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ABSTRACT

After the Justice and Development Party came to power in 2002, the
traditional policy of westernization of Turkey was somewhat deviated and
an active regional foreign policy was adopted. Until the Arab Spring
developments in 2011, Turkey's foreign policy towards the Middle East
continued based on the policy of neo-Ottomanism and influence based on
soft power. From 2011 onwards, guiding the developments of the Arab
world and shaping the emerging order of the region became Turkey's main
priority. After the failed coup in 2016, the Justice and Development Party's
foreign policy towards the Middle East became more independent,
pragmatic and militaristic than before. The current study aims to investigate
these rapid and fundamental changes in Turkey's regional policy with the
method of process tracing. In this sense, this question is raised: How can the
rapid and obvious changes in the foreign policy of the Justice and
Development Party towards the Middle East, from the use of soft power to
the use of military tools, be explained? Tracing the process shows that from
2002 to 2024, at all times when there are apparently rapid changes and
disruptions in Turkey's Middle East policy, there were clear signs of a
realistic foreign policy. In all this time, interest-centeredness, opportunism,
pragmatism and nationalism have been the basis of the policies of the elites
of the Justice and Development Party. The current research using the theory
of neoclassical realism has shown that the mentality and perception of the
elites of the Justice and Development Party of structural threats and
opportunities is the main role in the changes of the country's foreign policy
towards foreigners.
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1. Introduction

After the Ottoman Empire collapsed and a modern government was formed in
Turkey (1920 1923), the country had a tendency to develop closer ties with the
Western world and be a member state of the EU. In order to make that happen, the
country changed its identity and embraced secularism. When the Justice and
Development Party (AK Party) took power in 2002, Turkey gradually took
advantage of the situation to stay away from its Middle East policies. During the
period of the AK Party, three distinguishing phases can be recognized for Turkey’s
foreign policy toward the Middle East. The first phase which coincided with the Arab
Spring started from 2002 to 2011. During this period, Turkey emphasized its soft
power and adopted a Neo-Ottomanism ideology, seeking to extend its influence in
the regions that were once part of the Ottoman Empire. The second phase was when
the Arab Spring had already developed. During this phase, Turkey tried to play the
role of a regional leader. Following the unsuccessful coup in 2016, as for its foreign
policy, Turkey has pursued a more independent approach and it has also become
more decisive. Moreover, Turkey has even adopted a militaristic approach to dealing
with regional affairs and kept its distance from its Western allies. Given these rapid
and obvious shifts in Turkey’s foreign policy towards the Middle East, the following
question then arises: How can we interpret these changes in the AK Party Middle
East policy?

2.Theoretical frameworks; Neoclassical realism

Neoclassical realism offers a multilevel framework that amalgamates both systemic
and mediation variables to achieve an outcome about specific foreign policy choices.
For the domestic level of analysis, variables such as the role of ideology, identities,
understanding, and interpretation of foreign policy actors, resource extraction, and
domestic bodies add explanatory power to the system level. From a neoclassical
perspective, the attributes that nations and their decision-makers possess, and how
leaders wield power are of great importance. These elements serve as intermediaries
for the constraints and restrictions of structural behavior and foreign policy. Similar
to the structural environment in the international system that imposes limitations on
leaders, the domestic environment does the same. Furthermore, a government that
acts as an intermediary can discern the threats and opportunities within the
international system and set a specific foreign policy accordingly. Factors such as
the type of political system, the leaders’ perception and mindset, decision-making
bodies, identities, and the dominant ideology play a pivotal role in this process.
Specifically speaking, elites play a pivotal role in assessing events and realizing
whether these events are threats or opportunities. By assessing the opportunities and
events, as well as the domestic capabilities and capacities, initially the people in
power in Turkey decided to gain influence through public diplomacy and soft power.
With the rise of the Arab Spring, this process became more tangible. Since the 2016
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Turkish coup attempt failed, and the influential institutions were removed from
Turkey’s foreign policy, the party’s leaders were enabled to engage more
independently and freely in the Middle East regional development.

3.Research Methodology

In the current study, the process tracing method which has several stages was
applied. In the first stage, a scientific hypothesis or hypotheses are formulated. Next,
a timeline is established, and the sequence of events is delineated. A crucial aspect
of this method is determining the extent to which one must delve into the past to
identify the cause. In the third stage, causal explanations are provided. These
explanations illustrate how ‘A’ causes ‘B’. During this stage, all related actions
performed by the actor that impact the final outcome are articulated. In the next stage,
counterfactuals can be expressed as well. Ultimately, for the initial hypotheses, the
requisite evidence is gathered and based on the timeline a conclusion is reached.

4.Findings and Discussion

The AK Party foreign policy towards the Middle East has been scrutinized across
three distinct periods. These periods start from 2002 to 2011, from 2011 to 2016, and
from 2016 onwards. The AK Party foreign policy in the early years needs to be
analyzed within the context of Neo-Ottomanism when the policy of the party and its
goals was to foster multilateral relations with all adjacent countries. During this
period, with the Neo-Ottomanist narrative, they made an attempt to reclaim the
Turkish identity rooted in the Ottoman past and its culture. In addition to this, they
exerted influence in regions of the Middle East that were formerly territories of the
Ottoman Empire. To reclaim the Turkish identity in this particular time, the party
leaders emphasized their public diplomacy and soft power as means to influence the
targeted regions. Moreover, they adopted Turkey's “Zero Problems with the
Neighbors” Policy. During this time, Turkey expanded its relationship with Middle
East countries. Subsequent to the Arab Spring developments, Turkey’s operational
approaches to foreign policy were mainly revolving around the adjacent regions and
getting more involved with regional dynamics. In the new geopolitical landscape, as
a dominant actor, Turkey was accountable for regional issues. Therefore, it was
necessary for the country to take advantage of the opportunity and to shape its
preferred regional order. In fact, its preferred or desired regional order was to steer
the developments of the Arab world towards Turkey’s strategic interests. This matter
shows that in terms of foreign policy, Turkey is an opportunistic and pragmatism
country. Moreover, it is based on such a foreign policy that Turkey got involved in
the development of countries such as Syria, Irag, and other regional nations, and held
hegemonic competition with countries such as Iran and Saudi Arabia. Opportunism
and pragmatism are the principal components of Turkey’s foreign policy realism at
this particular time.



According to the process tracing method, after the 2016 coup attempt, Turkey
adopted a more independent and military foreign policy. It is evident that during this
period, new dimensions/ additional elements were added to Turkey’s foreign policy
realism compared to previous eras. As for the new dimensions, greater autonomy,
pragmatism, and militarism are the most significant distinguishing features of
Erdogan’s policy in the Middle East compared to the earlier periods. Turkey’s
foreign policy became more dynamic and was more based on national interest
compared to the past. Moreover, it engaged more in regional developments and
increasingly finds itself at odds with its Western allies over issues such as Libya,
Syria, the South Caucasus, and the Eastern Mediterranean. The shift in Turkey’s
foreign policy and its firm decision to take military action if needed are clearly
evident in the way that the country dealt with issues such as its dispute with Greece
over gas, the Libyan crisis, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict between Armenia and
Azerbaijan, and particularly in its tumultuous relations with NATO. The coup in
2016 that ended up in failure made Turkey start to have closer ties with Russia
rapidly and it also brought clear changes in Turkey’s foreign policy. There are
several elements in the new approach that the country adopted; firstly, the party’s
and individual interests are prioritized over Turkey’s long-term strategic interests.
Secondly, it is Turkey’s security-oriented approach to the Middle East matters and
thirdly, it is a sectarian approach that the country has for the developments in the
Middle East. The next matter that the country take into account is prioritizing short-
term benefits and trading. Therefore, based on the new foreign policy that the country
has adopted, which is characterized by being more independent, more militaristic,
more aggressive, and also doing more business, as well as given its security
concerns, economic interests, and sectarian interest, the country engaged in disputes
in several regions, which even called for military interventions. This situation has
resulted in Turkey distancing itself from the United States and the West more, and
having closer ties with Russia, China, and Iran.

5.Conclusion and Recommendations

There needs to be an enduring policy for Turkey’s presence in the Middle East. Such
a policy exists, however, due to structural conditions, structural and regional
opportunities, and threats, as well as domestic situations, this policy has been
weakened since the AK party came to power. Process tracing reveals that in the
initial phase from 2002 to 2011, the primary principle of Turkey’s foreign policy
realism was interest-oriented and revolved around Turkish nationalism. This was
grounded in a policy to maximize profit and influence through soft power. Given
that the position of the party was consolidated inside the country, and the
opportunities provided by the Arab Spring developments, new dimensions were
added to the AK foreign policy realism about the Middle East policy. Besides being
profit-oriented, the party seemed to be more opportunist and pragmatist in its
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regional policy. The party’s pragmatism was even evident in its sectarian approach.
The period following the coup revealed that additional elements of foreign policy
realism emerged in the regional policy of the AK Party, which shows that the party
was more independent and militaristic compared to previous periods. All these
factors indicate that according to Neoclassical realism, in each era, one must consider
the objectives, priorities, interests, and even personal concerns of party leaders, and
party-related concerns in general. These considerations should be based on structural
and regional conditions to delineate the policy of the party towards the Middle East.
The principles of foreign policy realism indicate that nations neither have permanent
friends nor enemies, rather it is the national interest that determines their foreign
policy, as well as their allies and adversaries.
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