role in the region, assume leadership, 

(Duran &Özdemir,2014), and shape regional events, (Güder&Mercan,2012) leveraging Tur-

key's status as a "central country with diverse regional identities." Notably, there has been an 

emergence of rhetoric emphasizing the aspiration to become a regional powerhouse and a global 

player. To achieve this, it was deemed necessary to activate "public diplomacy and institutions 

that generate soft power" capable of revitalizing historical and cultural ties (Ekşi,2018). Con-

sequently, Turkey aimed to engage in proactive diplomacy and employ soft power measures in 

its surrounding regions to foster a positive perception and enhance its regional, political, and 

social legitimacy. AK Party believed that historical experiences would bring about geographical 

and regional strength, emphasizing the significance of utilizing the depth created by the Otto-

man Empire in foreign policy. In this context, harnessing the economic opportunities afforded 

by the geography (former Ottoman territories and Eurasia) became the fundamental pillar of 

Turkey's foreign policy (Tüysüzoğlu, 2013). Neo-Ottomanism viewed Turkey as a pivotal ge-

opolitical hub and aimed to foster political, economic, and social cooperation between the West-

ern Civilization and the Eastern (Eurasian) Civilization. Consequently, it was anticipated that 

Turkey would emerge as an influential actor shaping regional dynamics within the global sys-

tem. 

Turkey has made significant strides in its policies towards Islamic countries since 2009, 

positioning itself favorably compared to the past. During this time, regardless of whether the 

countries were Islamic or not, Turkey has taken proactive steps to resolve issues in the Middle 
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East and other regions (Türk,2014). This has involved increased mediation efforts in neighbor-

ing countries, enhancing Turkey's reputation. Relations with Arab countries have been strength-

ened, focusing on historical, cultural, social, and religious ties, leading to improvements in trade 

and visa liberalization. Additionally, Turkey has expanded its relations not only with neighbor-

ing countries but also with Gulf and North African nations. Davutoğlu has emphasized Turkey's 

influence in the region, stating that "Without Turkey, no game can be played in the Middle 

East." (Güder&Mercan,2012). During the period from 2007 to 2011, the AK Party reshaped 

Turkish foreign policy at both regional and international levels, positioning Turkey as an "au-

tonomous" power once again (Yeşiltaş,2022). 

Turkey has transitioned from its role as the "policeman of the West" to becoming a 

proactive force and provider of security in the region. It has gained observer status in both the 

Arab League and the African Union, and there's now a possibility of a Turk assuming the posi-

tion of Secretary-General in the Organization of Islamic Cooperation. These diplomatic efforts 

have enabled Turkey to secure a temporary seat on the United Nations Security Council with 

the backing of Middle Eastern and African nations, allowing Turkey to recognize its potential 

(Şahin,2010). 

While Turkey may feel compelled at times to participate in strategies under the Greater 

Middle East Initiative (GMEI), such as those involving the partitioning of the Middle East, as 

seen in the case of Iraq, it has also taken various measures, such as mediation and investment, 

to promote stability in the region. Interestingly, Turkey has used the framework established for 

fragmentation to instead consolidate, aligning with the foreign policy principles of Neo-Otto-

manism. 

The Arab Spring has become a trial for Turkish foreign policy, compelling the AK Party 

to seek fresh solutions to navigate through this crisis (Özdemir,2019). It's not just about toppling 

existing regimes but also about reshaping the entire region (Güder& Mercan,2012). 

What was once described as a region of peace and prosperity suddenly turned into a 

battleground. Another significant factor pulling the AK Party into foreign policy complexities, 

besides the Arab Spring, is the US shifting away from its democracy promotion agenda, as 

outlined in the "Broader Middle East and North Africa Initiative" (BMENA). The changes ob-

served in countries experiencing the Arab Spring also altered the US approach to democracy, 

leaning towards supporting authoritarian regimes. This stance isolated Turkey, forcing it to 

maintain its influence in the region through new strategies, further ensnaring it in a web of 

challenges (Efegil,2016). 
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Under such circumstances, it became incredibly challenging for the AK Party to adopt 

a consistent policy, occasionally leading the country into uncertain and conflicting actions 

(Güder&Mercan, 2012). The core vision and drive of Turkish foreign policy underwent funda-

mental changes between 2011 and 2016. While initially aiming to spearhead regional transfor-

mation, the AK Party later grappled with foreign policy hurdles due to resource constraints and 

the internal dynamics of regional politics. Despite aspirations to play a leading role in managing 

the Arab region's transformation, deepening crises in Egypt and Syria thwarted these efforts. 

Specifically, the internal strife in Syria has had adverse effects on "Turkey's security, regional 

commitments, and relations with the US." (Yeşiltaş,2022) 

The ups and downs in Turkey's relationships with the "Middle East, Russia, the US, and 

the EU" after the FETÖ coup attempt in 2016 suggest a lack of consistent direction in foreign 

policy (Kösebalaban,2020). Turkey, in this phase, moved away from its ties with the US, opting 

instead for more autonomous policy decisions. While contending with these challenges, Turkey 

also began to see the benefits of its foreign policy shift, reminiscent of a neo-Ottoman approach. 

Ataman suggests that Turkey's presence is felt across various sectors globally, estab-

lishing it as a significant player in international affairs (Ataman,2020). This presence is evident 

in key international forums like the United Nations (UN), the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-

tion (NATO), the Group of Twenty (G20), and the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). 

Moreover, Turkey demonstrates its soft power through widespread humanitarian and develop-

mental aid, while bolstering its hard power through advancements in defense industry produc-

tion. Additionally, Turkey's economic and technological successes indicate a pragmatic ap-

proach. Thus, these circumstances indicate that the AK Party is striving to navigate this chal-

lenge using diverse strategies. 

From 2016 to 2022, the AK Party underwent significant turmoil, leading to a profound 

shift in its foreign policy approach. During this period, Turkey organized military operations 

along the Syrian border to counter security threats posed by groups like ISIS and the PKK/YPG. 

Additionally, Turkey intervened to thwart a coup attempt in Qatar and provided military assis-

tance to Libya's legitimate government. Faced with challenges from the US, Turkey swiftly 

improved relations with Russia, resulting in various economic and energy benefits, including 

acquiring the S-400 missile defense system. However, tensions with the US and its perceived 

support for terrorism in the region pushed security to the forefront for the AK Party. Conse-

quently, while pre-2016 saw Turkey striving to align itself with the West as a liberal and dem-

ocratic actor, post-2016 witnessed a shift toward criticism of the West. This transformation 

reflected a perception that the West, particularly in light of issues like FETÖ, the PKK, and the 
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Syrian crisis, posed a threat to Turkey's survival. As a result, a more realist foreign policy dis-

course emerged, characterized by a focus on struggle, with "security" remains a central theme 

for the party in 2021 and 2022. 

5.2. The refugee issue in Turkey and its effects 

Looking back at the history of humanity, migration has evolved alongside historical 

events, arising from the challenges posed by nature and interpersonal conflicts. Humans have 

relocated from diverse regions to both familiar and unfamiliar territories for reasons such as 

escaping adverse environmental conditions, fostering closer social bonds, seeking safer living 

environments, establishing communal settings, and improving material conditions for a more 

organized and sustainable life. The pursuit of a better existence has consistently underscored 

the significance of migration throughout human history. 

Migration isn't confined to individual actions alone; historical records showcase 

numerous instances of collective movements. Despite differing reasons, mass migrations 

continue to hold significance. Consequently, the term "migration" encompasses a spectrum of 

individuals and groups, including refugees, asylum seekers, economic migrants, irregular 

migrants, and various displaced populations.  

Turkey, due to its geographical location, has a rich tradition of migration, welcoming 

migrants, offering protection to those in need, and earning respect from the international 

community.  

Jacobsen draws parallels between the reasons prompting refugees to leave their home 

countries, which influence the reception by the host society, and the concept of "needy poor" 

that bolsters welfare policies in developed nations (Jacobsen,1996). When the host community 

perceives refugees as not being "needy," implying that they did not flee their homes due to life-

threatening circumstances but rather for economic reasons, the likelihood of sympathizing with 

and showing tolerance towards these individuals diminishes. It is more probable for "needy 

refugees," those perceived to be genuinely in danger in their own countries, to receive 

hospitality, support, and aid from the host community. For example, Iraqi Turkmen, escaping 

from war-torn conditions, receive "compassion" and "hospitality" from the local populace, with 

the belief that there is no objection to their staying in Turkey "until the end of the war in their 

country." However, as their stay prolongs, some segments of the local community begin to view 

the refugees' situation not as "escaping from war conditions" but as "avoiding fighting for their 

nations." 
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When faced with multiple refugee groups, the local community may adopt varying 

attitudes towards each group. Despite arriving concurrently, Iraqi Turkmens might be embraced 

due to "ethnic solidarity," whereas Syrians could face exclusion despite their "religious 

affinity." Iraqi Turkmens are often portrayed as "industrious" and "hardworking individuals 

striving for livelihood," while Syrians are depicted as "idle," "averse to labor," and "accustomed 

to begging," consistent with this perception. Moreover, the substantial presence of Syrian 

refugees in Turkey, coupled with the absence of an expectation for their return post-war, has 

diminished the prominence of Iraqi Turkmens, akin to other refugee groups excluding Syrians. 

Iraqi Turkmens, categorized as "ethnic kin," have encountered reduced acceptance due to 

arriving concurrently with Syrians, unlike previous instances of ethnic kin migrations. This 

scenario evokes Danış's notion of "futile ethnic kinship" , highlighting the challenges faced by 

Iraqi Turks arriving in Turkey during the 2000s, including difficulties in obtaining residency 

permits, let alone citizenship, unlike those who arrived before 1989/1991 (Danış&Parla,2009). 

The worry over refugees accessing the nation's resources is a key factor influencing how 

the local community views them. Some argue that citizens should be given priority in resource 

allocation, with refugees considered later. The utilization of resources like employment, 

education, healthcare, or social assistance by refugees is occasionally met with resistance from 

the local populace. Residents' expressions such as "we're tired of constant Arabic" create a 

division based on language, setting up an "us versus them" scenario. Here, "them" refers to 

those "who don't speak our language." (Duszak,2002). Within the shared ethnic identity of Iraqi 

Turkmens and neighborhood dwellers, there emerges a process of separation and 

marginalization initiated by the locals and centered on language. The ethnic assumption that 

Turkmens should speak Turkish can foster division in their communal experiences when this 

expectation isn't met. The disappointment arising from Iraqi Turkmens speaking Arabic can 

fuel negative sentiments among locals, potentially leading to exclusionary attitudes and 

behaviors toward refugees. Additionally, the language barrier results in misunderstandings or 

misinterpretations during everyday interactions between the two groups. 

The unfolding humanitarian crisis in Syria saw the beginning of a mass movement of 

approximately 300-400 Syrian citizens towards the Cilvegözü border gate in the Yayladağı 

district of Hatay province on April 29, 2011, signaling the start of a significant population flow 

from Syria to Turkey. Turkey, under its "Open Door Policy," has not repatriated any Syrians 

and has granted them "Temporary Protection Status." Turkey has gained recognition as a 

leading and exemplary nation in the international arena, particularly by the United Nations, for 
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its high standards of support provided to Syrian refugees. Consequently, Syrians have been 

compelled to flee their homeland in pursuit of better conditions elsewhere. 

Upon the crossing of the initial convoy in 2011, a period of uncertainty commenced, 

marked by an indeterminate duration. As a result, an era unfolded characterized by 

unpredictable social and societal outcomes, demanding substantial responsibility and imposing 

a considerable financial burden. 

The challenge of Syrian refugees in Turkey should be primarily perceived as a matter 

of social cohesion. According to ORSAM's findings, significant issues arise between refugees 

and the local community, particularly concerning cultural disparities (especially in cities 

beyond border regions), language, and lifestyle differences (ORSAM,2015).Cultural 

disparities, language obstacles, and varied lifestyles often provoke adverse responses from the 

indigenous population and impede social assimilation. Refugees are frequently censured by 

locals owing to disparities in their way of life. The local inhabitants, predominantly following 

traditional family frameworks and favoring nuclear family setups, frequently find discomfort 

in refugees living in extended family arrangements. 

The demographic shifts occurring in certain southern border provinces of Turkey can 

stir unrest and amplify other issues. Kilis serves as a notable example in this context. With its 

populace primarily consisting of Turkmen, residents of this city feel a sense of minority status 

within their community. Given that most Syrians are Arab and Sunni, the Arab Alevi population 

in Hatay perceives themselves as being relegated to a secondary status (Erdoğan,2017). This 

dynamic fosters feelings of insecurity among the Alevi community in Hatay. Additionally, the 

diverse ethnic backgrounds and religious beliefs among Syrians can occasionally lead to 

tensions and disputes with the local populace in their residing cities. 

As Syrians arrived, the previously uniform and predominantly "indigenous" urban 

culture evolved into a blend over time. This resultant hybridity revives fears among the local 

community of their culture's potential disappearance and reinforces inclinations to view the 

"foreigner" as an intruder. Consequently, the belief that public spaces are being taken over by 

"foreigners" enables them to be perceived as the potential source of any wrongdoing or crime 

(Ekinci,2015). 

The Syrian crisis, which commenced in April 2011 and has persisted to the present day, 

stands out as one of the most extensive crises Turkey has faced in recent memory. Inevitably, 

Turkey's policies have come under scrutiny and sparked debates due to the magnitude of the 

crisis and the significant influx of people. This is because the crisis and the influx of people are 

too substantial to be overlooked. The issue transcends mere humanitarian concerns; it also holds 
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political significance and carries serious implications for Turkey's security infrastructure, 

alongside the management of the process. Even in an environment where European countries 

reject groups of 10-15 thousand people due to the challenges posed by societal reactions and 

process management, Turkey's accommodation of millions of individuals necessitates security-

related endeavors (Ilhan,1971). 

When viewed as international actors, refugees have three ways of impacting 

international security, as outlined by Lohrmann: - Host countries perceive migration 

movements, particularly mass movements of people, as a threat to their economic prosperity, 

social cohesion, cultural and religious values, and political stability. - Tensions in bilateral 

relations across borders are heightened, affecting the balance of regional relations. - Irregular 

human movements and population displacement significantly affect the personal security of 

refugees, rendering them uncertain actors in international relations (Lohrmann,2000). 

Because of factors such as the challenging living conditions they face, the lower income 

and welfare levels compared to Syria, and their need for assistance, the overall satisfaction 

levels of displaced individuals are generally low in Turkey. Consequently, they are in a position 

where they could become involved in terrorism, illegal activities, and public disturbances 

(Korkmaz,2016). Syria, considered a failed state due to its failure to find lasting solutions to its 

issues, continues to grapple with escalating security threats both domestically and in the region. 

The expanding governance vacuum within the country has inadvertently or intentionally 

facilitated the rise of various militant groups such as the Democratic Union Party (PYD), 

People's Protection Units (YPG), Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), Hezbollah, and others 

on its soil (Özalp,2014). 

Turkey effectively protects its borders, comprising 2875 kilometers of land boundaries 

and 8333 kilometers of coastal and maritime borders, with the coordination of the Land, Air, 

and Naval Forces Commands, the Coast Guard Command, and the Gendarmerie General 

Command. Among all borders, the most critical for Turkey is the 1242-kilometer Syria-Iraq 

border (Deniz,2009). Preserving territorial security and integrity ranks among Turkey's 

foremost concerns. Border security has gained heightened significance due to the challenges in 

Iraq and Syria. The unregulated situation on both sides of the border facilitates the logistical 

reinforcement of terrorist organizations. Ensuring maritime border security is equally vital. 

Bernard notes that the host community, which fears refugees' participation in 

employment, housing, and resources, never genuinely welcomes them. In Turkey, refugees are 

often perceived as cheap labor by employers, leading to criticism and accusations from the local 

population for depressing wages as they accept low-paying jobs. The existing unemployment 
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problem in Turkey is often blamed on refugees by locals, who see them taking up undesirable 

jobs and consequently being pushed into the lower socioeconomic class. Small business 

owners, especially in major cities like Ankara, tend to favor hiring illegal workers 

(Orhan&Gündoğar,2015).This results in refugees being compelled to work in physically 

demanding jobs for low pay, without any social security benefits. Exploiting their vulnerable 

situation, employers use refugees as inexpensive labor, leading to a decrease in overall wages 

in the job market. When refugees do manage to find employment, they are seen as competitors 

by the local population and as a cheap labor force by employers. Conversely, if they are unable 

to secure jobs, they are often labeled as "lazy" and "entitled individuals. 

Another economic consequence of the refugee population at the neighborhood level is 

the escalation in rental fees. While this surge benefits landlords as an advantage, it poses an 

economic burden for refugees and low-income local inhabitants. Property owners lean towards 

renting their premises to refugees due to their willingness to pay higher rents and their reliability 

in payments, leading to challenges for impoverished residents in securing housing (Orhan, Gün-

doğar,2015,p.16). 

The issue of migration played a significant role in shaping the political landscape of the 

2023 elections in Turkey. Throughout the campaign, President Erdoğan's government 

underscored the notion of solidarity between refugees and the Turkish populace. Additionally, 

the AKP, under Erdoğan's leadership, vaguely outlined a voluntary return option for refugees 

in its election manifesto. Specifically, the manifesto committed to supporting stability in post-

conflict areas of Syria and included measures to prevent new migration flows while facilitating 

the return of refugees under temporary protection in Turkey. 

Furthermore, in a televised address before the second round of the 2023 elections, 

President Erdoğan expressed compassion for Syrian refugees. He acknowledged the hardships 

they faced due to terrorist threats, challenging living conditions, and ongoing conflicts in their 

homeland. President Erdoğan firmly rejected the idea of forcibly repatriating Syrians, 

emphasizing the humanitarian aspect and its alignment with Islamic principles. While 

acknowledging the challenges, he also stressed that individuals engaging in misconduct would 

face accountability from law enforcement ( TV100, 2023). 

Opposition parties such as CHP and İYİ Party criticized the government, alleging that 

it had transformed Turkey into a facility for storing refugees. The opposition's attention to this 

matter reflected an increasing public sensitivity towards the prevailing situation, accompanied 

by a growing anti-migrant sentiment among Turkish voters. There has been a noticeable shift 

towards stricter migration policies between 2018 and 2023. Similarly, İYİ Party underwent a 
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substantial change during this period. In 2018, İYİ Party emphasized international cooperation, 

facilitating the return of Syrian guests, and establishing safe zones in their countries of origin. 

However, by 2023, the party adopted the slogan "Border is sacred!", endorsing rigorous border 

security measures and implementing a policy of "pushback" for identified migration 

movements. Apart from HDP, which consistently maintained a pro-immigrant stance, all major 

parties experienced a significant transformation towards more anti-immigrant positions to 

varying degrees during this period. 

Amidst a surge in anti-immigrant rhetoric during the elections, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, 

who championed a more favorable stance towards migrants, emerged victorious. This outcome 

can be understood from three angles: 

Firstly, while migration was a significant theme in the discourse of the 2023 elections, 

it might not have been the primary concern influencing voting behavior. Turkey is grappling 

with issues such as high inflation, rising unemployment rates, a depreciating currency, 

increasing state debt, and widening trade deficits. 

Secondly, Erdoğan, having been in power for the past two decades, might be seen as 

more trustworthy in restoring order compared to other candidates, possibly due to his lengthy 

tenure. 

Thirdly, the economic contributions of migrants, particularly as a source of low-wage 

informal labor, continue to be implicitly recognized. Many small and medium-sized enterprises 

rely on this workforce for their survival( Balta et al.,2023). 
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CONCLUSION 

Throughout the AKP era, Turkey's engagement with the Middle East has been 

characterized by a complex interplay of strategic objectives, available resources, and 

ideological underpinnings, including the influence of political Islam, the legacy of the caliphate 

heritage, and the strategic utilization of soft power. By emphasizing principles of Islamic 

solidarity, justice, and unity, Turkey has sought to appeal to Muslim-majority countries in the 

region and position itself as a champion of Islamic values and aspirations. 

One of the central strategic objectives of Turkey's Middle East policy has been to assert 

itself as a regional power while promoting stability, security, and economic prosperity in the 

region. The AKP government under the leadership of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has sought to 

position Turkey as a key player in regional affairs, leveraging its historical ties, cultural 

affinities, and economic potential to expand its influence. 

The primary objective of my research was to elucidate Turkey's strategic objectives in 

the Middle East, alongside an analysis of the instrumental resources deployed for their 

realization. To accomplish this, I employed the theoretical frameworks of realism and 

constructivism, particularly focusing on their respective perspectives. 

Turkey's engagement with the Middle East has been influenced by two key doctrines: 

the "Peace at Home, Peace in the World" doctrine and the "Strategic Depth" doctrine. The 

former, advocated by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, emphasizes the importance of internal stability 

as a prerequisite for projecting power and influence on the global stage. In contrast, the 

"Strategic Depth" doctrine, championed by Ahmet Davutoğlu, emphasizes Turkey's historical, 

cultural, and geopolitical connections with the wider Muslim world, particularly the Middle 

East. 

The consequences of Turkey's Middle East policy extend beyond the region, impacting 

its broader foreign policy objectives and international relations. By adopting an assertive and 

proactive approach to regional affairs, Turkey has sought to elevate its status on the global stage 

and assert its influence in key geopolitical arenas. Turkey's Middle East policy has had 

implications for its relations with major powers, including the United States, Russia, and 

European Union. As Turkey seeks to balance its alliances and pursue its own national interests 

in the region, it has faced challenges and tensions in its relations with traditional allies and 

partners. 

The refugee crisis resulting from conflicts in the Middle East, particularly the Syrian 

civil war, has had profound implications for Turkey's economy, security, and social cohesion. 

As one of the largest hosts of refugees in the world, Turkey has faced immense humanitarian 
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and logistical challenges in providing for the needs of millions of displaced people, including 

housing, healthcare, education, and employment opportunities.The influx of refugees has 

strained Turkey's resources and infrastructure, placing a significant burden on its economy and 

public services. Despite receiving international assistance, the long-term impact of the refugee 

crisis on Turkey's economy remains a concern, particularly in terms of unemployment, 

inflation, and social tensions. 

One of the key insights gained from this research is the close alignment observed 

between Turkey's identified strategic objectives in the Middle East and the priorities and 

narratives espoused by the political leadership, reflecting broader ideological and geopolitical 

considerations. The findings of this study strongly support the hypothesis that during the AK 

Party era, the most decisive factors in determining Turkey's strategic objectives in the Middle 

East have been the reaffirmation of historical and cultural connections, the aspiration to become 

a regional power, the maintenance of political stability, and material factors such as economic 

interests, energy security, control of trade routes, and the strengthening of the defense industry. 

Through an in-depth analysis of Turkey's Middle East policy during the AKP era, it has 

been elucidated that these identified strategic objectives closely align with the priorities and 

narratives of the political leadership. The AKP's leadership has consistently emphasized 

historical and cultural ties, reflecting in their diplomatic and cultural initiatives in the region. 

Their aspiration to become a regional power is evident in their active participation in regional 

politics and military interventions. The promotion of political stability has been a recurring 

theme in their policies, with efforts to mediate conflicts and support stable governments. 

Furthermore, the material factors such as economic interests and energy security have 

been pivotal. Turkey's economic engagements in the region, including trade agreements and 

investments, underline the importance of economic interests. The focus on energy security is 

highlighted by Turkey's strategic moves to secure energy supplies and routes, while control 

over trade routes is evidenced by their geopolitical maneuvers. The strengthening of the defense 

industry is apparent through increased military spending and indigenous defense projects, 

showcasing their commitment to bolstering their defense capabilities. 

The examination of resource utilization encompassing diplomatic, economic, and 

military means underscores the effectiveness of the AKP-led government in implementing its 

strategic vision in the Middle East. The diplomatic initiatives, ranging from high-level visits to 

active participation in international forums, demonstrate Turkey’s diplomatic engagement. 

Economic cooperation, through trade and investment, highlights their economic strategy, while 
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military interventions and defense collaborations reflect their security and defense objectives. 

Humanitarian aid also plays a significant role, showcasing their soft power strategy. 

Thus, the convergence between our research question and the findings of this study 

reaffirms the hypothesis, providing compelling evidence of the significant influence wielded 

by the political leadership in determining Turkey's strategic objectives and resource allocation 

in the Middle East during the AK Party era. The strategic objectives and the multifaceted 

approach in resource utilization highlight the comprehensive and integrated nature of Turkey's 

Middle East policy under the AKP leadership. 
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